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Introduction

There are many ways of knowing. One of our

beloved grandparents used to repeat this phrase again and again:

“We don’t learn everything from books; life teaches us most lessons.”

Somehow that invocation of a second way of knowing—the experien-

tial—has appealed to us more and more over the years. As a clinical 

psychologist and a learning disabilities specialist, both of us have spent

our careers working with children, and we have known many other 

professionals who have devoted their lives to helping children. It is their

wisdom—the lessons they have learned from life—that we sought out 

to record in this book.

The idea for the project arose from two sources. First, we observed that

when we spoke with other professionals about individual cases involving

particular children, we rarely got around to articulating what we thought

really mattered. We also remembered how as young parents we were so

wrapped up in the everyday details and struggles of raising our children

that we seldom stepped back and considered the larger issues of parent-

hood. We knew much more when dealing with our grandchildren than we

did when our children were growing up.
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Introduction

Both as parents and as professionals, we—and many others—had learned much

along the way (humility and humor being high on the list!). We believed that this

knowledge born of experience—this wisdom—could and should be harvested.

The second source of inspiration for the project was the Last Lecture Series

offered by many colleges and universities across America. In the series, professors

are asked to imagine that they are about to give the last lecture of their life. In this

lecture, they are to address this question:

Based on all your years and experiences in your field of
study, what would you want to pass on to the next generation? 

Freed from the constraints of specific evidence, the lecturers are encouraged

to take a more personal view of what their disciplines can teach us about our

lives. Although the premise for the series is a simple one, it often yields astonishing

and invigorating insights. We decided to pose this question to people who have

spent their careers working with children. Scientific studies of child behavior and

development abound; a host of experts are constantly ready to give us advice. But

we were interested in another class of experts—people with a vast range of experi-

ence not only in working with children but also in simply living and conversing with

them. We were convinced that such a collection of “last lectures” might both guide

and enrich the efforts of adults to educate children and care for them more wisely.

Our hope was to gather the thoughts and reflections of people who were experts

in some aspect of working with children and to put their insights together in a vol-

ume for parents as well as for others who work with children. We sought the help of

a select group of professionals—people who had worked with children or adoles-

cents for at least twenty-five years and who were known to be especially good at

what they do. We asked these professionals—educators, pediatricians, psychologists,

psychiatrists, ministers, librarians, and coaches, among others—to write a brief

essay, a “last lecture,” reflecting on what they had learned about kids. We ultimately

obtained essays from forty people who had spent their distinguished careers work-

ing with and learning about children—their rich store of experience adds up to a

thousand years of collected wisdom on raising children.
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Here then is the wisdom from some wonderful people who gave of their time and

energy to pass on to us what they have learned about working with children. While

all of the contributions are meant for parents, professionals who work with children

may also find them enlightening.

Different readers will seek and find different things in the thoughts of others. We

leave it to you to decide which bits of wisdom you will make your own.

That’s the beauty of wisdom—it’s not a set of specific ideas. It is broad insight

derived from extraordinarily thoughtful reflection on ordinary experience, com-

bined with the ability to convey that insight in ways that touch the lives of others for

the good.

We have great faith that the love of parents and the resilience of children enable

most kids to grow up as effective and well-adjusted adults. But parenthood is a 

journey with many detours and dead ends. Just as on any other long trip, a couple of

books along the way will at the very least help pass the time. Now and then,

however, you may find a book that helps you discover sights that you might not 

otherwise have seen or that directs you to a scenic byway that you will remember 

forever. We hope this book can be one of those.

What Works with Children

x
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James M. Bennett

Ripples Upon the Water

Throw a stone into a pond. Watch the 

ripples upon the water spread out in concentric circles, ever

widening, ever more subtle, ever more distant. So it is with raising

children. Everything we do or say as parents, teachers, and friends

has an immediate and profound impact upon our children. As chil-

dren grow older, the effects of our interactions with them become

ever more subtle, ever more distant. The impact of our words and

actions remains, however, as does the awesome responsibility for

starting the ripples in the first place.

Raising a child is a privilege. All of us as parent, teacher, coach,

advisor, counselor, friend, and stranger ought to remember this every

time we interact with children. Each child is a precious miracle, and



each moment of encounter with a child is precious as well. Nothing we say or do is

irrelevant. Every word and deed counts. I wish someone had taught me this before I

became a parent. As many people before me, though, I had to find this wisdom for

myself, learning from my mistakes as well as from my successes. Through teaching

other people’s children and through striving to be the best father I can possibly be,

I have learned the following fundamental truths.

Every child counts. Every child comes into this world with a right to dignity and

respect. In our interactions with our children, the children of others, and with each

other, we must never lose sight of this truth. No child is more important than any

other, and no child deserves less respect or dignity than any other. Every child is

equally valuable.

Every moment counts. There are no irrelevant encounters with children. The way

we say a groggy “good morning” to our children matters as much in the long run as

the life lessons we teach in our most coherent and profound conversations. Children

often care about moments we may consider to be trivial as much or more than they

care about contrived formal encounters we see as significant. As parents or teachers

we try to construct experiences that will lead, in our fondest dreams, to wonderful

memories for our children. The truth is, however, that for most children, the daily

interactions are much more important and memorable than the once-in-a-lifetime

trips, events, or experiences we think matter so much. Children remember far more

the conversations around the dinner table, the laughter and smiles of the impromp-

tu moments together, than those “important” times that seemed so meaningful to us

as they unfolded.

Children learn by example. The old saw, “Do as I say, not as I do,” is tragically flawed.

What we do is of utmost importance to our children. What we say matters as well, but

what we do will shape the lives of those who stand by watching and learning.

There is nothing more important than love. Ultimately, things do not matter to

children. Love does. Things are of this world and therefore fleeting. Love is spiritual

and therefore permanent. We must not teach our children to love things and use

What Works with Children
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people. We must teach them to love people and use things. And our love for our 

children must be unconditional.

Listen more than you talk. Instead of assuming that our children need to hear us

talking more—telling them, lecturing them—we need to listen. Our children need

to know that they can always come to us and find us there, ready to hear them, truly

hear them. Children need to know that sometimes we will listen without interrupt-

ing and without judging.

Hugs and kisses mean more than words. Children are never too old to be hugged

and kissed, even if they say they are. Sometimes our affection may embarrass our

children for the moment, but the lasting message of the hug is far more important.

Encourage children to play, to laugh, to smile, to dance, to sing, to cry. And play,

laugh, smile, dance, sing, and cry with them. At no time in our lives are we more

uninhibited than when we are children. Let your children remind you how to

express emotion, how to express joy, sorrow, and love.

Throw a stone into a pond. Watch the ripples upon the water spread out in con-

centric circles, ever widening, ever more subtle, ever more distant. Then think about

the impact we have on our children. Children are precious. It is our task and our

privilege to take seriously the awesome responsibility we share in raising them.

James M. Bennett was born in Boston and received a B.A. from Indiana University
and an M.A.H.L. from the Hebrew Union College, Jewish Institute of Religion. For
years he has been a rabbi in Charlotte, North Carolina, and served as assistant direc-
tor and teacher at Goldman Union Camp Institute. He is an avid sports fan, especial-
ly of baseball, and enjoys storytelling and folksinging. James and his wife, Amy, have
three young children.





Ora L. Hill Cooks

“I Need a Body”

It was a typical, late December weekend
night in the Southeast: cold, windy, and wet. And we were

a typical group of longtime friends renewing our camaraderie 

during a very competitive bid whist card game. The older children

got to stay up, watch the card game and learn, and the younger ones

went to bed at ten o’clock—no exceptions. It was usually the job of

the host parents to put the youngsters to bed while the rest of us

continued the card game. This particular gathering was at my home.

As hostess, I completed my bed-down duties with the five young-

sters, including my own six-year-old daughter, and happily returned

to being a sideline instigator at the card game. After a few minutes,

my daughter was standing in the hall door.
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“Carla, what are you doing up?” 

I asked her. “I gave you everything 

al ready. What else do you need?”

Leaning sadly on the door frame,

with her thumb halfway in her mouth,

Carla replied, “It’s cold. I need a body!”

Everyone broke into wild laughter

and began making somewhat ribald

comments on the wisdom and practical-

ity of having a body close by to warm

the cold, winter night.

Carla’s God-Dad, Roy, put her on his

lap, tucked her feet into the bottom of

her long gown, put a blanket around her

and said, “Carla, I know what you mean.

There comes a time in life when every-

one needs a body.”

Carla went back to sleep wrapped in

the warm body of her God-Dad’s love,

empathy, and protection for the rest of

the evening.

The wisdom and practicality of

needing and having “a body” to warm a

young life is what I want to discuss here.

When all the recent tragedies are ana-

lyzed, the situations reviewed, and the

actions or lack of same detailed, I believe

one fact will remain prime: children

need “a body” to be there. Children need

a parent’s warm, enveloping body to

ward off the coldness of insecurity, to

shelter them from negative elements

both natural and manmade, and to shed

light on the dark images that can shad-

ow their life experiences.

What can we do to provide “a body”

for children when they need one? In my

thirty-plus years as a teacher and parent

who actively participated in the lives of

the children I came in contact with, 

I have observed three factors that have

tremendous influence in providing “a

body” that helps children grow in 

a positive sense of self, productivity, and

happiness: adult presence, encourage-

ment, and joy. Although these are simple

concepts, they are included in the 

writings of many renowned child study

experts dating from John Amos Comenius

(1632) to Albert Bandura (1977) and

Darlene and Derek Hopson (1990),

among others. Yes, these are simple con-

cepts, and as John Dewey said, the simple

is difficult to act upon. Having discov-

ered the simple truth that a child needs

“a body”—a hug or a cuddle—we can

do the difficult task and act on that

knowledge. We can provide “a body” of

adult presence, encouragement, and joy 

to ward off the cold and darkness that 

can veil and envelop a young life.

Providing “a body” doesn’t have to be

physical. You can pay attention to what

your children are doing, or not doing,
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and thus provide an adult presence in

their lives. When you acknowledge chil-

dren by saying “hi” and commenting on

positive behaviors, you become a very

powerful presence in their lives and pro-

vide “a body” that is affirming. Adult

pres ence is as elemen-

tary as openly acknowl-

edging the child’s pres-

ence, com     pli ment   ing

him on a good behav-

ior, giving her a smile or

a wave. These simple

gestures make impres-

sions that can have a

life-long influence on

the development of a child’s positive sense

of self. These simple actions will be remem-

bered for a long time and will provide “a

body” of memories to soften the tough

times experienced later in life.

Why do I make such a big deal of

something as unpretentious as encourage-

ment? As Dewey said, to act on the simple

is a difficult task. Giving encouragement is

a very elementary concept, but it must be

done consciously on a daily basis to be

effective. Each of us can recall the differ-

ence encouragement made at some point

in our lives. But how many of us con-

sciously take time to encourage a child?

Praise, a pat on the back, or a simple “Keep

trying, you can do it” can make a tremen-

dous difference in a child’s success.

Of the three acts that I believe are

essential to provide “a body” that chil-

dren need, joy may be the most crucial

one. But doing something that brings joy

to a child’s life is not easy.

Childhood is a time and

place when we need to

experience the joy of

simply rolling down a

grassy slope, imagining

ex otic creatures in white

cloudscapes against a

clear blue sky, or laughing

wildly after whirling

around until the world turns upside-down

and tilts. These are some of the small keys

to the joys of childhood, and every child

needs “a body” of these joys to take out

and examine when life gets tough, as it

inevitably will later. To experience joy, a

child must have basic needs met and be

free of anxiety. Childhood should be a

carefree time and place.

Adult presence, encouragement, and

joy are positive responses to the plea, 

“I need a body!” We can answer a simple

request by taking some simple actions,

but as we know, the simple is difficult to

act upon.

To experience

joy, a child must

have basic needs

met and be free of

anxiety.

“
”
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Ora L. Hill Cooks is Professor of Education at Clark Atlanta University. Born in
Marion, Arkansas, Ora received her B.S. from the University of Arkansas in 1967 
and her Ed.D. from Atlanta University in 1980. In her thirty-plus years working with 
children, Ora has taught in elementary school, high school, and college. When she is
not writing, teaching, or speaking to groups, Ora enjoys flower gardening and playing
bid whist. She has two grown children.
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