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In memory of Elliot W. Eisner whose teaching and mentorship continues to light my path.

Dedicated to my family who are always teaching, inspiring, and lifting me up, Jonah, Stella, Sheldon, Owen, and Eli.








Instructions for living a life
Pay attention.
Be astonished.
Tell about it.

Mary Oliver
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Mary Helen Immordino-Yang, Professor of Education, Psychology and Neuroscience

Foundations for a child’s learning and academic, social and emotional development are set in their earliest years of schooling. As We Begin elevates how we think and design for our youngest learners’ brains by sharing research and strategies that will validate and transform early childhood education and educators.

Glenn Whitman, executive director of The Center for Transformative Teaching and Learning and co-author of Neuroteach

Teaching primary learners is a role that requires patience, skill, exceptional caring, and the understanding of how learning occurs for our youngest students. In As We Begin: Dispositions of Mind, Learning, and the Brain in Early Childhood, Tia Henteleff uses her expertise and experience as a primary educator to unpack the importance of Mind, Brain, and Education science as a lever for elevating teaching practice in early childhood education. It is going to help a lot of educators.

Margaret Lee, educator, consultant, & author of Mindsets for Parents

A delightful read that strikes the perfect balance between personal story and research on how young children learn and grow. This book is for educators, researchers, parents, and everyone invested in children. If you are an educator, Henteleff’s prose will reaffirm your choice and your essential work in laying the foundations of the future. Researchers will find new importance in their work and motivation to continue to understand the nature of young children’s minds. Parents will find affirmation and awe in the importance of the beginning. Because, as Henteleff powerfully states, the beginning does not just matter during the beginning. Early childhood sets the stage for everything to come. As We Begin is friendly and accessible, yet deeply meaningful. Henteleff is genuine and her passion for children and educators is tangible in every word. This is truly a book for everyone and a must-read for educators, parents, and researchers!

Kristin Gagnier, senior research scientist

Thoughtful and practical, As We Begin cuts through the noise to center us on what really matters in early childhood education – relationships, emotions, creativity, curiosity, and growth. Henteleff brings together the best of cutting-edge interdisciplinary research, illuminating theory, and traditional and progressive educational approaches, to provide a much-needed teacher/researcher perspective on the field of Mind, Brain, and Education. She offers powerful ideas for all those seeking to improve the ways we support students' learning.
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FOREWORD



A note to the reader

While this book was written with early childhood educators in mind, it will be useful for educators of any age, as well as parents, and anyone that is interested in ideas and research surrounding curiosity, creativity, brain development, and learning. These topics are fascinating (even astonishing at times), incredibly important, and pertinent to … everyone.


To the educators

Thank you for what you do. You have chosen a career to help others and that work presents new, multi-faceted, and idiosyncratic challenges with each new day. Many of those challenges impact individuals whose faces you can picture in your mind right now, people that you know well and care deeply about whether it be children you have worked with in the past or present, families you have gotten to know, or colleagues you have worked beside. We, in the field of education, are on an important and interesting journey where upcoming bends, hills, plains, and cliffs are not always predictable and yet our work has impact beyond what we can see.

Teaching is rooted in the past but seeks growth and transformation in the present and future. Knowledge of the past gives us the information needed in the present to facilitate brain change, growth, and the development of rewarding relationships. Teaching is about making the most out of the moment we have right now, learning and growing within that moment for whatever it affords us. However, with an eye to the future, teachers also consciously decide what, how, and why we teach in order to have a positive impact on the future of each student. And while this may be a cliche, the act of teaching is an investment of time, energy, and money in children as well as our collective future on this planet.

This is a profession that seeks to make lives better, that seeks to understand and solve problems, and this is a profession that necessitates phenomenal amounts of hard work, intelligence, courage, patience, and heart.

So again, thank you!










PART 1:

THE BIG IDEAS









THE BEGINNING


Beginnings hold power and promise for what is to come; this is equally true of the beginning of a book, the beginning of a life, or the beginning of school. We cannot be certain of what is to follow, but we do understand that beginnings are often singular and memorable moments that introduce us to the story that is about to unfold. As Plato said about childhood education in The Republic, ‘the beginning is the most important part of the work’. Early childhood is the beginning of life. Early childhood education is the beginning of a relationship with teachers, with schools, and with learning communities. It is the promise of a positive association with learning, education, and one’s potential. Most early childhood educators know this, and this is why we feel passionate about what we do.

The beginning does not just matter during the beginning.

The beginning matters to everything that comes next.

I will keep returning to the importance of early childhood learning and education. That is what drew me into teaching and is what compelled me to write this book. We, as early childhood educators, have an awesome job, one that comes with many intrinsic responsibilities and rewards. As if teaching children during these years at the beginning of their relationships with peers, teachers, and compulsory education was not enough, these are also important years of brain development. At this time the creativity, imagination and intellectual curiosity of children is endlessly fascinating. And if they do not already possess a disposition towards learning that seeks deeper understanding then we get to spark one. I learn from the children I work with everyday, just as I learn from colleagues and researchers in Mind, Brain, and Education.

There is no one correct way to be a teacher; no universal system that works well for all students and all teachers. I don’t believe that such a thing exists. However, people with vastly different experiences and perspectives can come together around shared values and the guiding lights that interdisciplinary research can provide. There will always be diversity within teaching just as there is diversity among people, and there will always be room for improvement and greater understanding.

All teachers bring themselves into the profession. We cannot help but bring our beliefs, values, and personal biographies into our teaching. So, let me share a little bit of mine. For over two decades, I have been a teacher, presenter, consultant, and teacher trainer. I have always viewed myself as an educator as well as a researcher. I officially began working for The Center for Transformative Teaching and Learning in 2015 to collaborate on the design of Mind, Brain, and Education (MBE) professional development for teachers and school leaders, but my own research predates that work. In 2011 I received a grant which allowed me to begin working on brain development and cognition in the ages I was teaching at the time (4-5 years). Before that – after finishing my graduate degree from Stanford University School of Education – I had the good fortune of working at a laboratory school, Bing Nursery School on Stanford’s campus. Perhaps, the energy and influence of working at a school dedicated to the advancement of understanding children, child development, and education through on-going research made an impression upon me. Perhaps, it was the position title of teacher/researcher that I had during my early teaching years in Reggio-Emilia inspired schools. But even before my professional career in education and my undergraduate and graduate years of schooling, I was a person who asked questions, sought deeper understandings of the world and the people in it, and placed tremendous value on the roles that creativity and imagination play in our lives. I did not know that I would end up dedicating my adult life to early childhood education at the time, but looking back, I see it as a natural next step.

I am an educator who sees merit in both progressive and traditional approaches towards education. I believe in the theory of constructivism’s explanation of how children build meaning and knowledge through experience (often associated with progressive education), but I am also an educator who knows the value of direct instruction (often associated with traditional education). I believe that as a teacher, it is important to also be a researcher, to ask questions, and be continuously iterative. I believe that it is important for children to ask questions and that there is a symbiotic relationship between my inquisitive nature and that of my students.

Education is suffused with values and that is true even when we aim to focus on data sets and scientific findings. Education is about making and creating choices. Knowing that people have different ideas about what education ought to be, I think it is important that I state my own, here, in the beginning. For me, education aims to empower students with knowledge, skills, and the ability to think and act flexibly. This helps students develop an understanding of the world and themselves in it, so that they can live fulfilling lives as citizens of the world. This conception of education is linked to democracy; embedded in this idea is that of the value of an informed citizenry that thinks for themselves.

The terms ‘education’ and ‘learning’ might need clarification and teasing apart. We are all continuously learning in formal and informal, implicit and explicit, compulsory and voluntary ways throughout our lives, and this does not just happen in institutions of learning. Learning is a process of acquiring knowledge and skills. Education is an organized program for learning. Children come to us having already learned a lot about their world, and they will continue to learn outside of anyone’s plans, lessons, curricula, and a school’s scope and sequence. And just as they come to us with different background knowledge and unique biographies, they also come to us with unique dispositions towards learning. Those dispositions towards learning matter and so does how we help to form or dismantle them (see chapter one and throughout this book). In school, especially in those first years of schooling, children start to create a framework about what school is, what school offers them, how school helps them make sense of their world, and of course, how others play a role in that learning. These are important and powerful years.


Key Questions

As We Begin is informed by and focuses on the value of inquiry, intellectual curiosity, and creativity for both the teacher/learner and the student/learner. This book seeks to contextualize MBE concepts in real early childhood classrooms, something that is currently lacking in the plethora of books and articles pertaining to MBE. In this book, you may find some things that create dissonance with your current practice or thinking and that might require some questioning, investigating, and research of your own. In this book I aim to hold the truths we know as classroom teachers alongside the truths of the science of teaching and learning.

Some of the guiding questions, compelling research findings, and insights in this book are my own, others I have collected from educators and theorists such as the inspirational and profound work of art education visionary, Elliott Eisner, and Loris Malaguzzi who founded the Reggio Emilia Approach. I also cite many studies with promising findings, most of which come from robust research in the field of Mind, Brain, and Education. As is the nature of science, research evolves, and educational implications and strategies often change along with it. In this ever-changing world of research, the need to keep curious and abreast of the ideas and findings out there never ceases. It is in this spirit that I hope the reader approaches the research and ideas laid forth.

Asking thoughtful questions matters, for they guide our work. The answers provide the opportunity to reorganize schemata, recalibrate, reconnect, and then come up with new questions. Questions invigorate, they open up new ways of seeing and thinking, and spark conversations with others. They give us something to strive for. I am concerned for children who do not have any questions just as I am concerned about educators who do not have questions. So, let us stay curious and continue to question. Some of the questions posed in this book are reflective and specific to you, the reader. What are your beliefs and values about early childhood and early childhood education? Is your practice aligned with those beliefs and values? Often a teacher holds certain beliefs, but feels compelled, for one reason or another, to use pedagogy that is counter to those beliefs. Awareness of this incongruence allows us to make necessary changes to our practice. Other recurring questions are: What do the various disciplines related to the mind, brain, learning, and early childhood say about a particular topic? Does my practice align with the research? What is the impact my practice is having on my students in both the short and long term?

I hope this book both validates and challenges you as a reader. I hope that it helps you make connections that clarify your own passions and motivations in this work. I hope that it creates an opportunity for you to build new schemata and bring that to bear in your practice. I hope that it sparks conversations with others. I hope this book reaffirms for you the importance of this work and inspires you to ponder, to wonder, and keep learning and growing in this field of early childhood education.



The structure of this book

This book is divided into three parts: Big ideas; Foundational Knowledge; and Zooming In. Similarly, each chapter is divided into three sections: the what; the why; and the how. What covers the knowledge. Why covers the underpinning reasons why this knowledge is important and impactful. How covers the suggestions that will help the educator align that research to their everyday practice.

As We Begin addresses big ideas and asks big questions of the field and the reader. It holds many complex ideas, theories, and areas of research. It invites reflection and conversation. It should not be read in one sitting. This is a book to read, digest, and then step away. Sit with the ideas and make connections to your practice, experience, and knowledge before continuing.









CHAPTER 1:

DISPOSITIONS OF MIND


The important outcomes of schooling include not only the acquisition of new conceptual tools, refined sensibilities, a developed imagination, and new routines and techniques, but also new attitudes and dispositions. The disposition to continue to learn through-out life is perhaps one of the most important contributions that schools can make to an individual’s development. This achievement of mind rooted in motivational and dispositional factors is the source of continued transformation.

Elliott Eisner (2002)

Prevailing moods, outlooks, and tendencies can be cultivated over time. This book uses the term ‘dispositions of mind’ – that is, the thoughts and feelings we have about thinking and learning – to address how we can nurture learning, thinking, creating, and connecting with others. In bringing together research on brain development in early childhood, concepts from Mind, Brain, and Education (MBE), and theories about education, I will return time and again to dispositions of mind, in both learners and teachers.

Nature and nurture both play roles in how our brains develop, our dispositions of mind, and who we are. While all human brains are unique, they also have many reliable and generalizable similarities in development, structure, and function. Humans have exceedingly complex brains and all of the large fiber bundles are already present at birth. Babies come prewired for knowledge of objects, numbers, probabilities, space, and people (Deheane, 2020). We could categorize these facts as ‘nature’, but that is really just the beginning.

Neuroplasticity, a foundational MBE truth, refers to the ability of our brain to rewire throughout our lives due to need and circumstances (such as our experiences), environments, and relationships. As child and adolescent psychiatrist and founder of Turnaround for Children, Pamela Cantor, has said our brains and our genes are really a collaboration between nature and nurture. There is no separation between the two because ‘genes are chemical followers’; gene expression is context dependent. As Fischer and Bidell (2006) express it, ‘There is no separation of nature and nurture, biology and environment, or brain and behavior, but only a collaborative coordination between them’. This is why Mind, Brain, and Education (MBE) is an integration of fields related to Mind (psychology, cognitive psychology, and sociology), Brain (biology, neuroscience, and educational neuroscience), and Education (pedagogy and didactics) – or to put it another way, both nature and nurture.

In the context of development and learning, positive experiences and relationships of trust help to shape beneficial dispositions of mind that propel our motivations, growth, and happiness. Likewise, cognition and emotion are inherently linked (see chapter eight). In essence, these dispositions of mind are developed and fostered through experiences, moments of discovery, relationships with peers and teachers, and the feelings a child has about their own learning and place in the world. Teachers play a big role in a learner’s developing disposition of mind.


Students

Educators and parents want their children to engage in intellectual and emotion-rich endeavors. We want children to be intrigued by ideas that propel them to examine and explore. We want them to wonder, reflect, be curious, and consider implications for themselves and the world. We want them to ponder their role in the world or in another person’s life, to seek knowledge from others whose experience is different from from their own, to think deeply and actively search for connections and meaning. This is what it means to have a disposition of active inquiry for the purpose of meaning-making, understanding, and connection. The learner with this disposition of mind is self-directed and inspired to tackle intellectual challenges, set goals, monitor progress, and connect with others.

Learners with this disposition often also have a drive to imagine and conjure up original mental imagery, to make unique connections, and to use different forms of representation to express a feeling or another way of conceiving. Curiosity and creativity often go together, and these are powerful human drives. This is how we, as humans, broaden and deepen knowledge, create, innovate, imagine better outcomes, collaborate, and seek peace and understanding. As the work of the affective neuro-scientist Mary Helen Immoridino-Yang illustrates in her studies, this type of thinking is correlated with brain growth, better self-identity coherence, healthier relationships, and happier adults living fulfilling lives (Gotlieb & Immordino-Yang, 2023).

We often talk about what we want children to know and be able to do, and these are the drivers of curriculum. But what about how we want children to feel? Do we not want children to feel inspired, intrigued, capable, and passionate about learning? Tracey Tokuhama-Espinosa has said that memory and attention are the two non-negotiable ingredients for learning, and that without them, learning cannot happen in the brain. Well, feelings are the gateway to memory and attention. Put another way, the feelings we experience – how our limbic system tags the sensory information – determines what we pay attention to, what we do not pay attention to, and how much as well as if we remember it. Emotions are central to attention and memory. This is why disposition of mind is profoundly relevant to education.

As Immordino-Yang (2016) describes:

Emotions are not just messy toddlers in a china shop, running around breaking and obscuring delicate cognitive glassware. Instead, they are more like the shelves underlying the glassware; without them cognition has less support.

What really matters in terms of attaining a fulfilling life of learning is not what you know and what you can do, but your dispositions for thinking. How does it feel to think? Do you value learning? Do you try to understand and construct deeper meaning?

As we know, children are not going to instantly fall in love with the feeling of thinking deeply and learning just because we want them to. While children do have a proclivity towards being enthusiastically curious about phenomena, that curiosity and drive to learn does not necessarily sustain itself, nor does it carry over to all school subjects without help and encouragement from teachers and caretakers. Children need to feel safe and that they have purpose in their learning. They need to feel that their questions and voice are important, relevant to others, and valuable. As Cantor, et al (2021), put it:

Belief in one’s ability to grow, learn, and succeed through education – both in and out of the classroom – may be more important than any specific curriculum for predicting and nurturing educational outcomes and life successes.

If the true end goal is to help young children embark upon a path that leads to health, happiness, a sense of purpose, and a thirst for greater knowledge and understanding then we need to think seriously about what keeps us motivated and engaged with this world as learners and social beings. As educators, we think a lot about content (and content is important). However, the drive to sustain effortful learning and to think deeply and creatively, depends upon developing skills and dispositions that support engagement with and learning about the world. These in turn depend on the ways in which educators think intentionally about learning environments and relationships.



Teachers

Teachers are humans too. I know how simple and ridiculous that statement seems, but we (as a society) do, in fact, benefit from this reminder. All of the things that we know to be true for student learners are also true for teacher learners. As humans, our dispositions of mind not only affect our students, they also affect our own self-identity coherence, our drive to keep learning and growing, our relationships with others, and our happiness in the world.

We want the same disposition of mind for the teacher as we do for the child learner. Such a disposition sets a teacher up to be more engaged and attuned to their students and their learning potential. In essence, it sets them up to do their job more effectively, while being inspired and motivated to keep going. To design a curriculum and pedagogical approach that optimizes the conditions for learning and discovery, we have to know how the brain works. That is, we have to know how we as humans think, what motivates us, what holds our attention and, conversely, what inhibits us. This is not only true in a general sense, but also in how these ideas relate to the individual learner.

To inspire children and our colleagues (which I think is equally important), we have to strive to know them as people and make effortful attempts to know how to elicit the right emotions and provide the right opportunities for growth. That is a lot to know and do and the work is never done! That is why a disposition of mind that orients us to a continuous endeavor, striving for more understanding, and a commitment to deepen our knowledge as well as our impact is not only beneficial, but necessary.

I have met many teachers who have cultivated this disposition of mind themselves and that is why they do what they do. They aim to understand the world they live in as well as understand others and how to help them. They know that humans can strive towards continuous learning and improvement. They are curious and find the act of both teaching and learning to be thrilling and tremendously rewarding, despite its challenges. Further, most early childhood educators know there is something powerful happening in brain development and learning in their students, even if they are not familiar with the research. They know that the seeds that are planted at the beginning of a student’s educational career make a difference later on. Many early childhood educators think carefully about the intellectual endeavors and inner thoughts of the children they teach.

I cannot help but reflect upon lessons from the distinctive educational approach developed in the postwar schools of the city of Reggio Emilia, Italy. Many international schools, including in the US, have been inspired by ‘The Reggio Emilia’ approach (some more successfully than others). It has also been studied extensively by researchers from American Universities including George Forman, Louise Cadwell, and Harvard’s Project Zero, to name just a few. These Reggio Emilia-inspired schools – in their varying degrees – cultivate a disposition towards teaching that perpetuates inquiry and innovation.

The Reggio Emilia approach holds that:


	Children are protagonists, that actively and capably construct meaning.


	Children are collaborators, contributing to learning communities.


	Children are communicators, transmitting meaning in myriad forms.


	The environment is the third teacher, and space can be optimized for learning and relationships.


	Teachers are partners.


	Teachers are researchers (engaged in continuous discussion, interpretation, and iteration of their work).


	Documentation is key (making learning visible to teachers and learners).


	Parents are essential partners in the child’s educational experience.




Ann Lewin-Benham, one of the first American educators to become interested in the Reggio schools and founder of Model Early Learning Center in Washington, DC, states that the ‘best’ practice in this approach is actually a cluster of practices ‘that teachers do to prepare interest-laden environments, to help children become self-regulated, and to foster the drive to learn that is a human’s birthright’ (2011). This approach requires the teachers to think in a detailed, systematic, but flexible way to create learning experiences that promote children’s inquiry and understanding. Implementing this approach is demanding. ‘There is a myth of spontaneity surrounding the Reggio Approach that doesn’t respect the deep intentionality of teaching and learning’ (Jennifer Azzariti, 2022). What appears as spontaneity is actually a highly intellectual, intentional, and creative responsiveness, that is able to identify and exploit teachable moments as they emerge from the children’s interests and comments. This type of teacher response is only made possible by the knowledge, intention, and experience of the teacher.

Forgive the cliche, but teaching is both a science and an art. There is a science to learning and teaching that is continuously evolving, being understood, and applied in schools and classrooms. And there is an art to teaching. A teacher, like an artist, finds their own voice while creating environments, cultures, and opportunities. They consider school lessons, relationships, and how to evoke emotions to compel, inspire, puzzle, and motivate. A good friend and colleague, Peter Merrill, once said that ‘master teachers are more like jazz musicians than symphony orchestra conductors’. Both the conductor and jazz musician manage many moving parts and require technical knowledge, skill, as well as vision to bring people together to create harmony. However, jazz musicians are also able to respond to what is happening in the moment, to shine a light on each individual musician, and to improvise collectively in the creative process. This is a useful metaphor for the disposition of mind of the teacher. When we see the work that we do as being simultaneously a science and an art, we are driven to be both knowledgeable and creative in our professional growth.



The interplay of teachers and students

Even the youngest children develop an awareness of their teacher’s emotions, enthusiasm for teaching, and intentions. Toddlers and older children alike evaluate adult actions and perceived mental states and distinguish between intentional and unintentional actions (Dunfield & Kuhlmeir, 2010; Vaish, Carpenter, & Tomasello, 2010; Woo & Spelke, 2023). This is an area which cognitive developmental psychologists have been studying for some time. ‘Children’s own action planning, and their reasoning about their own mental states, develop hand in hand with their understanding of the actions and mental states of others’ (Spelke & Shutts, 2020; Comallie, et al, 2016). This is significant to early childhood education because a) these cognitive developments are critical foundations for school readiness and b) these ‘others’ include the teachers. Before children can learn from teachers, they need a basic understanding of what the role of teacher is, how they feel about this role, and their teachers’ intentions of trying to impart knowledge, skills, and the joy of learning. This helps children to make connections between their own intentions and actions at school.

Studies have been done on the so-called chameleon effect, whereby we unintentionally match our behavior to those around us. As John Hattie and Klaus Zierer state, ‘Teachers can serve as role models by being passionate, and by bringing our competence and mindframes to bear we can get our students to adopt similar mindframes’ (2018). In a longitudinal study in middle school math classrooms Frenzel, et al (2009) demonstrated that teacher enthusiasm and enjoyment of learning while teaching is positively linked to student enjoyment. A follow up study found that this is in fact a reciprocal relationship in which the enthusiasm of the students also transmits and affects the enjoyment of the teacher. Enjoyment of learning has also been correlated with promoting resilience, laying the groundwork for individual self-regulation, and guiding positive group behavior (Fredrickson, 2001). The teacher’s disposition of mind is not only important to their own professional growth but impacts the disposition of mind of their students and therefore, the learning and growing that occurs in their classroom.

I would like to suggest a parallel between the impact of a teacher’s enthusiasm and enjoyment, and of a teacher’s adoption of a disposition of mind that seeks to actively question, make new connections, and understand their world and their role in it. It stands to reason that a teacher who is constantly seeking to better understand their craft – the science and art of teaching and learning – will also have a positive effect on their students. This is the result of not only understanding and engaging with their students better, but also of modeling intellectual curiosity, caring, persistence, and the value of actively seeking deeper understanding.



Pedagogy

We can think of our role in fostering dispositions of mind in three ways: pedagogy, curriculum, and environment. Pedagogy refers to the approaches and techniques through which the educator facilitates learning and includes the important relationship-building aspect of that work. Beyond creating a classroom culture that is supportive and responsive to the needs of the children, the early childhood educator has a lot to consider: play, literacy, numeracy, social cognition, communication, intellectual curiosity, creativity, imagination, and care.



Curriculum

The other way we influence learning and dispositions of mind is through curriculum. Curriculum refers to content and its organization. Curricular decisions are decisions about what aspects of the world of knowledge and the world of skills are worth focusing on. Naturally, pedagogy and curriculum overlap with elements of the designed environment which is the third category that contributes to learning and the dispositions of mind towards learning.



Environment

In the initial days and weeks of the school year, teachers put a lot of thought and effort into establishing a classroom culture. The physical environment plays a large part in this process in both implicit and explicit ways. The physical spaces we create
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