\ CHILDREN'S
INTERPRETATION:

A Discovery Book for Interpreters

] .:.~\'-7‘, b
g .

Gary Machlis and Maureen McDonough

Wy A/'/
Vi

7

AR
777 AR
ll\() .\l\ly\r

o, ¥
i 93;%', Iy
N / |

A\
L




S

CHILDREN'S
INTERPRETATION:

A DISCOVERY BOOK
FOR INTERPRETERS

by

Gary Machlis and Maureen McDonough

Editing and Design: Shirley A Scott
[llustrations: Barbara Graves

.




“It is the supreme art of the teacher to awaken joy
in creative expression and knowledge.”
Albert Einstein




PREFACE

The Sociology program of the University of Washington
Cooperative Park Studies Unit is responsible for the
acquisition of information about human use patterns within
public parks, especially areas managed by the National Park
Service. Our initial efforts focused upon description of the
people who use parks, noting the diversity of park- goers
present in an area at any one time.

Having identified the diversity of visitors in parks as part of
our research activities, we recognized the need to prepare a
series of reports which would highlight the information
obtained on special clientele groups, while drawing attention
to the implications for interpretive services which might be
developed for these people.

The first handbook in the series was entitled Interpretation
for Handicapped Persons by Jacque Beechel, and it became
an impetus for this second handbook, which is also
concerned with the application of social science information
to interpretation. It is a culmination of our work with children
during the past several years. Gary Machlis and Maureen
McDonough have synthesized some of what we have learned,
drawn material from other authors and integrated this
knowledge into a series of examples and applications for you,
the interpreter. We hope the information about children will
be put to work in the development of effective and exciting
interpretive programs for them.

Donald R. Field
Regional Chief Scientist

Pacific Northwest Region
National Park Service




INTRODUCTION

Traditionally, children have been part of the interpreter’s
audience. They seem always present in the front row during
an evening campfire and right behind us on our guided walks
and tours. Interpretation for children is nothing new, yet this
guide is called a “discovery book” for interpreters. What is it,
then, that we have discovered?

Basically, it is the realization that “children” is perhaps too
broad and general a term for the modern interpreter.
Diversity is a key characteristic of park visitors and
interpretive audiences and this is especially true of the visitor
group known as children. The purpose of this guide is to share
with you information about children and to look at this
information through the eyes of an interpreter. Much
literature is available on child psychology and child
development, but what does this information mean for
interpreters who work with children and how can it be
incorporated into the interpretive planning process?

Our method will be to discuss a conceptual approach for
better understanding children and some of their behavior.
Following this, you will find application of that material in
several ways. Park managers and different interpreters have
varying philosophies, finances and needs in regard to types of
programs. Some prefer to produce materials, others
programs, and others prefer a mix. Our objective is to
demonstrate how a sound understanding of children can be
applied to the development of all types of interpretive
experiences rather than to advocate any one approach.’

This is a discovery book. We hope our ideas will spark
your ideas and stimulate your imagination. Children are
unique and interpretation can be fun. Putting the two
together in a thoughtful way can be a very rewarding
experience.

PART I: THE IDEAS

One reason there is a great deal of diversity in the
interaction of people with their environment is because there
is a great deal of diversity in people. This diversity doesn’t




arise from age or sex or height alone, but from a complex
system of factors operating on people. To understand the
behavior of any particular group of people, it’s necessary to
look at the important influences on their behavior.

Historically, children in western civilization were perceived
simply as small adults in such matters as manners and
responsibility. Socially they differed from adults only in the
sense of economic dependence. This perspective has been
substantially altered, partially due to psychological,
physiological and sociological research in child development
which has shown that children are fundamentally different
from adults in their perceptions of the world and their physical

- capabilities. (See recommended reading for specific
references on historical perspective).

A major key to understanding child behavior lies in the
recognition that children grow and are growing through
relatively sequential developmental phases. These
developmental processes are a primary influence on the
diversity and range of children’s behavior. A sound
understanding of child development and behavior is essential
to effective interpretive interaction with children. For
example, because children at different ages are in varying
phases in the development process, there is variation in their
needs, interests, capabilites, etc. Interpreters can and should
look upon these variations as unique opportunities for
positive and ettective interaction rather than as limitations.

The following material describes in more detail the varied
aspects of physical, cognitive and social developmental
processes in children and their pertinence to interpretation.
There is no single source for the information presented in the
text and tables. It represents a review and summary of
research and other materials from a variety of books and
journals and our “folk wisdom” about these ideas. See the
annotated bibliography and reference list for specific sources
and further reference.

Physical Development

Of all the aspects of child development, physical growth
and coordination is most influenced by the biological
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maturation processes. It is also the area of development most
visible to the interpreter. It is easy to distinguish short from
tall. But there are other aspects of physical development not
so readily apparent which are equally important for
interpreters to consider. This is particularly true when the
interpreter wishes to develop interpretive programs that will
involve the participants in activities requiring some degree of
motor skill and coordination. A child who is tall relative to
his/her peers is not necessarily a more coordinated child.

The development of motor skill and coordination can be
divided into two parts. Gross or large motor development
involves movement of arms and legs and includes such skills
as walking, running, hopping, and jumping. Fine or small
motor development is the refined movement of smaller body
parts like the tongue, wrists and fingers. It includes skills such
as using the hands to pick up objects and manipulate tools, for
example, crayons and spoons. It also includes skills like
tiptoeing and eating. Gross motor skills generally precede
fine motor skills. But because children are growing and their
body proportions are continually changing, achievement of
motor coordination is a process of continual readjustment.

As is true of all development, physical development
operates along a continuum with apparent regularities at
generalized age levels. Interpreters should use these
regularities at generalized age levels to help children enjoy
positive learning experiences. Sometimes a new approach
based on knowledge of the stages of physical development
will accomplish your goal when a previous approach hasn’t
worked. Characteristics of physical development are
discussed below and summarized in Table 1.

Pre-school children are very energetic and active, makingiit
difficult for them to remain still for long periods of time. Young
children need to move because this is a central way they learn
about their world. This is one reason why slide talks for pre-
schoolers are generally ineffective. But if the slides are
accompanied by music rather than words and the children
are encouraged to shout out the names of the animals, plants,
and objects they recognize, and are allowed to scoot around
on the floor, slides can work as an introductory or rainy day
device.

Preschoolers are involved in a rapid period of growth which




begins to slow down about the age of 5. Because of this, height
can be deceiving among children of this age! Neither fine nor
gross motor coordination is well-developed in this age group.
It is difficult, for example, for preschoolers to maintain a hold
on objects. Giving them bird eggs to hold during a talk is
potentially frustrating for the children and dangerous for the
eggs. But allowing them to hold a nest with the eggs in it would
alleviate the problem.

TABLE |

GROWTH AND COORDINATION OF CHILDREN AT DIFFERENT AGE LEVELS

PRE-SCHOOL SCHOOL AGE PRE-ADOLESCENT ADOLESCENT ADOLESCENT
12-14 15-18
Growth rapid but Steady, Contin-  Steady, continuous Rapid growth erra- Reach full physical
slowing down. uous rate. Less rate. Sometimes tic,tumultuous. maturity. Girls are
T Abundant energy, Rapid than that of pre-adolescent Sudden increase in more mature than
E active movements. just older or spurt in growth. height and weight. boys of same age.
@) younger children. Variations in size at
% same age begin.
Growth makes
great demand on
energy.

Poor Activities callingfor  Ability to coordi- Ability to coordi- Perfection of activi-
precise coordina- nate increases. nate increased. Still ties requiring fine
tion, such a close  Small muscle activi- have periods of  coordination, such

= eye work, should ties may begin, clumsiness and as those that
Q be avoided. Activi-  while large muscle awkwardness. develop skill in
2 ties involving large activities continue Some may be more crafts, diving, folk
Z muscles and large  Frequently the advanced than  dancing, etc.

@ movements should  progress of coordi- others, depending

(@) be engaged in. nation is arrested on degree of

8 Large tools should by clumsiness and physical  develop-

be used. awkwardness. ment.

Some have coordi-
nation; some not.

Growth in school-age children (5-9 years) is much less rapid
and sporadic than in older or younger children. Children tend
to be more uniform in size in this age group. Gross motor
coordination is much better developed but fine motor
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coordination is just beginning. They are not so likely to drop
objects but activities that involve large muscles and large
movements should be encouraged. Large materials and tools
should be used. Clumsiness with more precise tasks should
be viewed with patience rather than frustration. Milkinga cow
on a historic farm would be an exciting learning opportunity
but children at this age should not be expected to hit the milk
paill! When a child holds a snake during your reptile talk, be
there to help him/her!

Movement and activity are also important in this age group.
Their attention span has increased but not significantly.
Interpreters should play games that demonstrate concepts to
children rather than talking directly about the concepts.

Pre-adolescents (10-12 years) are beginning to devote a lot
of body energy to growth. Variations in size begin to appear
among children of the same age. But, more importantly,
physically this age group tires very easily. Outdoor
experiences of several hours duration may exhaust them
completely. It’s better to plan shorter activities with rest times
in between, so that the children will not become irritable and
lose attention.

Motor coordination varies considerably in pre-adolescent
children. Coordination is generally increasing, but there are
frequent periods of clumsiness and awkwardness. Fine motor
coordination is beginning to appear, as well as a concurrent
interest in developing individual skills. Use of small muscles
can and should be encouraged with great patience.

Early adolescents (12-14 years) are involved in a period of
very rapid growth in height and weight which can cause them
difficulty in large muscle coordination. Balance while moving
is the main problem area. Rapid growth causes rapid changes
in body proportions and hence, a chance in the body’s center
of gravity. Fine motor coordination increases significantly but
may be variable due to developmental differences. Try
activities that involve some individual physical skills but
beware of the balance factor. Small muscle coordination may
permit use of old logging tools but uncertainty in sense of
balance may make axe-swinging problematic!

Adolescents (15-18 years) are in the process of reaching full
physical maturity. Fine coordination is perfected so they are
capable of learning highly coordinated skills and performing




Quch as folk dancing, crafts, bird and mammal skin

preparation, etc. Be aware, though, that people in this age
group, although physically mature, do not necessarily have a
strong self-concept yet. Therefore, they may be very self-
conscious about themselves and their skills and/or potential
capabilities to do something they are asked to do. They can
be easily embarrassed.

Cognitive Development

Cognitive or mental development is not as readily apparent
to the observer as is physical development. But it can be the
most crucial aspect of children’s growth processes for
interpreters to be aware of because it effects, in an essential
manner, the way a child perceives the world around him/her.
For a long time in western civilization, it was believed that
mentally children were mini-adults who, although lacking
physical maturity and social experience, thought about the
world in the same way as their elders. Learning was basically
perceived as a process of imitation.

The work of Swiss psychologist, Jean Piaget, has cast
doubt upon the small adult view of children’s thought
processes. He has demonstrated that children perceive the
world in a fundamentally different way than adults and that
their perceptions, understandings and thought processes are
dependent on their stages of cognitive development. In
essence, children are “cognitive aliens” with respect to adults.
What you say to a child and what the child perceives may be
two totally different things, depending on the thought
processes at the child’s disposal at that time. Awareness of
differential cognitive processes is necessary for effective
interpretive communication with children.

According to Piaget and other structural-developmental
theorists, human beings grow through a multi-stage process
of cognitive development. These stages roughly correspond
to age. Children at earlier developmental periods cannot
perform certain mental tasks because the types of thought
processes required are not yet in their cognitive repertoire.
Entry into a new period depends on the capacity to process

information in certain ways, which in turn depends upon
physical maturation and experience. Physical maturation, or




the organized growth of the body, is a major influence at
earlier stages of development where the age of transition from
one stage to another is less variable. Later, experience
(interaction with the environment) becomes more influential
on the time of stage transition.

Although the sequence of ordering of the stages is not
variable, there is some variation in the ages of transition from
stage to stage. Cognitive growth can be accelerated to some
extent by providing extensive experiences and opportunities
for the child, but there are limits to this process which are
imposed by brain development and other physical factors. In
addition, children may straddle two stages of development at
once. In other words, certain cognitive processes may be
more advanced than others in a particular individual. A young
adolescent, for example, may be capable of abstract thought
with respect to some information but not all information.

Learning is an active process. Children acquire the ability
to think in new and more complex ways through active
interaction with their environment. Interpretation for children
can be most effective by taking advantage of this very
fundamental notion.

At the beginning of each stage of cognitive development
children are not capable of the operations typical of that stage
but develop these capacities through time. The four periods
or phases of cognitive development are:

1. Early childhood (0-2 years)
Key Concepts

EXPLORATION OF ENVIRONMENT
LEARNING IS ACTIVE
NOT THINKING; JUST SENSING

This period of development doesn’t really involve thinking;
just sensing. Because of this, learning is a very active process
of exploration of the immediate environment. Children at this
level need to interact directly with everything in order to
“know” it. They don’t remember objects in the sense of being
able to think about them when they are not present but they
do begin to recognize objects encountered before. Older
children in this age group also begin to acknowledge the

existance of objects when they are removed from sight.J
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