SPECIAL TOMORROW'S CHILD

by Donna Bryant Goertz

he keys were missing
The carly-arrival assistant,
Sonia, went to the gate to

lock it after seeing the children off to
their classrooms, The keys were not
in the lock where she cuscomarily left
them hanging. After looking in the
bushes by the gate, on the counter,
and in her purse, just in case chey
had fallen or she had unconsciously
put them in a different place, Sonia
called the office. I happened to be
dose by and unoceupied, so T went
to help Senia, Thinking that one
of the children had been artracted
to che keys and taken them, I was
cager to help handle this in the most
developmentally supportive way, the
way that would grow the children’s
artachment o teuch, not cheir rela-

tionship with lying.

I walked back to the gate with the
four- and five year-olds who had
arrived early, taking them two at a
time. [ need your help,” I said in a
casual and friendly manner, “The
gate keys are lose, Sonia left them
in the gate as usual and now they're
gone. She has searched everywhere
for them. We have to help find them
for Sonia. Let’s look in the bushes”
I didnt really think the keys were in
the bushes, bur [ wanted to engage
the children in finding them, invest
them in getting them back where
they belonged, and spend a little time
establishing thac we were not going
to approach this in the conventional
manner = of a child stealing. Hete we
emphasized tharour attention would
be shifted from the eraditional focus
of “Who's the thief" to a new focus
of “How can we get the keys back so
Sonia can lock the gare?”

*Sonia needs the keys to unlock the
gate again lacer. Sce, we could push
the padlock closed, and it woukd
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be locked. Thae
would work juse
fine for now, bus
then, when we needed to
unlock the gate again chis after-
noon, we wouldn't have the keys to
do it” The children and I looked at
the padlock and saw how it worked.
We became a team that shared a
relationship, knowledge, informa-
rion, and a problem. We became a
team that was working on a problem
rogether. After scarching the bushes,
we all agreed that che keys were noc
there. “You know, keys can be very
ateractive, Children really like keys
so much thar cheir parents often put
together an old set of keys for them,
Key chains can be really areractive
too. What kind of key chain did the
keys have?”

“They had a Texas Longhorn key
chain,” Bobby said.” With a black bat
on it too,” added Sandra.

“Oh that could be very atracuve,
Somebody could have really liked it
and wanred o haveic” | said. “Some-
body could have put it in his or her
pocket because he liked it so much,
Then, he could take it home and have
it to look at and to play with. I would
like to have those keys, wouldnt
you? 1 wonder where thar black
bar and thar Texas Longhorn came
from. Id like to buy them for myself,
wouldn't you?" Now I was putting
the children at ease with the knowl-
edge thar we sometimes want whar i
not ours, making it a shared human
characteristic.”If somebody roolk the
keys, thinking how much he liked
them and how much he wanted
to have them for himself, then he
might put them in his pocket with-
out thinking of how much we need
them, But, he might be feeling really
bad right now. He might even be
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wondering aboutr what
will happen if he takes
them home, what his mother
or father will say, whar be'll do
with them, how he'll feel when he's
in bed, how he'll be feeling bad about

Sonia needing the keys.”

“He'll feel bad" said Denny. "His
mom mighe ger mad, He might cry
in his bed” Now I was leading the
children to think this dhrough from
various different angles, 1 wasn't
threatening them, frighrening them,
or cornering, them to cell the truth,
I wasnt moralizing to them abous
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Sonia would have the keys, and he
wouldn't have ro go home with them
in his pocket. Then he wouldn't have

to feel bad”

When I was raking the third group
of children on the walk and making
the same stacements to them, the
keys dlinked to the sidewalk. We
were very careful not to notice which
pocket they had come from or which
hand had rossed chem.

| was eager to help handle this in the way

that would grow the children’s attachment

to truth, not their relationship with lying.

abstract ideas of thievery and the
future of those who indulge them-
sclves, I wasntt giving them feelings
of guile or shame about abscracc ideas
of lying, I was leading them to grow
in relation to other people and their
needs. [ was leading them to explore
their own feelings.

"If someone took the keys and pue
them in his pocket, if he was feeling
bad and wanting Sonia to have the
keys back, what could he do now? He
could give the keys back but maybe

he would be embarrassed about it.”

“Yes," said Bobby." Hed be scared. He
wouldn't want anybody to see him.”

“Maybe he conld just drop the keys
on the ground right on the side-
walk so we could find them,” I sug-
gested, “Then hed feel better. Then

*See,” 1 said, "how wise and strong
somebody is, and how brave. See
how much thar person cared about
Sonia and how much that person
didn's want to feel bad ac home! Next
time that person may be able grow
even braver and wiser and stronger
and say, T have the keys, but for now
that person has made sure we could
get the keys back to Sonia.”

We take the steps of growth as they
come and acknowledge and admire
them. We show confidence that the
children are always growing and
developing as best they can, as well as
we can support them to do so. They
will achieve according to the environ-
ment we provide for them and the
relationship we establish with them.
They will take on the values we hold
high for them.
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