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			“An authoritative, up-to-date playbook on why we should raise our children to be learn-it-alls, not know-it-alls—plus practical advice on how parents can do that!”

			—Angela Duckworth, Rosa Lee and Egbert Chang Professor at the University of Pennsylvania and New York Times bestselling author of Grit

			“A compelling case to stop drilling—and start making learning fun…This book is a breath of fresh air. It’s anchored on strong science, it’s full of practical tips for parents and teachers, and it’s more relevant than ever.”

			—Adam Grant, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Hidden Potential and Think Again, and host of the podcast Re:Thinking

			“Einstein Never Used Flash Cards offers an exceptionally clear-eyed—and reassuring—guide to what really matters for your child’s development and how to develop a growth mindset. Einstein heralds the return of joyful parenting and real learning—mistakes and all!”

			—Carol S. Dweck, PhD, Lewis and Virginia Eaton Professor of Psychology at Stanford University and author of Mindset

			“Einstein Never Used Flashcards changed how we think about children and learning. In this outstanding new edition, Kathy Hirsh-Pasek and Roberta Golinkoff take on our screen-saturated world, showing how play, curiosity, and human connection still matter most. Smart, humane, and deeply practical, this is essential reading for parents, teachers, and anyone who cares about how children grow.

			—Paul Bloom, professor of psychology at the University of Toronto and Yale University, and author of Psych: The Story of the Human Mind

			“Parents will better comprehend each of the significant areas of development—math, reading, verbal communication, science, self-awareness, and social skills—and get a grasp of what is scientifically proven to help children learn and grow…. Highly recommended.”

			—Library Journal

			“Parents will find a valuable message if they stick with the program, ultimately relieving themselves and their offspring of stress and creating a more balanced life.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Any mom who’s ever fretted over the ‘magical’ 0–3 window for learning (who hasn’t?) can breathe a big sigh of relief, thanks to Einstein Never Used Flash Cards. This get-real guide, from two mothers who are also developmental psychologists, explodes overhyped education myths and tells you why relaxing and reclaiming your child’s childhood is the best way to nurture his growing mind.”

			—Parenting magazine

			“This book is a breath of fresh air for moms, dads, and childcare professionals who have been turned into anxious wrecks by the parenting industrial complex. With a light touch and an acute scientific eye, it analyzes what we do and don’t know about how to foster children’s development.”

			—Steven Pinker, Johnstone Family Professor of Psychology at Harvard University and New York Times bestselling author of When Everyone Knows That Everyone Knows

			“A real gem!…The authors provide a timely and much-needed corrective to recent overblown claims about children’s development…. A must-read for parents, teachers, and policymakers.”

			—Ross D. Parke, PhD, past president of the Society for Research in Child Development; past director of the Center for Family Studies at the University of California, Riverside; and author of Throwaway Dads

			“The advice in this book will do more to help your child grow up to be happy, healthy, and smart than anything you can buy in an educational toy store…. A tour de force and much-needed wake-up call for today’s parents.”

			—Laurence Steinberg, PhD, distinguished university professor of psychology at Temple University and author of You and Your Adolescent

			“This easy-to-read book is outstanding. To parents the book says ‘trust yourself,’ and it describes what children need (play) and what they don’t (flash-card tutorials) to maximize their potential.”

			—Andrew N. Meltzoff, PhD, co-director of the Institute for Learning & Brain Sciences at the University of Washington and co-author of The Scientist in the Crib and Words, Thoughts, and Theories

			“An elegant summary of what mind and brain science can tell us about child development and learning…The reasonable and reassuring implications the authors draw from this research provide a much-needed corrective to the hype and distortions all too prevalent in the popular media…. Finally, the truth!”

			—John T. Bruer, PhD, president emeritus of the James S. McDonnell Foundation and author of The Myth of the First Three Years

			“Parents eager to know what to do—and even more important, what not to do—to help their children discover and take advantage of hidden talents will find this well-written book a treasure trove of information and advice…. A trustworthy parenting resource from two highly respected scholars!”

			—Linda Acredolo, PhD, professor emeritus of psychology at the University of California, Davis, and author of The Baby Signs and Baby Minds

			“This book makes it easy to be a good parent! It explains how, by nurturing your child’s love for learning through play, you will foster initiative, creativity, curiosity, empathy, and self-esteem—in sum, a happy child. Isn’t that what we all want?”

			—Janet Rice Elman, former executive director of the Association of Children’s Museums

			“This book is a must-read for parents, grandparents, teachers, caregivers, pediatricians, and policymakers—in other words, all of those who care about and for the next generation of children.”

			—Ellen Galinsky, president and co-founder of Families and Work Institute
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				Preface

				Finding Balance and Joy in Parenting

			
			 

			“It’s no wonder that parents and educators are tired and frazzled. We have been caught in a whirlwind of cultural assumptions about how to raise and educate the next generation. We are told that faster is better, that we must push learning along at a rapid pace…. This book tells the story of development from the scientist’s point of view. It thus offers an antidote not only to the hurried child but also to the hurried parent and hurried teacher!”

			These are the first lines of Einstein Never Used Flash Cards, which first came out in 2003, 23 years ago at the time we write this preface. It is amazing to us that they could have been written today as well, but the scene has changed in dramatic ways. Parents and educators now have more things to contend with than they had in 2003. The book was published 4 years before the iPhone hit the shelves, 8 years before the iPad became a household feature with access to half a million so-called educational apps, and long before AI became a household word. The advent of additional screens for our children has altered the landscape for families in many ways.

			Child development has not changed much in the last 2 decades. Infants still smile at 2 months of age, point to objects at around 9 months, say their first words at around a year, speak in sentences at 3 years, and tell stories at ages 4 and 5. But the world in which our children develop has become considerably more stressful for children, parents, caregivers, and teachers.

			Our message in the first edition of Einstein Never Used Flash Cards was simple. Children just don’t need the fancy gadgets, toys, or flash cards to grow up healthy. That is what the science teaches us. What kids need is to play more—to be curious explorers of their world, to see how high they can pile blocks, to draw imaginary cities and enchanted forests, and to blow bubbles through a straw. Never is that message more important than it is today.

			The current context for parents and children is a little scary. U.S. Surgeon General Vivek Murthy issued a warning to parents in August 2024. Thirty-three percent of parents were reporting high levels of stress compared to 20 percent of people in the general population. Parenting has always been a hard but very rewarding job, yet the joy has been removed as people scramble to “get it right” while they deal with educational and social media, advice from mommy bloggers, and pressures to help each child get a unique head start. CEO parents spend more time managing children’s lives and more time making sure each moment counts than they do enjoying their children. Some of the hurried children in the 1990s have turned into the hurried parents of today. And some of them have decided not to do the kid thing at all. Compared to 2018 when 37 percent of adults younger than 50 said they did not want children, that number reached 47 percent by 2023. According to Professor Sarah Hayford at Ohio State University, a 10 percent increase in 5 years is considered dramatic. While there are several reasons for this decline, somehow, somewhere, we sucked all the joy out of raising children. As our colleague Alison Gopnik of the University of California at Berkeley wrote in her wonderful book The Gardener and the Carpenter:

			
				“Parenting” means something that parents should do…. I’ll argue that this prescriptive parenting picture is fundamentally misguided, from a scientific, philosophical and political point of view as well as a personal one. It’s the wrong way to understand how parents and children actually think and act. It’s actually made life worse for children and parents, not better.

			

			Many events helped bring us to this current state. We lived through a once-in-a-lifetime pandemic. And yes, if you were a parent in 2020 and 2021 and trying to encourage your child to sit through their remote kindergarten class so that you could get some of your work done, you deserve an award. We all learned to appreciate a little more what teachers do each day. We also learned to appreciate the way that attending school positively impacted our children’s behavior by reinforcing what we were trying to tell them…and tell them…and tell them. We became the full-time teachers, consolers, activity directors, and mediators between our children 24-7.

			Then we were assaulted by the town criers who screamed about “learning loss.” Would our kids ever be fully functional? Would they be social isolates who could not cope? And were all this not enough, in this period of time—even before Covid-19—kindergarten became the new first grade. Reading in first grade? Totally passé. Now children needed to read in kindergarten, count to 100, and add, subtract, and multiply. School readiness turned into school, plain and simple. And a catastrophe for the children who were not ready to learn their letters and read and add. Even 3- and 4-year-olds were supposed to have the ability to control their impulses. Yikes! What were parents to do? Unfortunately, many turned back to flash cards! If getting children to read was a priority in kindergarten, it became imperative for parents to become teachers at home, drilling kids in phonics so that they were prepared for school.

			While all this was going on, scientists were also looking at the way in which the human brain learns. And you might be surprised to hear that the very characteristics that define learning in humans overlap with the characteristics of play. This is worth saying more plainly: The way human brains learn best is indistinguishable from the way in which children play.

			We were among the many researchers doing this research—and we reviewed thousands of research papers. We came up with a consensus view from the literature about how children learn best. We took the mystery out of how children learn (and socialize) and shared it with our readers then and now with you.

			Children learn best when they are active, “minds on” on a project as opposed to passive viewers of educational content on a screen. They learn best when they are engaged and not distracted (so TVs off in the background). They learn best when the information is meaningful and can connect with something they already know. They learn best when they are socially interactive, working alongside their peers or siblings or nurturing adults. (Our final chapter on media will offer lots of new findings on how having time with others and using screens as prompts for interaction and not as substitutes help children grow.) Kids learn when it is iterative, meaning that they can conduct experiments and return to old learnings in new ways (like using division to divide up their Halloween candy). And kids learn best when it is fun and joyful. School? Fun and Joyful? You bet. Hmm. We can encapsulate what we mean in one sentence and this one sentence captures what we hope to convey in this book: Learning works best when it is active, engaged, meaningful, socially interactive, iterative, and joyful. And when children learn in this way, they are better collaborators (making friends) and better communicators. They master their content, become strong critical thinkers and creative innovators, and learn to be more persistent and confident. We call these the 6Cs that define success!

			This new edition will share how we think about learning now, almost 25 years after our first edition came out. This represents progress as the principles of learning guide us in thinking about how to help all children learn. We will also write more about the skills that children need to learn to succeed: the 6Cs. Research is gaining steam on the 6Cs as AI ramps up and does more and more things that humans can do. We will also write about developments in how the field now thinks about play. There are different kinds of play that fuel different outcomes for children. And there is much research now on these different kinds of play. In fact, the phrase “active, playful learning” has become our mantra.

			Twenty years ago, “play” was one of those 4-letter words that never occurred with the word “education.” If fact, people would say that play was frivolous and if you were playing you were not working or learning. Times have changed. Today, our research shows that over 75 percent of American parents and just about the same number of Chinese parents understand that play is one of the most important conduits for our mental health and for learning—be it social learning, emotional learning, math or literacy, or creative thinking. In 2018, we joined our colleague Michael Yogman in writing for the American Academy of Pediatrics, suggesting that doctors should prescribe play for children (and maybe for parents, too).

			For all these reasons, we revisited and updated the pages of that 2003 book and reread what we had written. The message and the information are remarkably current—maybe even more relevant than when we wrote this two decades ago. But we also know that the world has pelted parents with more and more information and, of course, with digital data. It can be overwhelming.

			So here is a new and improved Einstein Never Used Flash Cards that brings you up to date and that even adds a new chapter on screen time. We hope you enjoy it as much as we enjoyed writing it.

			—Kathy and Roberta, January 2025

		

	
		
			Introduction

			It’s no wonder that parents and educators are tired and frazzled. We have been caught in a whirlwind of cultural assumptions about how to raise and educate the next generation. We are told that faster is better, that we must push learning along at a rapid pace. We are told that we must make every minute of our children’s lives count, that our children are like empty rooms to be filled by the adults who serve as the interior designers of their lives. These assumptions about children and how they learn are at complete odds with the messages coming from the halls of academe, where child development experts have researched how children grow and learn. This book tells the story of development not only from the scientist’s point of view but also from the vantage point of two scientists who are also parents and grandparents. It thus offers an antidote not only to the hurried child but also to the hurried parent and hurried teacher!

			The seeds for this book were first planted back in the mid-1980s, when Professor David Elkind of Tufts University came to Philadelphia to speak about his classic book, The Hurried Child. Professor Elkind had his finger on the pulse of the problem long before the “decade of the brain,” when parents were told they had to put their children’s brain development on their to-do list. He worried about the adultification of children as they began to appear draped in Baby Gap attire while participating in an array of adult-oriented activities revamped for preschoolers—everything from computer science to cooking classes to soccer leagues. His warning signs appeared even before parents could get quick child-rearing advice with just two keystrokes on the internet. I (Kathy) was a junior professor at Haverford College, doing research on “hurried children,” and I was thrilled to host Professor Elkind during his speaking tour. I was also a parent of two young children: Josh, age 4, and Benj, age 2. While I knew that Professor Elkind was theoretically right about finding more downtime with our children and enjoying more playtime, I also felt the pain of hurried parents. Every time my friends would tell me about another art class or another soccer league for toddlers, I worried that my children would be left behind in the rush toward success.

			As a developmental psychologist, I knew that Professor Elkind was correct about the plight of the modern-day parent and child. Yet it took all the knowledge I had to resist the temptation to push my children too far and too fast. Using child development as my guide, I let them play. And 23 years later, I am happy to report that they survived my parenting and grew up just fine into happy, intelligent, and very creative people. Two of my sons are professors, and one is an entertainer. Hindsight really is 20/20.

			At the same time, I (Roberta) was raising my two children while a professor at the University of Delaware. Jordy (now Jordan) was 9 and Jesse was 5. I remember when my son interviewed to attend a private school and I wondered whether I had failed him by not teaching him to read. But he was 4! The culture had worked its effect on me, despite the fact that I should have known better: I was a developmental psychologist. And yet I resisted because I knew that pushing children can backfire and create children who dread learning. It’s not that we sat at home. We did our share of music classes and religious instruction, but we tried to draw the line in the sand at the extras that would have taken away the children’s cherished playtime.

			When my children were offered coed ballroom dance classes at a country club, I blew the whistle. But it wasn’t easy to say “no.” The invitations were embossed! And many of my friends’ children participated. But, as I have since learned from my children (now 46 and 42), they treasured the time they had to play at home and with their peers. Recently, my younger son told me that as a child, he played a game with the fingers on his hand, imagining that they were a family and each had a role. He loved that game. My son loved the extra staircase we had before we renovated our kitchen because it was such a great place to play hide-and-seek. And they both remember playing inside a box we received with a delivery of an appliance and turning it into their private hideaway. Did they miss out because they didn’t take those dance lessons and learn how to interact in mature ways with the opposite sex? Have they suffered socially for lack of the foxtrot or box step? I don’t think so. My son graduated from an Ivy League college, worked with Teach for America, and is now saving the planet by selling carbon credits. My younger son has a master of public health and is empowering people who are underserved. Both are caring, happy, and resourceful people.

			Both of us now get to relive the joys of child-rearing through our grandchildren. Would you believe that together we have ten-and-a-half grandkids, and we are seeing up-front and center how difficult it is to sift through all the noise about parenting. We don’t know about you, but if we were this bombarded by pamphlets, bloggers, podcasts, and television programs about how to be better parents, we would have gone crazy.

			We tell you these things so that you know that even we, trained to understand how children grow and develop, had our doubts in trying to forge a balance for us and for our children and in our grandkids. We tell you these things so that you know that you are not alone when you follow your “gut” and say no to that extra activity that all the other kids are doing. We tell you these things so that when your children grow older, they, too, can look back and tell you how important the time they shared with friends and family was to them and their development and how happy it made them.

			Why This Book Now?

			 

			The pages of this book were written to share the remarkable story of child development with parents, practitioners, and policymakers. The last 5 decades have witnessed an unparalleled burst of scientific study on infants and toddlers, and we have been privileged to be a part of this revolution with our colleagues around the world. As scientists, each with more than 40 years in the research field, and as parents ourselves, we genuinely want to help children and parents get their lives back. We want you to know the story of how children develop so that you can make wise choices based on scientific evidence and then apply your knowledge at home, in the classroom, and in policies for children.

			Much of what the media and social media reports about research on child development contains only a grain of scientific truth. News stories, podcasts, blogs, and advertisements tell parents that toys build better brains and that infants and toddlers are mathematical geniuses. Nope. They really don’t, and we have studied this. Here we set the record straight. We chart the terrain of how children really learn as we help you to move from the scientific journals to practical applications of the research. Stocked with “teachable moments” and sections where you can “discover hidden skills” in your children, this book will empower you to resist the temptation to try to create young geniuses and will better equip you to raise happy, healthy, and intelligent children.

			Who Are We?

			 

			Kathy Hirsh-Pasek earned a PhD from the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. A professor at Temple University in Philadelphia, she is director of the Temple University Infant and Child Lab. She is also a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution and a visiting professor at Oxford University. Roberta Michnick Golinkoff received her PhD from Cornell University and directs the Child’s Play, Learning and Development Lab at the University of Delaware. She is also a visiting professor at the University of Stavanger in Norway. We both are internationally recognized scholars, and we have worked together on research since 1980. In addition to serving as each other’s best listener and child-rearing adviser, we have written and edited a total of 17 books and more than 250 articles in professional journals. We are credited in the field as being scientific entrepreneurs who engage in “edible” science that is accessible, digestible, and usable. We put this science in your hands. We have also consulted with Disney, Sesame Street, and Nickelodeon, to name a few companies. With our colleagues in the field, we are discovering the story of human development.

			We share our views on various aspects of child development at professional meetings across the globe. In short, we are determined to “give back” and share the fruits of our labors with parents and professionals. Together we study how children learn language—a mysterious feat accomplished by the age of 3! Our earlier book How Babies Talk has been translated into four languages, perhaps because our enthusiasm for our topic is contagious. And we wrote the New York Times bestseller Becoming Brilliant, along with our 2022 release, Making Schools Work.

			You can see why we had to write this book. We seriously identify with hassled parents who feel as if they are trying to make the most out of limited, often rushed time. Right now, parenting is just overwhelming, and someone has to cut through the noise to offer advice that is real, evidence-based, and doable! And you are not alone. Even we made mistakes in overscheduling, and we always noticed who suffered as a result: We did. When children are cranky and tired and stressed, it was tough on us. It often felt easier to go to work! Even though we never used flash cards with our children, all five of them are toilet trained, know how to read and write, and love learning.

			We are also joined by Dr. Diane Eyer, a psychologist who teaches at Temple University and is an acclaimed author of several books on mothering. Her books Motherguilt and Mother-Infant Bonding were well-reviewed in The New York Times Book Review. Diane’s help was instrumental in pulling together some of the research that we wanted to share with you and in making sure that the writing was always readable and engaging.

			Moving Beyond the Warning Signs

			 

			Professor Elkind and many others have sounded the alarm. Many experts have talked and written about the undue stress on children and parents in today’s fast-paced world. This book does more than just sound the alarm: It suggests a remedy. By examining the evidence that scientists have collected on intellectual and social development, you will come to understand why play is a cornerstone for learning. You will see your children in a new and exciting way, with a deeper appreciation of their capabilities—and their true needs.

			This is not a typical parenting book. It will not tell you when to burp the baby, when to begin toilet training, or how to discipline your preschooler. It will offer you instead the power to create a more balanced life for you and your family. This book comes directly from the lab to your living room and classroom. By understanding better what child development experts are really saying, you’ll be poised to read future media reports on the topic with a critical eye. Most important, you’ll be prepared to move forward with confidence as you parent and teach the next generation.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				The Plight of the Modern Parent

			
			SATURDAY MORNING, 6 months into her first pregnancy, Felicia Montana opened her computer to begin baby shopping. What she got instead was a crash course that could be called “The Science of Modern Parenting 101.”

			Her education began with a blog post, which seemed like the right place to find out what she needed. In fact, that was the blog’s name: The Right Start. “That’s exactly what we want for our baby,” Felicia thought. But by the time she had finished browsing the recommendations, she didn’t know what she wanted anymore.

			Felicia quickly noticed that the list of “must-have” baby-care equipment these days runs into far more exotic territory than the old standards of diaper bags, strollers, and car seats. Should she buy flash cards with images on the front and words on the back that offered “the best way to communicate new knowledge to your baby”? If so, which flash cards were more effective—the animal-identification cards or the vocabulary cards? Her friends, experienced mothers, all felt strongly about their babies’ favorites.

			“Jeremy knew all his animals by the time he was 18 months,” Anna bragged.

			“Alice liked ‘Webster’ better—she was using some big vocabulary words when she was 17 months,” Erica boasted.

			Once Felicia decided which flash cards to buy, she wondered if she should buy an iPad so that she could subscribe to the Baby Learning videos on YouTube…. Her friends recommended that she subscribe to Baby Learning with Ms Rachel and said their babies loved it. And what about the Baby Sensory videos, designed to promote baby brain development by showing high-contrast videos of things like moving flowers against a black background? And these were accompanied by Bach!

			All these products and online content seemed to carry lofty promises to improve her baby’s development if she used them—but she also felt an unspoken hint of dire consequences if she didn’t. After all, BabySparks, when used for “20 minutes a day,” offers “lifelong” benefits. Isn’t parenting all about giving your children every possible advantage?

			By the time she emerged from browsing, her nerves were jangled and her confidence shaken—and she would feel even more unsettled once she began looking at books.

			Felicia’s husband, Steve, had asked her to pick a few books on parenting. He wanted to be well read on the subject so he could be an equal partner in raising their child.

			Brain Rules for Baby, the first book to come up on her search, promised to tell what the “latest science says about how to raise smart and happy children from zero to five. This book is destined to revolutionize parenting.” Felicia put her hand to her forehead, pondering her own aching brain.

			Revolutionize parenting? And learning that what she did before and during pregnancy and in her child’s first years would affect them “for the rest of their lives”? This is what new parents are supposed to worry about now? Felicia found herself becoming increasingly anxious about her baby’s intellectual development—before her child was even born!

			Doing the Childhood Hustle

			 

			As Felicia now knows, the race to turn children into the most talented kids in their classroom begins even earlier than the crib—it now begins in the womb. Blogs coax expectant parents to exercise during pregnancy with the promise that it will enhance their babies’ intelligence.

			Once these babies are born, the push to move them as quickly as possible toward adult competencies intensifies. They’re prodded to pick up reading skills faster, add and subtract sooner, and even master obscure tasks like identifying the faces of long-dead musical composers years before they’ll need this information (if they ever will).

			The baby-educating industry has found a receptive audience of parents eager to enrich their offspring. One survey shows that 65 percent of parents believe that flash cards are “very effective” in helping 2-year-olds develop their intellectual capacity. And more than a third of the parents surveyed believe that playing Mozart to their infants enhances brain development.

			Obviously, parents have been listening to the toy companies’ marketing pitches: The baby-educating toy category is now a $16-billion-a-year business.

			The pitch has even penetrated into some unlikely audiences. “My grandmother—in an old-age home, mind you—sent me a mobile that plays Mozart and Bach,” reports Diane, a San Francisco mother of a 2-year-old and a newborn. “My grandmother said she wanted my baby to be at the top of his class!”

			Once these infants get older, many graduate to more extensive—and expensive—learning opportunities, including violin lessons, riding lessons, private grade school, and private tutors.

			The Roadrunner Society: Faster, Better, More

			 

			In today’s world, the prevailing message is that it’s no longer sufficient for infants and toddlers to learn independently as they have for millennia, via their own curiosity and a little help from family members when teaching opportunities arise.

			However, these little ones are merely the youngest residents of our modern, sped-up, competitive society. Adults are urged to work longer and more productively than their employers’ rivals. We get meals delivered and schedule our leisure time into blink-and-you-miss-it vacations. Adults hear the message that getting more done faster is better and pass the pace right on down to their kids.

			Consider a day in the life of a typical American family—let’s call them the Smiths. Marie Smith, a schoolteacher, wakes up at 6 a.m. every day. In the next hour, she’ll dress the kids—Gerry, 11, and Jessica, 3—fix breakfast, do housework, and catch a few minutes of TV news before driving Jessica to daycare. Her husband, Brian, leaves for McDonnell Douglas at 6:20 a.m., dropping off Gerry at basketball practice on his way to work. Marie picks up Gerry at 7:35 a.m. and they walk to her school, where she teaches kindergarten and he is in the fifth grade.

			After work, Marie picks up Gerry at 5 p.m. from his after-school program and Jessica at daycare. She buys groceries and often searches for supplies, such as poster board or colored marshmallows, that Gerry needs for homework projects. At 6 p.m., she interrupts her dinner preparation to drive Gerry to soccer, his church youth group, or his guitar lesson. Finally, the pressure ends at around 7:30 p.m. when Brian arrives home with Gerry, after a commute of at least an hour, so that they can have dinner together. The night winds down with 20 minutes of Dungeons & Dragons before bed.

			Unfortunately, this type of rushed schedule seems to be the norm rather than the exception. One monumental change in family life in recent generations has been the rise in the dual-career family. In 1975, 40 percent of mothers with children under 6 were in the workforce. By 2024, that number has more than doubled, with 68 percent of mothers in the workforce. A large portion of those working moms were mothers of infants. And of course, we know that most dads have been working outside the home for more than a century. But society is now demanding that both parents not just work but put in longer hours.

			It’s not surprising that a survey of parents found that 25 percent said they had no time for their family due to the demands of their jobs. Yet the fact is, time-use studies show that the amount of time mothers spend with each child has barely changed over the last 50 years. What has changed is what parents typically do with their children during that time. Increasingly, it is ferrying them from one “enriching” organized activity to another. They are often in the car, going to activities or playing the role of “soccer moms and dads,” cheering and coaching their children from the sidelines.

			This gave rise to the idea of “quality time”—a term that originated in the 1970s. Parents quickly picked up on the concept, since “quantity time” is at such a premium. Moms and dads have maximized their quality time with their children by creating the “organized kid”—one whose every moment, it seems, is productively scheduled.

			Unfortunately, we’re not having much fun at parenting, which should be one of the greatest moments of our life. And as we’ll see shortly, this vamped-up atmosphere of forced activity and learning isn’t good for our children, either. In a Newsweek magazine article, one mother of four asserted that she spends so much time driving her children to activities that her 1-year-old is practically being raised in the family SUV. “When he’s not in the car, he’s somewhat disoriented,” she explained.

			Families are apparently so busy stimulating their children, they increasingly have little time just to enjoy one another. Perhaps it’s not surprising that one New Jersey town, Ridgewood, felt compelled to declare one winter evening “Family Night.” With the support of school administrators, the town canceled all sports activities, homework assignments, private lessons, and even religious classes so that parents and children could simply spend time together at home.

			How the Race to Improve Began

			 

			To understand how the race to produce smarter children at a younger age began, it’s helpful to take a brief look at attitudes toward child-rearing throughout history. Until the early 19th century, there was really no acknowledgment of childhood as a separate period before adulthood. In fact, artwork from that period shows children dressed as miniature adults. The writings of the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau indelibly altered our view of childhood. In his now classic book Emile, Rousseau wrote, “Childhood has its own way of seeing, thinking, and feeling, and nothing is more foolish than to try to substitute ours for theirs.” This view, coupled with the movement from field to factory, led to the advent of mass education, which was an effort to prepare youth for the working world.

			With the birth of child psychology at the end of the 19th century, the idea that children could be studied and improved began to take hold. In the 1940s, a plethora of scientific journals devoted to studying children appeared. In his famous book Baby and Child Care, published in 1946, Dr. Benjamin Spock used his clinical eye and common sense to offer parents a blueprint for how to rear their children. The advice industry was born.

			After World War II, when Rosie the Riveter returned to the hearth from the factory, she needed to think of motherhood as valuable work that required special knowledge and training. Parents began to rely on child development experts for information on how to raise their children. In fact, at the White House Conference on Children in 1950, experts were worried that parents had become too dependent on expert advice! Beginning in the 1970s, as the number of dual-career families increased and as information about child development exploded, parents wanted to be certain they were making every moment with their children count. Faced with a sense of dwindling family time, parents turned to child development experts to find out how to best prepare their children for life.

			Initial doubts about the effects of accelerating children’s development (“early ripe, early rot”) gave way to a complete endorsement of the practice. Titles such as Bring Out the Genius in Your Child by Ken Adams and 365 Ways to a Smarter Preschooler by Marilee Robin Burton, Susan G. MacDonald, and Susan Miller became part of the familiar landscape in neighborhood bookstores. The focus on engineering our children’s intellectual development had spiraled out of control. We were witnessing an ironic return to our past: taking childhood away from children and treating them like miniature adults.

			Warnings about this threat to childhood have been sounded within the halls of academe and beyond. Writers put pen to paper, like David Elkind, professor emeritus of child development at Tufts University and author of the now classic 1980 book The Hurried Child. More recently, Let the Children Play, written by Pasi Sahlberg and William Doyle, experts on Finnish education, added to the literature, while early childhood educator Erika Christakis brought us The Importance of Being Little. But what is a parent or teacher to do in response to the warning signs? How can we change the behavior the experts are worried about? Acknowledging the situation is only the first part of the solution. At the annual meeting of the International Conference for Infancy Studies in the summer of 2000, many urged that, as a group, developmental psychologists respond to the growing crisis. The mountains of research that demonstrated infant capabilities and that revealed newly discovered skills in preschoolers were being misinterpreted and misapplied. Research designed to reveal the inner workings of the human mind for scientific inquiry was being used to market product lines that promise to transform Baby into Super Baby.

			The Cult of Achievement and the Loss of Childhood

			 

			Parents who don’t want to participate in all the accelerated opportunities and activities for their children often feel anxiety in this new child-rearing climate. As parenting itself becomes more competitive, many moms and dads worry that their children could be left behind if they don’t take advantage of every available opportunity.

			One acquaintance of ours will soon be moving to suburban Tucson, Arizona, to run a preschool. Her current school has an “emergent curriculum,” meaning that subject areas emerge from children’s interests and are more experiential than academic. “When I give parents tours at my current school, I say that we’re not doing worksheets and direct skill work. They ask if their children will be prepared for school, and I explain that they will, because they will have been given a chance to be curious and explore,” she says. “They’ll say that this is fine, and then, half the time, they come back later and say, ‘Why aren’t they using computers? Why aren’t the children reading?’ As an educator, I know that blocks are truly the building blocks of literacy, math, and other forms of learning. But parents come in and say, ‘They’re playing. I want my kid to be working!’ ”

			Despite her firm beliefs, our acquaintance is even starting to feel the pressure in how she should raise her own children. “Where I’m going, the parents are really high-powered heavy hitters who put a lot of pressure on their children,” she explains. “I know being low-key is okay, but if everyone else has their children playing the violin by the age of 4, will I doubt the decisions my husband and I have made?”

			Another acquaintance, the mother of a 9-year-old boy and a 7-year-old girl, recently moved to a new, affluent development in San Diego and described the level of competitiveness around her. “More than half the children ages 5 to 12 have after-school tutors—not to help them achieve grade level but to make sure that they’re ahead.”

			Drawing on this parental anxiety, K–12 tutoring has tripled since 1997. Parents feel pressure to hire professionals to supplement what they learn in school and help their kids get ahead.

			Further, as child development professionals, we—the authors—constantly receive calls from parents who want their children’s IQs tested, not because they think anything is wrong but because they want their children’s giftedness certified. The issue of children’s intelligence has become just another factor, along with the newest car and the nicest appliances, in the age-old pressure to “keep up with the Joneses.”

			If parents are being stripped of the emotional satisfactions of ambling along with their little ones through the carefree world of childhood, children are paying their own price. We have entered the world of defensive parenting, which is the unfortunate by-product of the tremendous pressure placed on modern-day parents. We want our sons and daughters to be so intellectually superb that no university would dare turn them down, so good at everything that no employer could possibly afford to let them go.

			Whatever happened to play? It has become a four-letter word! In 1981, a typical school-age child had about 40 percent of her time open for play. By 1997, that time for play had diminished to 25 percent. Further, even as there is more acknowledgment that recess is important, only ten states require schools to provide it.

			In addition to the pressures brought on by an overbooked schedule, children are also suffering from a new kind of “grade inflation,” where skills that were traditionally taught in one grade now have to be learned the year before. For example, reading used to be introduced in the first grade. Now, more and more, it’s taught in kindergarten and preschool. And many districts are considering making reading skills a requirement to get into kindergarten—even though most child experts agree that time in preschool and kindergarten is better spent on experiential play and building relationships.

			Not surprisingly, our children are suffering from excessive depression and anxiety. The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry states that “approximately 2 percent of children and at least 4 percent of adolescents suffer from depression at any given time. By the end of high school, approximately one young person in five will have had at least one episode of depression.” And sometimes, this depression can become deadly. From 2007 to 2017, the number of 10- to 14-year-olds who died by suicide tripled.

			Further, children’s anxiety levels have increased significantly since the 1950s, with children as young as 9 now experiencing anxiety attacks. Some studies show a growing prevalence of test anxiety in children, possibly due to the increased amount of testing in schools and the high academic expectations of parents. This anxiety, of course, actually interferes with performance and learning. Other anxiety is linked to less-frequent social contact with parents; children gain security through spending time among family. It’s also linked to increased environmental threats such as crime, divorce, and violence.

			Psychologists are also seeing an increase in phobias, particularly school phobia, and somatic complaints in young children. One psychologist, Dr. Jack Wetter, director of UCLA’s department of pediatric psychology, says, “I see small children so programmed they have no leisure time. In mid-March, children get acceptances for private preschools, and you can feel the tension. Little children come into my office and say, ‘I got rejected from Carlthorp.’ ”

			Therapists have long known that parental anxiety is communicated to children. As parents devote time and money to enrichment programs, they may expect a return on that “investment.” For the children, the experience of learning may be marred by the constant threat of failure. The focus is on the outcome—the test results or recital of a poem—rather than what the child experiences and needs. A child may wonder, “What is wrong with me that I need all this extra help?” Force-feeding academics also gives children the impression that learning is a chore rather than something that derives naturally from curiosity and exploration.

			Another problem with this cult of achievement is that it places so much emphasis on developing a child’s IQ that an equally crucial aspect is totally eclipsed—what psychologist Daniel Goleman, co-founder of the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning at the Yale University Child Study Center, calls “EQ” in his groundbreaking book, Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ.

			Dr. Goleman puts emotions at the center of the aptitude for living life intelligently. He points out that when people of high IQ flounder, and those of modest IQ do surprisingly well, the deciding factor is “emotional intelligence.” This includes self-control, zeal, persistence, and the ability to motivate oneself.

			This emotional intelligence is also the essence of will and of character. Those who are at the mercy of impulse—who lack self-control—can act in morally reprehensible ways. The other central feature of the emotionally intelligent character is compassion for others, marked by the ability to read emotions, to empathize, and also to get angry in the right amount at the right time for the right reasons.

			What this concept of emotional intelligence means for children and parents is that the enjoyment of their relationship is fundamental to giving children the very best start in life. Simply taking the time to enjoy their children—to play with them and discuss what’s going on in their world—is the best thing parents can do for their children’s minds and emotional development to guarantee future success. It is nice to see that this message is starting to seep into policy. At the time of this writing, the U.S. states of New Hampshire, Oklahoma, and Connecticut are mandating playful learning as an approach to education in kindergarten.

			A Better Way to Grow Smart Kids

			 

			In his book The Hurried Child, Professor David Elkind writes, “The concept of childhood, so vital to the traditional American way of life, is threatened with extinction in the society we have created. Today’s child has become the unwilling, unintended victim of overwhelming stress—the stress borne of rapid, bewildering social change and constantly rising expectations.”

			As child development experts, we are alarmed at how anxiety over the child mind has gripped society. Of course, we all want our children to be primed to learn and thrive at school, but we needn’t start infants on mental calisthenics to do so. This pressure to boost children’s brainpower is harmful because it threatens to erode aspects of childhood that are crucial to social, emotional, and cognitive development.

			By making children dependent on others to schedule and entertain them, we deprive them of the pleasures of creating their own games and the sense of mastery and independence they will need to enjoy running their own lives. The concept of enjoyment, of silliness, of play, is relegated to the back of the bus. The concept of downtime—when we can just do nothing, reflect a little, and have a chance to become ourselves—seems to be a kind of heresy in the current cult of achievement.

			Parents also lose out by speeding through a fascinating time in their children’s development. The dawning of a child’s intelligence is an incredible process. Thinking is so central to being human, and it is amazing to witness its evolution through the child’s eyes, yet many parents are missing this unique opportunity because of the intense emphasis on achievement.

			The truth is, the key predictors of healthy intellectual and emotional development are “responsive, nurturing relationships with parents and caregivers,” according to extensive research by the National Research Council and the Institute of Medicine in its report From Neurons to Neighborhoods. When you and your children are simply hanging out doing the dishes together, you’re interacting in an important way. The casual conversations you share teach your children about the world and about themselves. Parents help children interpret the day’s events and sort out little frustrations and confusing emotions. They also serve as “filters”—letting in certain information and blocking out what a young child can’t cope with, such as a horror movie or the evening news on TV. As a result, children gain a sense of their own importance and ability.

			Our exchanges with our children also promote their intellectual skills, without any conscious effort on our part. In conversation, parents naturally prompt children to tell little narratives about the day. When they do this, parents are helping children to construct and interpret the stories of their lives, a playful game that will turn out to be valuable for what is expected in school. Describing “what happened” also helps train a child’s memory and allows him to find the “scripts” in everyday events. And it helps children understand and express their experience—in other words, to think and learn and increase their vocabularies in a playful way.

			A study by author Kathy Hirsh-Pasek of children whose parents send them to “academic” preschools versus traditional preschools that emphasize play and discovery found that children in academic preschools had no short-term, let alone long-term, academic advantages. By the time they were in first grade, the research couldn’t distinguish between the intellectual skills of the children who had academic training and those who had none. There was one difference between the two groups, however: Children who had been in the academic environment were more anxious and less creative than the children in the other group. Another study found that children in preschools that emphasize direct instruction over more child-centered approaches experience greater stress. Why? Perhaps because they’ve been cheated out of being able to play. Perhaps because they’re being pressured to remember random facts. Either way, children are the losers when academics are stressed before children are ready.

			With this book, we hope to release caring adults from the cult of achievement. Our goal is to provide parents, teachers, and policymakers with a common vocabulary and set of concepts so they can discuss important issues about a child’s learning in a meaningful way and swim against the powerful tide of sensationalized expectations about children’s capacities and the need to push children to achieve more at increasingly younger ages. Armed with this knowledge, they can then become attuned to a child’s natural learning patterns and abilities and find the teachable moments within each day that help a child build real knowledge, not just memorize isolated facts.

			Reflect, Resist, and Re-Center: The New Parenting Mantra

			 

			We understand that parents, educators, and policymakers need a mantra to help guide them through the swirling forces of child-rearing advice. They need a way to achieve the balance we are advocating. We propose that one way to start is with a new “Three R’s”: Reflect, Resist, and Re-Center. Here’s how they work:

			The next time you hear about another parenting trend on social media, stop yourself from frantically saving the post or taking notes about what you need to do differently, go out and buy, or work into your busy schedule or curriculum. Instead, take a moment to:

			
					
					Reflect. Consider whether jumping to the tune of the media piper is what you should be doing, or whether you will only be perpetuating in your own life the pressures our culture places on parents. Ask yourself, “Is this experience/class/drill/activity worth reducing my child’s unstructured playtime further, schlepping to and from in the car, and paying for?” At least some of the time, reflection may well lead you to:

				

					
					Resist. To resist feels daring and brave and…so good! To resist means you stop yourself from joining the frenzy. It means that you allow time to slow down again. It means that you just say no. And when you do resist, you do so based on the scientific evidence to be presented in this book. This evidence tells us that less can be more. It tells us that the “adultification” and acceleration of children is not a positive choice but one that robs children of their freedom to be. It tells us that to be happy, well-adjusted, and smart, children do not need to attend every class and own each educational toy. Still, we recognize that resisting may at first make you feel guilt. That’s why you need to:

				

					
					Re-center. Re-centering involves reassuring yourself that you have made a good choice, that you have recognized that the true center of childhood is play, not work. After all, play is the primary way children were designed to learn. It is the way human brains learn! Although your decision may cause you some guilt or anxiety at first, you’ll know you are doing what is best for your child. The best way to re-center is to play with your child. Watch the delight and intensity on your child’s face as you join in his play.

				

			

			The ability to reflect, resist, and re-center will be the happy outcome of reading this book. The new “Three R’s” represent something different from what you often find in books for parents and professionals, something that we call evidence-based parenting. Evidence-based parenting allows you to be in the driver’s seat and frees you from running to each and every activity. This approach, which flows from what science has discovered about how children learn, frees you to make your own choices about what is best for you and your children.

			The news we have for beleaguered parents is this: Yes, children do need to spend time interacting with their parents (and teachers and childcare professionals). But research shows that a child’s intellectual awakening takes place during the normal adult–child interactions that occur in everyday, purposeful activities. Parents easily foster self-confident learners through activities that gently challenge children to reach to the edge of their developmental level but not beyond. Playful environments and spontaneous learning opportunities hold the keys for a happy, emotionally healthy, and intelligent child—and for a fulfilled parent.

			What You’ll Find in These Pages

			 

			In this book, we offer you usable and practical suggestions that emanate from the scientific findings—such as observations to watch for and games and experiments you can do with your child to see the research principles at work. You may find yourself identifying with the fictional vignettes that we often use, since they are composites of ourselves, our friends, and people whose lives we have observed. So if you think you’re reading about your next-door neighbor and find yourself saying, “I know them!” it’s only because so many of our lives follow the same patterns.

			In the sections called Teachable Moments, we highlight how everyday, mundane experiences can provide opportunities for learning. Other sections, called Discovering Hidden Skills, allow you to become the researcher in your own home, rediscovering amazing capabilities in your children. As we become better observers of our children’s behavior, we discover when our children can best profit from our instruction. Each chapter will offer fun and inexpensive activities and hands-on ideas that will foster development while reducing the unnecessary pressure on the already overtaxed parent, teacher, and child. The chapters that describe separate abilities (such as literacy and numbers) can be read out of sequence, when something your child does whets your appetite. But all the chapters feed into chapter 10, which focuses on play—the central theme in the book. Play equals learning, and through play, we can give childhood back to children. The final chapter sums it all up and gives stressed parents tools in the form of principles to live by.

			How will this all work? Let’s take an example from the learning of early math skills. Many of the newer teaching techniques encourage you to use videos. There’s a shape video for infants and numerous apps that interactively engage preschoolers in mathematics games while teaching them about technology. According to numerous research studies, however, the very best way to learn about numbers is to manipulate objects. Adding blocks on top of the stack to see how many you can pile up before it falls is mathematics. And playing a game of cards like War is math at its best. You needn’t worry about being “educational.” If you follow your children’s mathematical interests—which are considerable—your play with them will foster mathematical learning and curiosity.

			This book will also help you see the world differently. You will adopt a new lens to see learning opportunities everywhere you look. Just as you can find rectangles in buildings and hexagons in stop signs, numbers appear at every juncture of your life. When we evenly divide our french fries with our children and when we make sure there is enough cake for everyone at the table, we are doing mathematics. When we set one napkin out for each of the people at the table, we are using “one-to-one correspondence.” When we put books back in their place, we are sorting by sets. We need only to notice the world as our children do and seize natural opportunities to help them learn.

			When we perceive the world as ripe with social and learning opportunities, we will help our children grow. To do more—to use flash cards with infants, to insist on Mozart for the “pre-infant”—is like putting a YouTube video on 2x speed instead of playing them at normal speed. To put children on 2x speed is to risk turning them off to their natural desire to learn, and instead increases their risk of becoming anxious, depressed, and unhappy.

			Childhood is about making discoveries. It is a time when children learn about themselves and their own capabilities. These discoveries do not take place in the context of structured lessons—nor do they come in boxes or on phone screens.

			There are thousands of scientists who worked collaboratively to bring you the information that we have captured in this book. These people have devoted their lives to making the world a better place for your children to grow. We speak in one voice when we urge you to celebrate your children more and worry less about creating future Einsteins. If you do, you are actually more likely to create those Einsteins and Mozarts. But more important, you are more likely to have kids grow up who are collaborative, who are good communicators, who know their content, who are critical thinkers and curious, creative innovators, and who have the confidence and persistence to do a task, even if they don’t get it right the first time through (in other words, they develop the 6Cs). We think that you will enjoy learning what we have come to understand. This knowledge will allow you to reclaim childhood for your children, while preparing them to be intelligent, happy, and emotionally healthy adults.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Brainchild

				How Babies Are Wired to Learn

			
			“It’s a fact,” Martha explains. “All of the products say so. Classical music increases brain growth.” Harold chimes in: “We want to make sure that our children have all of the advantages in life. If we can stimulate their brain growth now and give them a leg up in this complex world, we’re going to do so.”

			Like many parents in the 2000s, Harold and Martha Goodwin learned about the brain–music connection shortly after their daughter Brenda was born. The Goodwins have learned that almost from conception, they are to be the “architects” of their baby’s brain.

			They now play on Spotify any of the number of classical music albums and playlists marketed to infants and young children, including Don Campbell’s The Mozart Effect for Children: Music for Children—Relax, Daydream, and Draw. The Goodwins were concerned about Brenda, who missed out on the pre-infant phase because they had not known about this parenting responsibility when Martha was pregnant with her.

			In his book, Campbell asks the reader, “Can music make your child more intelligent?” He answers: “Certainly it can increase the number of neuronal connections in her brain, thereby stimulating her verbal skills.” He also claims, “A recent study found that visual tracking, eye-hand coordination, and other positive behaviors develop more rapidly in babies whose mothers participated in a pilot program of prenatal exposure to music.” No wonder the Goodwins believe that playing Mozart is an imperative for building better brains.

			But does listening to Mozart really make you more intelligent? Does it prepare you for a life with a higher IQ? The scientific evidence provides a clear answer: No. Early exposure to classical music does not make your brain grow in ways that make you smarter. Why did anyone think this was so? That’s an interesting story.

			The history of what came to be called the Mozart Effect started with one research study published in 1993 by Professor Frances Rauscher and her colleagues at the University of Wisconsin’s Oshkosh campus. The research showed that after listening to 10 minutes of a Mozart sonata, college students did better on one test of intellectual performance. Professor Rauscher got 79 of her college students to sign up for an experiment. She tested them on a small section of the Stanford-Binet intelligence test before and after listening to Mozart. The “spatial reasoning task” they had to complete took a couple of minutes.

			Imagine you see the outline of a dollar bill on your test paper. In the second outline, the bill is folded in half so it looks like a square. In the third outline, someone has folded the two bottom corners so it now looks like the end of a man’s tie. The test then asks you to imagine what the dollar bill would look like when you fold it again, and you are given five diagrams from which to choose. This paper-folding task is a test of your “visual-spatial abilities.” Professor Rauscher found that her students scored 9 to 10 points higher on that task right after listening to 8 minutes and 24 seconds of the Mozart Sonata for Two Pianos in D Major, K 448. The effects lasted only 10 to 15 minutes. But there it was—listening to Mozart had increased spatial reasoning ability on one subtest of an intelligence test for a period of 10 minutes. Professor Rauscher cautioned against distorting the team’s modest findings. But the media seized on the results, coining the term “the Mozart Effect,” and the notion that there was a get-smart-quick formula took flight. Professor Rauscher repeated the experiment several times, and each time, the group that listened to Mozart improved over those who listened to silence.

			Sounds intriguing. Yes—but in 1999, the findings of these studies were officially refuted. The authors of reports in two top scientific journals, Nature and Psychological Science, could not reproduce Professor Rauscher’s findings. Listening to Mozart, as opposed to silence or to compositions of Philip Glass (a rather unmelodic, repetitive kind of music) might affect the mood of the listeners but not their overall IQs. In one celebrated paper, Professor Lois Hetland of Harvard University’s Project Zero, examined 67 studies on the Mozart effect with 4,564 adult participants. She noted that there was some short-lived Mozart effect on a very limited set of spatial abilities (the paper-folding task). She concluded, however, that “the existence of a short-lived effect by which music enhances spatiotemporal performance in adults does not lead to the conclusion that exposing children to classical music will raise their intelligence or their academic achievement or even their long-term spatial skills.”

			How did we get, then, from this modest (at best) Mozart finding to the myth that every infant needs to tune in to classical music to have brain cells turned on? As we will see, the Mozart phenomenon is part of a larger set of myths about how to build better brains—myths that have permeated our society.

			What You’ve Heard: When Bad Myths Happen to Good Parents

			 

			Two overarching myths about brain development might actually be interfering with the nurture of our children. The first myth is that parents are brain sculptors, responsible for molding the intelligence and capabilities of their children. Parents are being told that the development of their children’s brains, which, in fact, is programmed by millions of years of evolution, can be altered in just one generation by specific lessons they provide. It is as if the brain were more like some lump of clay than an organ with a master plan authored by nature and the divine. This is the myth that convinces us that we are solely responsible for the way our children turn out intellectually.

			The other myth that had the Goodwins in its grip is that scientific research provides us with a manual for building better brains. As a culture enthralled with science, we take little bits of evidence about brain function and extrapolate them to explain vast aspects of human behavior. The only problem is that extending our
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