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			Praise for It’s OK to Go Up the Slide

			“In her thought-provoking new book, Shumaker challenges some of our assumptions as parents and teachers. She shows us clearly and candidly what kids truly need. This is a helpful and inspiring read for anyone concerned with raising the next generation of healthy children.”

			—Michael Gurian, author of The Wonder of Boys and The Wonder of Girls

			“Heather Shumaker, the agent-provocateur of the young childhood set, is back in fine form with It’s OK to Go Up the Slide. By refusing to accept received wisdom without questioning it, Shumaker makes the reader think about what children really need when it comes to safety, homework, technology, and interpersonal interactions. She’ll provoke you to think afresh in places where you didn’t even think there was a choice.”

			—Lawrence J. Cohen, PhD, author of Playful Parenting

			“Anyone willing to stop and ask, ‘Wait—why do we have to sign our kids’ homework?’ is on the right track. The fact that Heather Shumaker stops to re-examine almost all the conventional wisdom about childhood to figure out which of it is based on anything other than, ‘That’s just how it’s done’ makes her my hero.”

			—Lenore Skenazy, author of Free-Range Kids: How to Raise Safe, Self-Reliant Children (Without Going Nuts with Worry)

			“Sensible and provocative. This book will turn notions about kids, families, and schools upside down. From homework to strangers to technology, Shumaker tackles all the big topics facing the preschool to the elementary set. Do your family or classroom a favor and grab this book.”

			—Amy McCready, author of The “Me, Me, Me” Epidemic and If I Have to Tell You One More Time . . . 

			“Once again, Heather Shumaker challenges our unquestioned assumptions about child-raising with such clarity that you’ll wonder why her points weren’t glaringly obvious to you before reading her book. Addressing the issues of middle childhood, Shumaker makes a convincing case on issues from ‘safety first’ (which poses a greater danger to your child than healthy risk) to kindergarten (your child may do better to skip it). Parents will especially love the ‘cheat sheets’ where Shumaker gives suggested words to use to implement these renegade rules in real life.”

			—Dr. Laura Markham, author of Peaceful Parent, Happy Kids

			“Heather Shumaker’s comprehensive and courageous on-target book emanates common sense grounded in solid research. For parents desiring the best for their children, it can serve as a practical guide to responsible resistance to unsound current educational/parental dogmas.”

			—Stuart Brown, M.D., founder and president of the National Institute for Play

			“The norms of parenting today—with their overconcern for safety and promotion of continuous surveillance and control—are stifling our children. In this delightful book, Heather Shumaker teaches us how to be renegade parents, willing and able to flout the norms in order to promote the long-term mental and physical health of our kids. I recommend it not just to parents but to anyone involved with the lives of young children.”

			—Peter Gray, research professor of psychology at Boston College and author of Free to Learn

			“This book is chock full of reasons for joining the renegade army! In a gentle, yet direct fashion, Heather encourages us to remove our adult lenses and take a hard look at how some of our own actions lead to many of our family’s stressors. She leaves us with supportive next steps and a powerful sense of ‘I can do this!’”

			—Lisa Murphy, M.Ed., early childhood specialist and cofounder of Ooey Gooey, Inc.

			“This book frees parents from unfounded fears that limit their children’s ability to climb, jump, run, and express themselves honestly, replacing that fear with a courageous style of parenting that benefits the child.”

			—Vicki Hoefle, parent educator, speaker, and author of Duct Tape Parenting and A Straight Talk on Parenting

			“School needs a revolution. Parenting needs a revolution. Guess what? The revolution has arrived. It’s time to go up the slide.”

			—Anthony DeBenedet, M.D., coauthor of The Art of Roughhousing

			“I’m in love with Heather Shumaker’s new book, It’s OK to Go Up the Slide—it’s going to rock boats, challenge thinking, and nudge adults in the right direction when it comes to early learning. The book’s Renegade Rules often swim against the current of conventional thinking, but they are based on solid research, shared with warmth and humor, and come with ample ideas for implementation. This is a must-read for both parents and early learning professionals.”

			—Jeff A. Johnson, coauthor of Let Them Play

			“Shumaker is like the wise elder we need beside us. In this day and age when recess and play have been set aside for worksheets and sitting still, we need to hear and heed her voice. Every parent, caregiver, teacher, and administrator will want to return to this book over and over again. Bravo to Shumaker for encouraging us to reclaim our children’s childhoods.”

			—Sara Bennett, coauthor of The Case Against Homework and founder of Stop Homework

			“More play. Less homework. More risks. Less sheltering and entertaining. What sounds contrarian is actually common sense that’s great for our kids! Shumaker helps us put this into practice with tools like her ‘words to say (and avoid)’ and terrific ‘try this’ suggestions.”

			—Paula Spencer Scott, content chief at Kinstantly and author of Momfidence

			“Heather Shumaker demystifies modern parenting in this immensely practical book, tackling tricky topics like technology and risk-taking. She advocates for a balanced and sensible approach to parenting that gives families tools to wade through the oceans of parenting advice. This book continues the revolution that her first book began—hold on!”

			—Emily Plank, author of Discovering the Culture of Childhood

			“This is the book I have been waiting for. Heather again has provided us with practical and respectful parenting advice for the child entering the big world of the elementary school years. This book is tender and completely engaging. You will want to keep it with you at all times.”

			—Daniel Hodgins, author of Boys: Changing the Classroom, Not the Child and Get Over It: Relearning Guidance Practices

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
		

	
		
			
			[image: ]

			Jeremy P. Tarcher/Penguin

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			375 Hudson Street

			New York, New York 10014

			[image: ]

			Copyright © 2016 by Heather Shumaker

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			Most Tarcher/Penguin books are available at special quantity discounts for bulk purchase for sales promotions, premiums, fund-raising, and educational needs. Special books or book excerpts also can be created to fit specific needs. For details, write: SpecialMarkets@penguinrandomhouse.com.

			eBook ISBN: 9780698175471

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Shumaker, Heather, author.

			Title: It’s ok to go up the slide : renegade rules for raising confident and creative kids / Heather Shumaker.

			Description: New York : Tarcher, 2016. | Includes index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2015046241 | ISBN 9780399172007 (paperback)

			Subjects: LCSH: Child rearing. | Parenting. | Child development. |

			Education-Parent participation. | Confidence in children. | Creative

			ability in children. | BISAC: FAMILY & RELATIONSHIPS / Parenting /

			General. | FAMILY & RELATIONSHIPS / Life Stages | School Age.

			Classification: LCC HQ769 .S545333 2016 | DDC 306.874—dc23

			Thanks to the Fred Rogers Company for permission to quote dialogue from a 1968 Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood special program.

		

		Version_1

	
		
			To my mother and SYC.
And to my teachers at Indianola Informal Elementary School:
Ann, Sue, John, and especially Ruth

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			I am once again grateful to the many families and teachers who shared their stories to bring these ideas to life. The age and sex of children depicted in the book have not been altered, but names and some individual details have been changed to protect family privacy. Real names were retained when referring to experts.
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			Introduction

			This is not a typical parenting book. It’s a book that intentionally selects the tricky topics. It takes the renegade approach: rethinking ideas we take for granted.

			A reader summed up my first book by saying: “If you like respectful parenting, but are baffled by your child’s intense emotions and behavior when she hits the preschool years, It’s OK Not to Share is the answer.” This second book takes you to the next step. Our kids are still young, but they’re entering school, gaining independence, and encountering school expectations, some of which fly in the face of healthy child development.

			The Golden Rule in my first book was this: “It’s OK if it’s not hurting people or property.” For this book, the guiding principle is one of my mother’s mantras: “If something’s bothering you, it’s time to make a change.” This covers the feeling you have that something’s wrong when your seven-year-old has gym class instead of recess, your kindergartener cries with stomachaches on school days, or technology use in your family is “just not right.” Listen to what your gut’s been telling you. As you read on, it’s reassuring to realize the child development reasons why your gut might be right.

			When kids hit school, we must parent at the next level: the level of community. Our children have so many outside teachers, including classroom teachers, principals, school bus peers, strangers, and the ever-present screen. What are our kids learning from all these other teachers? Is their time well spent? Parenting involves many partners now.

			It’s OK to Go Up the Slide is meant to be a thoughtful guide during these preschool, kindergarten, and elementary school years. “Write about girls this time,” parents said. “Write about ‘you can’t come to my party,’” teachers suggested. Inside you’ll find an array of topics that includes princess dress-up play, mean words, screen time, recess, and homework, plus heavy subjects such as talking about stranger risk and news disasters. You can find books focused on these individual topics, but we are parenting a whole child. All these topics matter to us. All of them affect our children. This book gathers together a suite of topics relevant to your family and daily life.

			This book is intended as a bridge between child development research and actions in everyday life. The gap between what we know about kids and what we do about kids is ever widening. As we leap forward with new knowledge about children, we need to stay open to new ideas and be flexible. Familiar routines are comfortable and can be hard to change, but we owe it to the kids to make courageous change. Schools need to reconsider policies (kindergarten, recess) and we’ve-always-done-it-that-way practices (circle time, homework). Parents need to reinvent parenting (technology, risk, strangers). We all have to be ready to tip what we “know” upside down. We have to be willing to cross prevailing attitudes and go up the slide.

			My first book was born from the unorthodox philosophy of the School for Young Children, a preschool in my hometown of Columbus, Ohio, where my mother taught for forty years. I’ve drawn on the wisdom of this unique preschool again for this book, but certainly many of the topics—including recess, screens, and signing homework papers—go beyond the scope of this preschool. Chapters dealing with elementary-aged children are based primarily on research and my own experiences as a renegade parent. I’m grateful to all the scholars and families who have helped me shape these ideas.

			Some of the chapters grew out of a blog post I wrote about our family’s unusual stance on elementary school homework. I’ve heard from hundreds of families and educators around the world, some explaining homework’s virtues, others writing in tears about how homework is disrupting their family. Homework is one hot-button topic.

			When I mention banning homework in elementary school, parents and teachers frequently look at me in shock. These are folks with four-year college degrees, and often law school degrees or Ph.D.’s. They know serious studying takes hard work, and remember their own childhoods, which typically included some homework. What they don’t know is this: Research shows no evidence that homework has academic benefit in elementary school and shows very little impact in middle school. I’m not proposing an all-out ban on homework throughout life, but there are better things to do with a young child’s time.

			We can continue to do the opposite of what science says on topics of risk, recess, play, screens, school, and homework, or we can take the courageous step and begin to change the world, one class, one school, one family at a time.

			We are bound to disagree at times. It’s OK if you love one chapter and can’t stand the next. My hope is this book will help you clarify your personal renegade convictions, spark new thinking, and inspire adults to make the world a better fit for children. Sometimes that means going up the slide.

			The list of Children’s Renegade Rights set out in It’s OK Not to Share focused on early childhood and play. There’s a need to expand this list. Here is a guide to young children’s rights in the twenty-first century, including rights in schooling and in a screen-busy world.

			MORE CHILDREN’S RIGHTS

			A right to plentiful, unstructured free play

			A right to experience independence

			A right to take risks and make mistakes

			A right to set limits on others’ behavior

			A right to be in charge of his own body

			A right to age-appropriate learning

			A right to regular, daily school recess

			A right to be free from homework in elementary school

			A right to be outside daily

			A right to move her body vigorously

			A right to adequate sleep

			A right to engage in the world in which he’s growing up

			A right to interact with the real, non-screen world for the majority of her day

			A right to learn and practice face-to-face social skills

			A right to times of quiet

			A right to learn healthy boundaries for technology

			A right to receive regular, full attention from people around her

			A right to have these rights consistently supported by adults

			This book demands more courage from us. It means making changes to our parenting and it means reaching out to other adults. As M. Scott Peck says: “Our finest moments are most likely to occur when we are feeling deeply uncomfortable, unhappy or unfulfilled. For it is only in such moments, propelled by our discomfort, that we are likely to step out of our ruts and start searching for different ways or truer answers.”

			When my courage falters, I think of my mother and all the times she had to step beyond her mild nature to advocate for her children. If she could do it, I can do it. You will find your strength to go up the slide, too.

		

	
		
			Section I

			RISK and INDEPENDENCE

			Security is mostly superstition. . . .
Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.

			—HELEN KELLER

		

	
		
			RULE
1

			 

			Safety Second

			Even before my first child was born, I was drilled on his safety. Our childbirth class instructor passed out lists of poisonous houseplants along with correct car seat buckling and a host of other hazards. Suddenly dangers loomed everywhere.

			It’s no wonder we fixate on kids’ safety. During the baby and toddler years, tots careen from one hazard to the next, from toppling into buckets to running into traffic. We learn to be ever vigilant about plastic bags, grapes, and marbles.

			Toddlerhood primes parents for overprotection. But that’s not what older kids need. Childhood is a time of risk—healthy risk. Preschool and elementary kids need independence from our presence so they can grow socially, emotionally, creatively, and physically.

			Renegade Reason

			Childhood is a time of constant risk. Safety first carries greater danger than healthy risk.

			E. B. White writes in Charlotte’s Web about the rope swing Fern played on in her uncle’s barn: “Mothers for miles around worried about Zuckerman’s swing. They feared some child would fall off. But no child ever did. Children almost always hang onto things tighter than their parents think they will.”

			Kids have always needed more risk than doting parents are comfortable with. Risk gives children critical skills, including risk assessment, dexterity, resilience, and social savvy.

			At the School for Young Children, my childhood preschool, heavy, potentially toe-smashing bricks are part of the playground. Stacks of them. Children as young as three are welcome to lug five-pound bricks around, build teetering walls, and incorporate them into games, narrowly avoiding pinching their fingers. No one says, “Be careful.” “We’ve had bricks for forty years and not one incident,” says Jan Waters, a past director.

			“You can’t be too careful,” you hear people say. Actually, you can. Focusing too heavily on safety stunts our kids.

			Life is about change, challenge, risk, and growth. We can’t be alive without risk. Our children can’t be fully alive—and learn what they need to learn as growing humans—without the benefits of risk. Encountering risk gives children their chance to claim the world—to be who they are, in the world they find.

			We are caregivers for our kids. Our job is to keep our children safe. But that’s only one of our jobs.

			Renegade Blessings

			A child who grows up taking healthy risks is more apt to be cautious about dangerous risks. She’ll also gain confidence, independence, and a sense of joy in the world.

			The world is wonderful.

			I’m ready to try new things.

			I know what my body can do.

			I know what my limits are.

			No one’s forcing me. I can take new chances when I’m ready.

			Sometimes I goof up. That’s normal. I can try again.

			Really bad things can happen. You have to watch out.

			It’s OK to get bumped or feel sad sometimes.

			My parents aren’t always bugging me.

			Adults around me think I’m capable.

			Why It Works

			Childhood is full of taking risks and reaching out. For a child, everything’s new. Making friends, talking to people outside the family, being sad, trying to draw a picture, climbing high, running fast. So is handling a hammer, a bicycle, and a sharp knife. Taking risks is how kids learn new things. Risk is not the problem. Risk is necessary to life. The key is to separate fear from risk and healthy risk from dangerous risk.

			“Risk has become a four-letter word in the U.S.—something to protect children from at all costs,” writes Joan Almon. She’s the director of the nonprofit Alliance for Childhood and author of the booklet Adventure: The Value of Risk in Children’s Play. She observes that children take on as much adventure as they are ready for. According to Almon, “The benefits of experiencing risk need to be weighed against the harm done by never learning to cope with it. The latter can be truly dangerous.”

			Kids become safer when they gain experience using their bodies. A child’s body is constantly changing, so kids are keen to experiment with the new model and see what it can do. When children use their bodies and test their own limits they gain body awareness and a sense of those limits. They also gain dexterity, balance, and strength. Giving children a chance to take risks puts them in a position as partners in their own safety.

			Physical risk with playmates—tickle fests, wrestling, roughhousing, and other rough partner play—helps kids learn trust, impulse control, body awareness, and setting limits on play partners. Stuart Brown, of the National Institute for Play, says that this kind of play is necessary for young social mammals. Besides teaching physical and social skills, it trains them to deal with unpredictability, allowing them to approach life with flexibility. Even flexibility takes practice.

			Research collected from Adventure playgrounds, in Houston, found that allowing children to enjoy risky play did not bring higher accident rates, and insurance companies in Germany reported lower accident rates at Adventure playgrounds than at playgrounds designed to be safe. Gever Tulley and Julie Spiegler, coauthors of 50 Dangerous Things (You Should Let Your Children Do), say childhood risk helps kids become adults who are confident, resilient, and adventurous. As Tulley writes, “the best way to be safe is to learn how to judge danger.” Experiencing risk helps children gain skills in recognizing, assessing, and reducing risk.

			Risk is not just physical. Children need to take social and emotional risks, too. This includes getting their feelings hurt, being told no, feeling left out sometimes, and experiencing anger, frustration, jealousy, and sorrow. Social rejection gives kids practice for developing resiliency. The more often they dare to try a new friendship or social relationship, the more often they encounter a range of reactions and can adjust and try again. Learning social nuances takes practice.

			Taking risk develops the frontal lobe of the brain. That’s the same area needed for executive functions, including concentration, memory, flexibility, and problem solving.

			A university research team in New Zealand concluded that removing risk is more dangerous to children in the long run. What’s more, risk has to be experienced, not “taught.” “[Children] have to learn risk on their own terms,” says Grant Schofield, a professor of public health who worked on the project. “They have to get out there.”

			Kids of all ages seek challenges. Our job is to equip them with tools to cope and be brave enough ourselves to let go and let kids face risks and challenges. As early childhood educator Bev Bos says, “Risk propels us forward and helps us trust ourselves.”

			
				
					Take Off Your Adult Lenses

					We equate risk with danger. But risk is not a bad word. Healthy risk should be our ally; it helps us raise our kids and lets them develop into competent, confident people. We long to shield our children from mishaps in life. We’re not in the mood for another spill, mess, or tear-filled scene that could result from kids making mistakes and assessing risk on their own. But kids need this constant series of risks to develop judgment, skill, and confidence. If safety is always first, children can become afraid to try new things. Fear can stop children from trying. But often it’s our fear that stops them. Overprotection can be more harmful than risk.

				

			

			Welcoming Risk

			My father encouraged me to run down hills, leap across streams, and fall—especially fall. He’d grown up clambering on granite rocks in New England. “The important thing is to know how to fall,” he said. “Most people don’t know how to fall right, and that’s when they get hurt.” He taught me to roll with the fall, rather than try to avoid it and put my hands out. The assumption was: Life will have plenty of falls. Know what to do. Get up. Don’t be scared to try.

			Welcoming risk first means acknowledging that we can’t eliminate it. What if the worst happens? Caring for a living child involves both joy and terror. The child we love might get seriously hurt or die. As author Elizabeth Stone says, “Making the decision to have a child—it is momentous. It is to decide forever to have your heart go walking around outside your body.” It scares us to have that piece of our heart walking around. But soon it will not only be walking, but climbing trees, crossing streets solo, and riding buses alone.

			We need to stop chasing the illusion of total safety. Being alive simply means there’s a chance we will meet pain, no matter how careful we are. Knowing we cannot eliminate risk frees us up to embrace life. We cannot eliminate all risk, but we cannot be paralyzed by risk either.

			Dangers of Limiting Risk

			“Be careful!” “Get down from there!” “You’ll get hurt!” Too much of this message can cause kids to shrink back and avoid all risk, even necessary risks. Education professors Howard Gardner and Katie Davis, authors of The App Generation, say that today’s children are becoming more averse to risk. Instead of exploring and trying things out by themselves, they wait to see what adults want them to do. We add to this by tethering our children to us. Nine-year-olds get cell phones. Seven-year-olds don’t walk to the park alone.

			I passed by another empty playground the other day. It could be that all the kids are indoors attached to screens, but there’s another factor at work here. Many kids find modern playgrounds boring.

			Legal worries, licensing, and outright fear cause adults to limit children’s access to reasonable risk. A report by Kristen Copeland and colleagues in the journal Pediatrics found that kids are “primarily sedentary” as preschoolers in childcare settings. The main barrier to children’s active movement was simply adult fear of “someone getting hurt.” The new play equipment required by licensing didn’t interest the children. In the same report, a teacher said, “They’re walking up the slide much more than they ever did. . . . You can see they are just trying to find those challenges.”

			Walking up the slide is just one way children show us their need for risk.

			Why Kids Go Up the Slide

			If you’ve ever been on a public playground, you know one of the biggest controversies is this: Should kids be allowed to go up the slide?

			“All kids, if left alone, want to go up the slide at some point,” says Jan Waters.

			Why do kids go up the slide? They are seeking risk and challenge in their play. Kids feel powerful scaling the slide. Going up the slide is fun. It’s healthy adventure, often part of imaginative play. Climbing the slide helps kids test their strength, find their limits and gain balance, spatial awareness, and yes, social awareness and consideration. If a conflict comes up—another child wants to slide down—it’s a prime opportunity for kids to practice problem solving in their play.

			Like all play, slide play should follow the Renegade Golden Rule: It’s OK if it’s not hurting people or property. That could mean setting limits, such as: “Wait until the child at the bottom is out of the way before you slide”; or “The red slide is too high. You can go up the blue one”; or “It’s crowded at the park today. The slide’s only for going down right now.”

			Relax the parents around you: “It’s OK with me if they go up” or “Seems as if they’re doing fine.”

			Up or down, a slide is for play. Child-directed, sometimes risky play.

			
				
					The Risks of Risk

					FOR THE CHILD

					Mostly bumps, bruises, and skinned knees

					Being sad

					Being temporarily lost or scared

					Getting feelings hurt

					Being frustrated when an idea doesn’t work

					Making a mistake

					FOR THE GROWN-UP

					Feeling guilty and anxious

					Taking time to cope with mess, bandages, or feelings

					Adjusting to a new role of not being needed

				

			

			Healthy Risk

			We limit four key areas for our kids: physical risk, creative risk, social risk, and emotional risk. Observe what you tend to limit in your child’s life. For some of us it’s primarily physical, such as running on concrete or playing with sticks. For too many of us (despite our best intentions) it’s creative risk, which comes alive in free play during unstructured time. Social and emotional risk are not always recognized as the risks they are, but these risks include making mistakes, experiencing rejection, interacting in public, solving conflicts, and feeling scared, sad, and angry.

			REWARDS OF HEALTHY RISK

			Risk helps kids . . .

			Strive and challenge themselves

			Try new things

			Try something slightly beyond their comfort level

			Keep trying

			Stay curious

			Develop persistence

			Gain resiliency

			Practice failing and recovering

			Decrease urge for inappropriate risk with chance for appropriate risk

			Experience and cope with difficult emotions (fear, embarrassment, frustration, sadness)

			Manage fear

			Overcome fear

			Gauge speed, distance, and slippery conditions

			Learn how to fall

			Develop increased body awareness, dexterity, and skill

			Judge danger

			Cultivate flexible thinking

			Make new friends

			Think up new ideas

			Gain practice reading others’ emotions and reactions

			Deal with setbacks

			Take reasonable chances

			Gain pride in newfound abilities

			Begin to understand who they are

			Develop responsibility for their own safety

			Reduce power struggles

			Discover joy in independence

			Physical Risk

			Physical risk for kids is about trying things with their bodies: running fast (and too fast), climbing high, using sharp tools, pouring and spilling, wrestling, crossing streets, riding bikes, balancing on walls. It also involves experimenting with their bodies in nature: putting sticks in a fire, climbing trees, jumping over streams, or rock hopping. The risk involved is not always bruises and bumps; sometimes it’s mess. Physical risk for a child may mean climbing trees or it may mean pouring her own milk.

			My six-year-old and his friend, Ava, delighted in taking the physical risk of jumping over a manure pile. It was pumpkin-patch season, and despite the attractions of the corn maze and doughnuts, their greatest thrill was the risk involved in running and straddling the giant pile of horse poo at the last minute. Risky. The only real risk involved was that they’d have to scrub their shoes under the hose. After twenty leaps, they never missed.

			My childhood preschool provides a workbench with real hammers and saws for four- and five-year-olds. As former director Jan Waters explains, the school waits to give kids real tools until they’re four, an age when children have more hand-eye coordination. The saws and their sharp teeth have never drawn blood. “Kids have hit their finger with the hammers,” she reports. “So what? That’s how they learn to pound and avoid their fingers. Kids need to try stuff.”

			Preschool teachers working in Montessori schools devote a section of learning to practical life skills, which may involve cutting cucumbers or apples with a sharp kitchen knife or using a hot iron. Inviting children to use real tools, with real consequences, helps put them in charge of their own risk and safety, plus it gives kids a sense of mastery and independence.

			When we shout out, “You’ll get hurt!” and nothing happens, it can make kids doubt our judgment. “No, I won’t!” they shout back, and then think to themselves: See? I didn’t get hurt.

			Ellen Sandseter, a professor of early childhood education in Norway, noted that children’s need for physically risky play commonly falls into six categories: 1) climbing high, 2) handling sharp knives or other tools that feel dangerous, 3) playing near fire or water, 4) play fighting and rough-and-tumble play, 5) going too fast, and 6) exploring without adults around. My first book, It’s OK Not to Share, devotes a section to boxing, wrestling, and other rough-and-tumble play and describes children’s needs for physical motion and power behaviors.

			
				
					With life comes risk and change.

				

			

			Creative Risk

			Creative risk is the risk of ideas. It means deviating from model-based craft projects and letting kids experiment with paint and materials in their own way. It means letting children write the stories they want, expressing the ideas inside. Creative risk is fundamentally about freedom to play. Play is the most creative expression of ideas for children. It may get messy. It may seem silly. It may not even seem risky to adults, but children explore ideas, make mistakes, and constantly challenge themselves through play.

			Creative risk is dangerously limited by adults when we curtail unstructured time. It’s also limited when adults join in play by directing it or telling a child, “That’s not a sword, that’s a magic wand,”  “Find all the blue blocks,” or “We only write nonfiction in this class.”

			Social Risk

			It’s not safe to ask someone on a date. We might be rejected. We might feel terribly embarrassed. We might stumble and say the wrong thing. We might find out the other person has a low opinion of us. Kids worry about taking social risks for the same reasons. For an outgoing, gregarious child, approaching other kids to play comes naturally. For others, it’s a tremendously big risk.

			Support the risks your child makes socially. Simply acknowledging it’s a risk can be a big help. “I know it can be hard.” You can outline the risk involved: “She might say yes; she might say no.” The most important part of taking social risks is giving your child the freedom to do it. If your child has a few special friends, let her invite those friends to her birthday party. Don’t feel compelled to invite the whole class so no one feels left out. Allow kids to face occasional rejection from playmates. The better kids get at practicing risk, the better they will be at trying new relationships and gaining resiliency for temporary setbacks.

			For some kids, social risk is saying hello, talking to adults, or asking a question. Kids aren’t ready to do all these things at the same time. Offer opportunities, but don’t force. Acknowledge the social risks kids take.

			Emotional Risk

			Emotional risk is simply running the risk of feeling bad. It may not seem like much of a risk, but often it’s the one that scares us most. We react by shielding our children from bad feelings. When we protect them from emotional risk—the possibility of feeling sad, scared, embarrassed, angry, or any other negative emotion—then we deprive them of the chance to practice dealing with these difficult emotions and recover from them (see Rule 14: Don’t Remove Ogres from Books).

			Assessing Risk

			When we holler to a child, “Stop running! You’ll break your neck!” we’re removing the chance for her to assess her own risk. Kids need the opportunity to try and judge their own risks without adults leaping to the conclusion that it’s “too dangerous.” As kids get more practice balancing on wobbly boards or stepping along slick logs, they become better judges about just what their bodies can do, how physics works, and what their personal limits are.

			My husband and I both wondered if our oldest child would ever be able to safely cross a street on his own. Myles was perpetually daydreaming, and never seemed to notice the hazards of traffic. So I observed him on his own. Without me holding his hand or being a few steps away, Myles transformed into a different boy. He carefully checked for traffic, looked left and right multiple times, and waited at the curb, gauging distances of oncoming traffic much more cautiously then I ever would. Then he safely sprinted to the opposite sidewalk.

			Without us constantly beside them, children assume risks they are comfortable with and take safety in their own hands.

			Risk Makes Children More Careful

			When you give a child a sharp knife, he understands its potential to hurt him. No child likes to be hurt. The result: He’s extra careful.

			With so many safety messages, kids can get the idea that they can’t get hurt. Adults will always protect them. Rules will always protect them. Engineered surfaces, helmets, and playgrounds will always protect them. There’s no need for caution. A child who feels no fear of his environment has no need to be careful. It’s assumed everything’s under control.

			When you put risk back in children’s hands, they tend to handle it carefully, taking the steps they feel comfortable with. Allowing children to take risks actually has the effect of reducing risky behavior.

			Risk Helps Children Learn Who They Are

			By taking risks that interest them, kids gradually piece together a sense of who they are. What sort of person am I? What am I good at and what are my limits? These are essential questions. As Gever Tulley reminds us, figuring out who they are is something that needs space and exploration through play and risk.

			Think about a family, perhaps your own: Siblings’ personalities vary; children and parents do not always share interests and values. A child developing within a home receives a heavy dose of who her parents are, but needs to venture out—take risks—to find out who she is. We are not all alike, and we need to keep in mind that the children we raise may not be like us. Children need ample room to explore so they can discover themselves and live the life they were born to live.

			Try This—Add to Your Toolbox

			Work on reducing real risks. Let kids explore age-appropriate risks that lead to growth, mastery, and independence.

			Learn to Let Go

			I still remember the five minutes I left my ten-week-old with a stranger. Sure, she was a licensed nursery professional, and I was only dashing out to get my jacket from the car, but those five minutes were a test of my ability to accept risk and independence in my child’s life. For parents, letting go can be incredibly hard.

			Allowing your child to take risks means you have to step back and let go. Move away to a different space. Stop words from coming out of your mouth. If you do your job well, your child will embrace independence and need you less. But needing is not the same as loving. Offering your child freedom and risk is one of the best paths to maintaining a lifelong, loving relationship.

			Appropriate Risk

			What’s OK and what’s too risky? Risk assessment is individual. Young kids should be supervised, but that doesn’t mean they can’t be out of sight and alone sometimes. Even if adults are watching, kids’ play can proceed without intervention as long as it follows the Renegade Golden Rule: It’s OK if it’s not hurting people or property.

			Ask yourself: What’s the risk here? If the risk is mess, tears, bumps, or conflict, it’s appropriate risk. If the risk is likely and involves serious harm, it’s inappropriate risk. When assessing the likelihood, always modify for age. A toddler is likely to get hurt on a busy street, but most second-graders should be able to cross safely.

			Take a Small Risk (for You)

			Jessica Lahey, who writes about the importance of physical and emotional risk in her book, The Gift of Failure, says that U.S. parents are quick to chime in on conversations about kids’ limited freedom with “Yes, we need more risk,” but still shrink back when it comes to allowing those risks into their own family’s life.

			It’s tough. Forgive yourself if the idea of risk ties you up in knots. Taking a risk means combating years of messages about danger and safety first. We can’t defy that all-encompassing culture all at once. If this is tough for you, acknowledge it and recognize the emotions that are accompanying it.

			Then choose a small risk to take. Maybe it’s leaving your child with a sitter for the first time. Maybe it’s a chance to play out in the yard alone.

			SMALL RISKS TO START YOUR CHILD

			Carry a message to a neighbor

			Balance on a log or wall

			Ride her bike “too fast”

			Play outside by herself

			Play in the house by himself

			Use a public restroom solo

			Cut a banana or an apple

			Leave him with a sitter

			Cross the street by herself

			Ask a librarian, store clerk, or other person a question

			Savor these small steps. When you’re ready, take another one. You’ll find that when you loosen up, your child may bloom with newfound feelings of power and responsibility. Be prepared to experience pride and growth, too. It’s liberating to live with more joy and less fear. The biggest change might be in you.

			Enlist Support

			Especially with a firstborn or only child, parents can lose sight of which risks and freedoms are appropriate. It’s OK if it’s hard. Find someone who can boost your confidence.

			Enlist a trusted adult to help. If you are too emotional to let your child play by himself in the front yard, have him do it on your friend’s watch. Explain you want to get over this hurdle. If it’s too traumatic, you can even ask for outside support. Lenore Skenazy, author of Free-Range Kids, makes house calls to help nervous parents let go. With her help and encouragement, parents let their kids play outside in the front yard, cross a street, or use a hammer. As Skenazy says, “I have learned that change can come fast. . . . All it takes is the ability to recognize just how safe and smart your kids already are.”

			Interview Grandparents

			Ask grandparents and neighbors about their childhoods. Find out what others were allowed to do as children. Maybe you still feel that “things are different” today, but these stories give perspective by reminding us what children are capable of doing. Oh, your cousin cooked eggs when he was six? Your sister built a birdhouse with real nails at age five? When we live inside a shroud of safety messages, we forget. Soak up stories of what kids can do, and then try something with your own family

			The point is not to reenact the past exactly. Although many five-year-olds used to fetch milk from the store, you don’t have to send your five-year-old to the store alone. The point is to realize your children are capable. Kids, even at young ages, can do much more than you think, and do it well.

			Find Appropriate Physical Risks

			 1. Kitchen Knives

			If you haven’t given your toddler (or older child) a knife yet, start with a banana and a butter knife. Move on to hand-friendly choppers or yes, sharp knives. Sharp knives come in blunt-nosed styles to protect fingers. Toddlers can help chop fruits and vegetables of all sorts with training and proper tools.

			 2. Hammers and Saws

			If you have the space, set up a work area for kids ages four and older to practice sawing and hammering. Wood secured in a vise frees up both hands for directing the blade.

			 3. Going Fast

			When kids charge off too fast on their bikes or their legs, let them go. Most of the time they’ll be fine. Sometimes they’ll crash and learn their limits. Kids have a need to go fast and “too fast.”

			 4. Climbing

			Kids feel power and learn about their limits when they practice climbing into high spots. Let them climb and balance with trees, ladders, walls, and other non-playground heights. When you give kids an outlet for reasonable climbing, they are more ready to stay away from dangerous climbing.

			 5. Rough Play

			If your child loves wrestling, rough tag and chase games, and even punching games, let it flourish. Rough-and-tumble play does a world of good for both the brain and body. Set limits on location, but if both kids are having fun with rough physical play, let the minor knocks come.

			 6. Crossing Streets

			Remember, you’ve been teaching this one from babyhood on. Chances are your child knows more than you think she knows. Teach and train, then let her try it on her own. Practice different types of street crossings, and talk out loud as you cross together (“That car is coming fast, let’s wait”) so your child picks up ideas for judging speed and distance.

			 7. Nature Play

			When you’re practicing risk, it can help to seek the woods. Logs to balance on are generally lower than city walls, and there’s no concrete to fall on. Streams and rocks invite games of leaping. Plus, an added bonus, there are fewer judging eyes to watch and say, “Be careful.”

			 8. Access

			Offer a measuring cup with a spout and let young children pour their own drinks. Look for other simple ways to promote independence. Are the broom and dustpan stored too high up? Are the glasses out of reach? Put common tools where young kids can reach them. This gives them a chance to develop skills and claim independence.

			Find Individual Risks

			Deciding what risks to take is extremely personal. It also differs by child, and by stage in that child’s life. Children will be ready for some risks and overwhelmed by others. I was terrified of speaking on the phone as a child, a social risk. For eight-year-old Tasha, it was staying alone for half an hour; she burst into tears and ran to the neighbor’s. Experiment. Not all risks are right for each child right now, but all children need some risk.

			Words to Say

			TO OTHER ADULTS

			It’s OK with me if kids go up the slide.

			They look as if they’re doing fine.

			Are you worried about this game?

			Let’s talk to the kids and sort it out.

			TO KIDS

			Looks like you want to go up and she wants to come down.

			What could you do?

			The red slide is too high. If you want to climb, use the blue one.

			Do you feel safe? Hmm. That looks high to me.

			When I don’t feel safe, I climb down.

			I’ll watch you, but I won’t do it for you.

			You might make a mistake.

			I think you’re ready to cross the street. We’ve practiced. Are you ready to try it?

			I see you’re going fast.

			Your stick is too close to my body.

			Move away from other people if you want to do that.

			What’s the worst that will happen?

			Words to Avoid

			You’ll get hurt.

			Get down from there. You’ll break your neck.

			Stop running!

			Be careful.

			Don’t let me ever see you do that again.

			You’ll put somebody’s eye out.

			We’ll just invite everyone in the class.

			Everyone has to play together.

			It’s not safe to play by yourself.

			Your Take

			Feel good that you’re open to increasing healthy risk in childhood. Maybe you’re not the most free-rangey parent you know, but if you continually take steps forward you’ll be taking the right steps for you. The key is to gradually give your child a range of healthy experiences. Deciding what age is right for your child to take certain risks is purely personal. Some kids might be ready to cross the neighborhood street at age five. Others not until eight, or even later depending on where you live. Risk gives us confidence and growth. Risk gives us science and poetry. Instead of limiting healthy risk of all types, we need to limit structured time and grant kids more independence. Train your children. Set smart limits. Let them practice. Then let them go.

		

	
		
			RULE
2

			 

			It’s OK Not to Kiss Grandma

			Gabe, age six, ran from the room after his grandmother enfolded him in her arms. “Oh, juicy kisses! I don’t like juicy kisses!” he cried, and rubbed his face in a pillow.

			Renegade Reason

			Manners are about respecting people. Respect a child’s wish not to be touched, even by a loving grandmother. It’s an excellent safety lesson, too.

			We expect children to greet people politely. “At least say hi,” we coax. When Grandma’s involved, we expect kids to submit to hugs and kisses, wanted ones or not.

			Greetings are tough. We want to look like “good” parents, and show we’re doing a decent job raising a polite child. We want our family to be charmed by our child, or at least feel our child meets expectations. Social pressure can be intense because our competence is on public display.

			Manners are essential for social harmony, but teaching them needs to be done with respect. After all, respect for others is what good manners are about. That means respecting our children during the learning process. When it comes to greetings and good-byes, respect children’s rights to learn at their own pace and to say no to unwanted touch, even if it comes from Grandma.

			Renegade Blessings

			When we model respect, kids pick it up. It’s important for a child to understand she has rights even within the family.

			I know what people do to greet each other. When I’m ready, I can do it myself.

			Sometimes I feel scared. Grown-ups understand.

			I do better when I’m comfortable, not pressured.

			Even if it’s someone I love, I can set limits. I can tell people what I like and don’t like.

			My body belongs to me. I can decide whether to share it.

			Just because they’re family doesn’t mean they can touch me.

			Why It Works

			Kids have legitimate developmental reasons why they hide their heads, refuse to say hello, or respond in otherwise odd ways. “The social graces around greeting people often elude young children,” say Laura Davis and Janis Keyser, authors of Becoming the Parent You Want to Be. Social greetings are best learned through modeling. Don’t insist on set words and actions; there are alternatives, and the child has a right to remain silent.

			Young children often fear strangers and difference. They may have strong, irrational fears about people wearing funny hats, glasses, beards, or other novelties. Ignoring visitors is often due to developmental factors, say Davis and Keyser. A child who doesn’t seem to hear a polite “How are you, Kayla?” may not be rude at all, but simply deeply absorbed. A preschooler who refuses to say hello may be at a developmental stage of wanting to assert independence. You can still set expectations and encourage and model social graces, but at a young age, your child needs wiggle room. She may not be able to do what
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