
Episode 013 “Rethinking the Modern Childhood ”

Guest: Alfie Kohn

Sam Jinich:

Welcome to PeakConnection, a podcast for individuals, couples, and professionals about engaging life 
with vitality, deeper, emotional connections, love, intimacy, and authenticity. My name is Dr. Sam Jinich 
and today I'm very pleased to have a conversation with Alfie Kohn. Alfie Kohn writes and speaks widely 
on human behavior, education and parenting. The most recent of his 14 books are Schooling Beyond 
Measure and Other Unorthodox Essays About Education and The Myth of the Spoiled Child: Challenging 
the Conventional Wisdom about Children and Parenting. Alfie Kohn is known for challenging widely held 
beliefs about parenting and education. He has regarded the one size fits all approach to education as a 
serious mistake. Instead of educating the whole child in an individualized manner that nourishes a love 
of learning, the trend in schools continues to be in producing students who can memorize facts that are 
soon forgotten.

Sam:

Along with standardized tests, Kohn debunks homework and grades. He believes that a sure way to 
destroy children's love of reading and writing is to require written reports, offer incentives, quantify 
assignments, or focus on skills, all common practices in our classrooms. We are especially grateful to 
have Alfie Kohn with us as the pandemic seems to be worsening in the United States and parents are 
worrying about their children's education more than ever. Welcome Alfie. We really appreciate your 
being with us on our show.

Alfie Kohn:

Glad to be here.

Sam:

So as we face many more months of this pandemic, I hear many parents tell me that they're increasingly 
stressed out, irritable, reverting to discipline that is based on punishment and rewards as a quick way to 
try to manage their own anxieties and insecurities about their parenting abilities and their children's 
future. Parents are anxious about whether they're parenting well and whether their child will be okay, do
well in school, get into a good college. We expect so much of ourselves and think we should set the 
course early on for our very young children to get into a good school. And if lucky and if we did 
everything right, even have it paid for by a sports scholarship. So, Mr. Kohn, as a former school teacher, a
parent, a researcher and a writer about progressive education, how do we get out of this anxious mess? 
What is progressive education and how can parents participate in it given how our homes and our 
schools have been so significantly intertwined by the pandemic?

Alfie Kohn:

Well, the basic prescriptions for parenting, as well as for educating don't change with COVID. All COVID 
has done is to make it more difficult for us to do what needs to be done. It’s basic prescription for what 
I'm loosely calling progressive education remains exactly the same, whether it is in a classroom or at 
home looking at a screen, which is never going to be as good. And parents looking over the shoulder, 
become more anxious, because they can see what's going on and because of the stress is on the family, 
on themselves, the financial issues going on, having kids around all the time. But basically, to summarize 
an awful lot of material in a few words, the best kind of education is about helping kids to construct 



meaning around ideas, to understand things from the inside out. It's not as you summarized my views in 
your introduction about cramming forgettable facts into short-term memory.

Alfie Kohn:

It's not about jumping through hoops in order to get the equivalent of a doggy biscuit called a grade or 
praise or something like that. It's not merely about a bunch of fact, nor is about practicing a series of 
unrelated skills. It's about synthesizing ideas and playing an active role as a meaning maker if you were 
the child. The best education is also collaborative. It involves learning with and from other kids, as 
together they bounce ideas off each other and gently challenging each other to think about things new 
way. And that collaboration is particularly difficult to do when each kid is in his or her own. And the best 
kind of education is also one that is organized around questions, and problems, and projects of the kid's 
own creation.

Alfie Kohn:

So the best teachers do a lot less talking and a lot more listening and responding to the ideas that the 
kids come up with who helped to negotiate the curriculum. If the teacher knows exactly what's going to 
be taught next week and at the end of the year, something is very wrong because that's not a student 
centered or learning centered curriculum. So it's very hard, even for skilled and willing teachers, those 
willing to give up some control, to promote learning in the highest quality. To do this even in a classroom,
it becomes, as you're pointing out, even more challenging to do this when you're looking at a bunch of 
kids in postage stamps squares on a screen.

Sam:

Absolutely. And it's so noisy and it's so disorganized and kids especially will not hear each other talk over 
each other. But what I hear most often is what an amazing view, which is trusting the child, trusting their 
curiosity, trusting their inquisitiveness. It's a natural part of us humans, right? And we want to control 
that in some way in our classrooms and in our homes.

Alfie Kohn:

Yes, that's true. Sometimes we as adults lack that trust and therefore can't show it. Sometimes for 
teachers, they are under enormous pressure. First of all, to instantly master this remote learning, which 
isn't ideal, even if you can do it perfectly, but also even in the classroom, teachers are under pressure 
from their superiors, from administrators who are in turn under pressure from legislators and other 
policy makers who are even farther removed from the classroom, not to help children become better 
learners, but merely to raise scores on bad standardized tests. So the more you're under pressure to 
raise test scores, the less likely you're going to be to do exactly what needs to be done to help kids 
become sophisticated thinkers, who love learning. So right now, a lot of traditional education, precisely 
because it's traditional, that is to say the opposite of what I was just laying out tends to squelch the 
curiosity that kids started with.

Alfie Kohn:

So the, in order to be a really great teacher, among many other criteria, you have to be a rebel against 
the sort of corporate styled, top down, test driven approach to education that is all too common. And 
parents, of course, if all they know about education is the traditional kind of instruction to which they 
were subjected as children may actually get nervous when teachers are doing the best stuff, and may be 
pleased at really mediocre instruction. That's all about tests and grades and quizzes and sheets and 
lectures and textbooks and homework. You know, if you see those things going on, you should be 
worried because that's not helping kids to become good thinkers or to love learning. That stuff is about 
cramming facts into their heads so they can be good test takers. So parents and teachers ideally need to 
be working together to push back against pressure from those farther from the classroom who typically, 
like politicians and [inaudible 00:08:35] people who don't know much about pedagogy and curriculum 
and assessment, so that we can be pushing for a what makes sense.



Alfie Kohn:

And in the meantime, if we don't have that parents need to be immunizing their children against this 
stuff. And so they're forced to do worksheets or forced to take a test or get a grade, or just listen 
passively. Then as parents and the short run, we need to minimize the damage of those inherently 
destructive traditional practices and the hope of rescuing as much of our children's curiosity as we can. 
And if our circumstances permit and time and so on, even harder again with the pandemic, so organized 
with other parents to rebel against these practices and hopefully change some of them, instead of 
assuming that they're just the way school or life has to be.

Sam:

Right. And it seems almost like education has... In some ways that they're trying to adopt so much 
technology and education, but it actually hasn't kept up with technology. And given the... That we now 
have access to all the information we need. We don't need to memorize things. We can look them up, 
we just need to know how to find the information, but we don't have to actually regurgitate information.
It would be so much better use of our time to learn how to use the ideas and manipulate the ideas and 
show more curiosity and have more of that collaborative way of learning with other children and with 
other caring adults who were want to foster that kind of thirst for learning, joy of learning.

Alfie Kohn:

Right. So the question is, what do we think of as a learning? When we're tempted with some kind of, a 
bit of educational technology, our question should be, "Does this help kids to be active, meaning makers 
and collaborative thinkers?" Not, "Does it merely provide cute bells and whistles, or sugar coating the 
shredded wheat to make it go down a little easier?"

Alfie Kohn:

You know, we should... Because most of what's done in the name of ed-tech with little apps doesn't help 
at all. It cements the teacher in the center of this, instead of the student. It's still about transmitting 
information to passive receptacles. Not about... There are forms of technology that can be used to help 
kids become thinkers and makers, and that stuff is great when it happens, but that's... There's no benefit 
to doing stuff just in an app. There's no inherent benefit once the pandemic is over to having distance or 
online learning, to having smart boards, or to post stuff on Google Docs, or watch videos on YouTube. I 
mean, a lecture is still not generally a very good way of helping kids learn, whether it's in person or on a 
screen. So we need to be thoughtful about the underlying question of our conception of learning rather 
than assuming that if it requires a device, then it must be innovative.

Sam:

Yes, you're absolutely right. And one of the things that I'm curious about is how can we join the rebels? I 
mean, how do parents become... How can we rebel against that and how can we encourage our school 
systems or our administrators and even encourage other parents to try to promote these ideas? What do
you recommend?

Alfie Kohn:

Well, I'm asked variations of that question, email on a regular basis and I'm... Beyond what I've said, that 
sort of generic in my books and articles, it's hard to give a one size fits all answer because how you rebel 
and what you rebel against will depend a lot on you, on your... What you're passionate about and what 
really pisses you off, what your threshold is for risk-taking, step out and say stuff that may not be 
welcomed. It depends on how many other parents you can organize and mobilize to be with you. And 
then what you decide to make as the primary focus of your campaign will depend on what you care most
about, but also where you think you can do the most good. So a lot of that... Does the teacher agree 
with you? You know, let's always begin wherever we're going to make trouble here. Whenever we're 
going to try to improve things, let's begin by understanding that the teacher is often merely carrying out 
the instruction mandates of somebody else and may be on your side. So there's a lot of particulars.



Sam:

Yeah and I think that a lot of teachers actually thought about becoming teachers, and as it were, inspired
to become teachers in ways that probably really matched a lot of your thinking, but they're now 
operatives of a larger system that they have to abide by, including making sure that they tick off on the 
curriculum sheets, that they in fact taught these items and that the children mastered them. But so if 
we... If you know... So it sounds... I agree with you. It sounds like a lot of potential, a lot of different 
areas, and it does take the skill, the thoughtfulness and the capacity of interested people like yourself to 
address these issues at higher and higher levels.

Sam:

Back at home we can do something though about it as well, I imagine, because parents, not only are we 
lurking over our children's shoulders during these now virtual classrooms, but they're backseat teaching 
them, as well as backup teaching when children have meltdowns or they can't sit still, or they're 
frustrated or even close to it, or they even just shut down, they closed the screens on their computers. 
Because they're just so frustrated and they just abandoned the Zoom meeting. So given that parents 
were managing so much, they're managing a great deal more by working from home while making sure 
children are in their virtual classrooms, doing their homework, dealing with those meltdowns, that 
trained professionals once dealt with. How can parents help create more of the kind of learning, curious,
collaborative environments, where they can enjoy the... Where they can reaffirm the joy of learning and 
have that kind of curiosity that you're speaking of? That's more child focused.

Alfie Kohn:

Well, I guess begin by taking your cue from the child. If the child is having a meltdown and can't stand 
looking at the screen one more minute or doing another stupid worksheet, the last thing you want to say
is, "Well, I'm sorry, honey, but we all have to do some things we don't like, and this is required for the 
school, so..." And then gradually escalating with more bribes and threats to get mindless obedience. 
When a child reacts like that, especially if you can see that the child has a point, your first obligation is to 
your child, not to be in the unpaid accomplice of a school system, that doesn't always have your child's 
best interest at heart. You need to take your child's side and to start by asking "What is this? Tell me 
what the problem is?" Not at a moment of the meltdown, but at a quiet moment.

Alfie Kohn:

And then you'll work on two tracks at once in the short run. What can we do within the scenario you've 
described? It's not ideal to minimize the harm, to figure out what we can do and what we're not willing 
to do. And then, on the long run to engage in sort of pushing back politely, but restfully, but firmly, and 
ideally with other parents at our sides against the requirements that are causing the meltdown. 
Remember when a kid doesn't do what she's told the problem often isn't with the kid, but with what 
she's being told. And so this is a message that makes sense... Forgot about school for the moment within
the realm of parenting itself, with the stuff that we tell our kids to do, and they push back the first step 
should always be to take that step back and ask, "Is it possible that the problem is with my request?"

Alfie Kohn:

You know, the best parents and teachers are not those whose real goal is mindless compliance. And 
those who have the courage to ask the child, so that in many cases being, this is what I say to both 
parents and teachers, talk less ask more. And that also goes for when parents are dealing with education
stuff, because the kids are learning at home. Kids learn to make good decisions. I make decisions not by 
following directions. And so we have to be on our child's side and we have to be committed in the way 
we look at these challenging things they're bringing us to do by teachers, as well as in the context of 
schooling, by looking at what does this child need and how can I help meet those needs? That's the 
question we should always be asking teachers and parents, not the question, "How do I get the kid to do 
what I'm telling the kid to do?"

Alfie Kohn:



So there are various reasons why children might object to the content of what they're being asked to 
learn, which may seem just too hard or too stupid, too nonsensical, irrelevant, pointless, sometimes 
objecting to the form of pedagogy, which is basically just transmitting facts and skills to an empty 
receptacle instead of eliciting an active process with the children. And sometimes just because I can't 
stare at the screen for another minute longer.

Alfie Kohn:

And so we need to do what we can in the short run to figure out what's going, on to listen, caringly 
respectfully to the child's objections and not automatically assume, "Well, this is what you have to do." 
And then worst of all would be threatening some new consequence, or just as bad, offering some kind of
reward or praise to the child for doing what the teacher said, because, and this could be another whole 
conversation we have because I wrote a whole book just on this topic, the more you reward kids for 
doing something, the more they tend to lose interest in whatever they had to do to get the reward. And 
so that's an important related, but distinct point about both families and classrooms, is that bribes are as
bad as threats. Both are instances of what I call a doing to approach. Whereas the only thing that can 
help us meet our long-term goals for our kids is a working with approach.

Sam:

Would you say that that's true also in terms of just talking to your child about their behavior and 
managing discipline by having them be participants in agreeing and agreements and the timing of things,
when we should turn off the TV, when we should do our homework, when we should get ready for bed. 
The classic complaint that I get from many parents is that, "My child just says no to me a lot. My child 
resists me a lot. I have to raise my voice. I have to get... Until I get frustrated, my child won't listen."

Alfie Kohn:

I told them, "My child won't do exactly what I demand, whether or not the kid had anything to say about
it, whether or not it's developmentally appropriate, whether or not it's reasonable." Yeah, that's true. 
And the problem is not with a kid. The problem is often with what we are doing as parents, because 
what we're asking may not be reasonable or developmentally appropriate or have had any input. So we 
should be doing a lot more asking and a lot less telling, but we also need to move beyond words you 
used, which is a very common word used by people in the talk about discipline and the like, and that 
word, which makes me shudder a little is the word behavior. As long as we're talking about a kid's 
behavior, the action that you can see measure, we're not being respectful of and attentive to the child's 
needs and values and reasons and motives that underlie the behavior.

Alfie Kohn:

In fact, the more you focus on a behavior, the more likely you are to revert, to raising your voice, as you 
say. Threatening a punishment, making kids suffer, or the converse treating them as if they were pets. 
Good God, I really like when you put your stuff away right away. This is how you raise a puppy, not a 
human being, let alone stickers and [inaudible 00:22:30] and dessert and money and grades, and so on. 
All of this, the rewards and pundits are not just ineffective, indeed counterproductive as methods, 
disrespectful of children. They're also usually bound to a goal of obedience. So when I wrote a parenting 
book a few years ago called Unconditional Parenting, I started with the issue of the goal. And if what we 
want for our kids is for them to be happy and ethical and independent thinkers and caring, 
compassionate, curious.

Alfie Kohn:

These are the kinds of things I hear constantly. When I ask both parents and teachers, what are your long
term goals for your kids? If that's what we want, then we have to stop ourselves from simply figuring out 
new tricks and techniques to get kids to obey whatever we're telling them to do. And that's what takes 
enormous courage, as well as skills and talent and time. You don't need any skills. You don't need any 
talent. You don't need any gumption in order to do things to kids by just offering rewards, including 
praise or punishments. You need that stuff to do the working with part where you try to get beneath the 



behavior and where you are willing to question your assumptions and your requests to begin with. Now, 
how that plays out will differ depending on what it is we're talking about that we're... or with the child's 
age capacity to understand, if my kid is not helping out around the house and is old enough to do that 
around stuff, having to do with dinner time when I've got my hands full here.

Alfie Kohn:

Yeah. I have some ways of thinking about how you have conversations with kids doing more asking than 
telling, sharing your frustration, asking the child for suggestions about how you can help out, but to take 
a parallel example, if you're frustrated that your kid won't clean his own room, then I'm not going to 
suggest that because I think the request is a problem. Why should the child have to keep his room up to 
the standards you like? It's the only place on the planet that belongs to him. The problem is with the 
whole request, not just with the way you went about trying to get that. Many of these things have 
correlates in the classroom with teachers, by the way, which is what I wrote a whole separate book 
called Beyond Discipline, which challenges the very premises of classroom management.

Sam:

Right. You are... So you're very courageous in your willingness to speak to these things and to challenge 
us, who've been just routinely doing things that we experienced as children ourselves. And you're 
challenging us to think differently, to think from a child's perspective. And if what we really want is to 
create these children that are more ethical, moral, joyful, excited about their lives, about learning, about 
doing well and doing... Bringing good to the world. We need to do what we can to not numb them out, 
not break that spirit, which they all have when they're little, they all have it. And then we just kind of 
squash that. And I believe that-

Alfie Kohn:

Too often, we do. And not to... Not because we want to, or because we're we're mean, but for various 
reasons, including as you say, because we're just mindlessly channeling what our parents did to us in 
some cases. And then we ended up with the phenomenon I call, "How did my mother get in my larynx?" 
Where we catch ourselves saying the exact same things, sometimes in the same voice that our parents 
said to us. And sometimes it's because we're short on time, because our own lives are strained and 
stressed. And sometimes it's because we don't know what else to do, or because there's pressure. We 
live in a very conservative society where you get strange looks from strangers if you are not controlling 
your child. We get pressed in that directly. And it takes some courage to be willing to not... And I'm not 
saying be permissive. I'm not saying we step back and let our kids raise themselves, that we don't 
challenge them. That's a false dichotomy. We shouldn't be either controlling or permissive.

Sam:

I think you're being quite clear that it's not about permissiveness. It's about participation and 
collaboration and engagement in a conversation and how... This is... I think a lot of parents might think 
that their child is too young to talk to them about what they think about or what they want, or why 
they're reacting in a certain way, or to talk about their emotions. What are your thoughts on their... On 
age, on this? How young can we do this?

Alfie Kohn:

Well, depending on how we define a conversation, we could from birth. When son was a baby, he would 
cry something fierce when he would wake up from a nap and his diaper needed to be changed. I'd put 
him on the changing table, he would just be squawking, and my first reaction was, "Just hold still, 
damnit. You're just making this take longer. It's going to be done." Now I took a step back, consent you 
can't use words yet, but what are you telling me? I think he's telling me something like, and this is taking 
a perspective, imagining the position or a view of the child. I think he's saying "I'm still half asleep, and 
already you lift me on to that table where you do things to my butt." And so I thought, well, maybe he's 
telling me, he'd like to wait a bit.



Alfie Kohn:

So yeah, he's stinky, but so what? So I would wait a few minutes for him to be totally awake. Then 
change his diaper. Changed everything. I started, in effect by listening to what he was telling me. And 
certainly by the time kids can string together a few words, we have an obligation to take that perspective
seriously. The problem is not that a two year old says no all the time. The problem from the two year 
old's perspective is we're saying no all the time to prove from doing stuff that they don't understand to 
be a problem. If a child is just toddling now and we're afraid the child's going to toddle out into the 
street. We have to be firm about not allowing that, but punishing them, swatting them, yelling at them. 
All that does is rupture our relationship with the child who now doesn't understand why mommy or 
daddy is mad at me and doesn't seem to be loving, even though our... Of course we have only their best 
interest in mind.

Alfie Kohn:

It's not the way it's going to come out from the child's perspective. Now the child is about as happy to 
see us coming as we would be to see a police car in our rear view mirror. We're not carrying allies, we're 
enforcers to be avoided. So how do you do it? You frame the message in the language that that child, 
even a toddler can understand, "Honey, the cars go by here really fast sometimes, and they could hit you
and hurt you. And I love you too, to let that happen. Where do you think you could play instead that 
would be safer?" Or whatever. So it's never too early to begin listening to what the child's perspective is. 
And it's never too early to use a working with response of explaining, of collaborating, and if possible, 
ending with a question that gives the child some power over the alternative.

Sam:

That is excellent advice. Thank you so much. We so appreciate your wisdom and your guidance. Before 
we say goodbye, how can our listeners reach, or find out more about you, and also which particular book
or books would you most recommend of the books you've authored that they could read to enrich 
themselves more and to learn more about these very progressive ideas?

Alfie Kohn:

Well, I appreciate the question. I think the best for somebody who wants to know more, just visit my 
website, which is alfiekohn.org A-L-F-I-E-K-O-H-N.org. That's got a description of all my books, a couple of
videos. It's got the full text of hundreds of articles written for parents and teachers. And others 
interested in human behavior, and it's got a bunch of other stuff as well.

Alfie Kohn:

Which book just depends on what interests them more. The stuff where you're talking about at the end, 
about parenting probably captured most in the book I mentioned called Unconditional Parenting. There's
also a book that juggles with the issues of why rewards, like punishments are bad news at work, at 
home, at school, which is called Punished by Rewards. And for people who are specifically interested in 
education, which we started talking about, there's a whole bunch of books there, including but not 
limited to one called, The Schools Our Children Deserve. So I would invite people who are even a little 
skeptical about some of the things that I've said as well as those who are as innate to it, to read more. 
And these books also contain loads and loads of references to studies and other people's work. So you 
can see that this stuff isn't something I thought up in the shower this morning, it's based on good data 
that says honest to gosh traditional education is counterproductive, as are rewards and punishments. 
Here are the studies.

Sam:

That is precisely why we wanted you on the show, because we know that your ideas are empirically-
based. They're founded in research. These are not just based on good ideas, even though they are really 
great ideas, but they have been studied and they have a lot of foundation behind them. It just takes a 
while for society to catch up. You have been listening to Alfie Kohn on PeakConnection. I'm your host, 



Sam Jinich. Thank you so much for listening, until next time, learning and seeking meaningful 
connections every day. Thank you Alfie Kohn.

Alfie Kohn:

Thank you.


