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Good morning. Mr. Chairman, Madam Vice Chair and members of the
Ohio Senate Judiciary Committee | am humbled and grateful for this
opportunity to testify as a proponent of Senate Bill 277 as introduced by
Senator Theresa Gavarone. As a lifelong resident of the great State of
Ohio of 57 years, | sit before you as the oldest of five siblings, a step-
father/father of three grown adult children and a former youth ice
hockey coach of 30 plus years, and, most recently, a former full-time
building substitute elementary school teacher. Additionally, | have
worked in parks and recreation for nearly 34 years, first in my hometown
of Euclid and currently for the City of Cleveland Heights. During this
time, | have witnessed firsthand the cultural shift in which far too many
American children no longer engage in self-directed “free play”. This
cultural shift is not the fault of our children; sadly, it is due to too many
adults who grew up “free range” engaging in what Let Grow co-founder
Lenore Skenazy calls “worst-first” thinking resulting in the rise of fragility
in today’s generation. Regardless of how well intentioned, the stark
reality, as Professor Jonathan Haidt and Greg Lukianoff point out in their
book “The Coddling of the American Mind”, is that by overprotecting our
children from the perceived threats of the real-world parents and adults
have come to believe that “what doesn’t kill you makes you weaker”,
thus violating the psychological principle that children are indeed
antifragile. Unfortunately, adults continue to organize and direct the
majority of children’s activities, further reducing the opportunities for
children to engage in self-directed “free play”.

What can we do to push back against this cultural shift? Thankfully, one
antidote is to embrace and promote the “Let Grow” movement which SB
277 addresses. Let Grow is a non-profit created to promote reasonable
childhood independence and resilience and rejects the belief that our
children are fragile. One crucial way to help promote these ends is to



give children more opportunities to engage in self-directed “free
play”. Developmental psychologist Peter Gray, in his book “Free to
Learn”, documents that free play is essential for the healthy emotional
and social development of our children. Dr. Gray’s insights are not new,
for renowned Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget said “Play is the work of
childhood”. Play leads to a child’s cognitive development, allows for a
child’s social and emotional growth, helps with their physical
development and it allows for unstructured exploration which fosters
creativity and imagination.

| think back when as a twelve-year-old | was allowed to take a my seven-
year-old sister on an adventure to visit our maternal grandmother by
riding the bus across town having to remember to get off at the right
stop, obtain a transfer from the bus driver, get to the next stop and board
the next bus to our destination. Or the time my other sister, when in
fourth grade, was denied the opportunity to withdraw a copy of “The
Diary of Anne Frank” by the school librarian because she was deemed
too young. Not to be detoured, she visited our local public library,
checked out a copy and developed a life-long quest to better understand
the atrocities of the Holocaust. Or the times | would give my youngest
brother, ten years my junior, a couple of bucks to go to the corner
grocery store to grab me a Coke and bag of Lays which he was always
eager to do because it meant he could keep the change and get himself
a candy bar. These are just few of the many anecdotes | could share to
illustrate how reasonable child independence helped shape me and my
siblings. Fast forward to today and anecdotes like these is considered
anathema.

Thank you once again for this opportunity to speak to you this morning,
together we can help put the ‘child’ back in ‘childhood’ by passing Senate
Bill 277 so our children will become happier, more self-reliant and life-
long learners.



