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Children are precious and vulnerable and come into 
the world fully dependent on adults for their safety and 
well-being. Many children are tenderly cared for by their 
families from birth. Some are not. Though the steady 
efforts of most adults have not been chronicled in recorded 
history, activists—both quiet and vocal—have been 
concerned about and have advocated for children since the 
days of Adam and Eve. Despite this advocacy, children’s 
welfare throughout history has often been compromised. 
Although the threats may present themselves with a 
different complexion today, the well-being of children 
continues to be at risk. This reality is a concern to people 
in my field of child development and early childhood 
education. Our professional code of ethics calls for us 
to protect children from harm above all other work that 
we do (National Association for the Education of Young 
Children [NAEYC], 2011). This is a responsibility that we 
take seriously and a duty from which we cannot rest.

In ancient times, children were considered to be adults 
by age seven, and their education took place primarily in 
the home. Formal private education for wealthy boys began 
in Greece and Rome, while wealthy girls and working 

class children were trained for domestic work or trades. 
After the fall of the Roman Empire, systematic formal 
education ceased for several centuries. As a result, most 
people in Europe were uneducated, although the Catholic 
Church provided training for the few intending to enter 
the clergy. However, the dawn of the Renaissance and the 
advent of the Reformation brought change for children 
and education. Martin Luther, in addition to spearheading 
the Reformation movement, urged parents to educate their 
children so that they could read the Bible for themselves. 
During this period, even girls were included in the 
education experience in some societies (Gordon & Brown, 
2011; Elkind, 2015).

In more modern times, education reform continued to 
blossom. John Amos Comenius (1592-1670) was a Czech 
educator who published the first children’s picture book, 
Orbis Pictus. He believed that development was an internal 
process and that children should be allowed to learn 
in their own language and at their own pace, primarily 
through play and the use of their five senses. Later on, John 
Locke (1632-1714), considered by many as the founder of 
modern educational philosophy, proposed that children 
are born as blank slates and emphasized the importance 
of considering their individual differences when designing 
education, including providing them with reasons to want 
to learn. In the next generation, Jean Jacques Rousseau 
(1712-1778) viewed children as inherently good beings 
who interpret the world differently from adults. He 
believed that development occurs in distinct phases 
and advocated for the use of concrete materials in a free 
play educational environment. These early philosophers 
influenced Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827), who 
has been credited with having “the most widespread, 
profound, and lasting effect on elementary education in the 
modern Western world” (Elkind, 2015, p. 71). He believed 
that education was more than acquiring knowledge 
and skills, and encouraged the tutoring of the heart as 
well as the head and hands. This more comprehensive 
approach to learning was embraced by the acclaimed 

“father of Kindergarten,” Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852), 
who saw play as the highest phase of development and 
as inseparable from young children’s learning. Similarly, 
Rudolph Steiner (1861-1925) believed, as Pestalozzi, in 
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Though the steady efforts of most adults have not been 
chronicled in recorded history, activists—both quiet and 
vocal—have been concerned about and have advocated 
for children since the days of Adam and Eve. 

educating the whole child—head, heart, and hands. He 
founded today’s Waldorf Schools on his anthroposophical 
spiritual science philosophy, which espouses the need 
to educate boys and girls together to achieve a balanced 
perspective. Women also were taking action to promote 
social change. Maria Montessori (1879-1952) was the first 
female physician in Italy, whose educational philosophy 
grew out of her work with poor and mentally challenged 
children in the slums of Rome. At her Casa dei Bambini 
school, she demonstrated through what has become 
known as the “Montessori Method” that children who were 
considered to be cognitively impaired were not mentally 
disabled after all—they simply needed opportunities for 
nurturing and education (Bredekamp, 2011; Gordon & 
Brown, 2011; Elkind, 2015).

The Progressive Era brought other educational 
reformers. John Dewey’s child-centered philosophy of 
education proposed that children are valuable and that 
childhood is an important time of life. He believed that 
school should be integrated with—rather than separate 
from—the rest of children’s lives. Patty Smith Hill, who 
founded the Teachers College at Columbia University and 
wrote the well-loved “Happy Birthday” song, created the 
forerunner of today’s wooden unit blocks, and organized 
the National Association for Nursery Education (known 
today as the National Association for the Education of 
Young Children). Across the ocean, the McMillan sisters, 
Margaret and Rachel, launched a crusade to save the 
children living in the slums of London by providing an 
open air nursery school that emphasized outdoor play, 
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nutrition, adequate sleep, and personal hygiene. This same 
period of educational transformation saw Lucy Sprague 
Mitchell and Abigail Elliot establish Bank Street College 
and Pacific Oaks College, respectively—both modern day 
powerhouses in the education of early childhood teachers 
(Bredekamp, 2011; Gordon & Brown, 2011). 

Each of these philosophers and reformers saw childhood 
as a unique, distinct, and invaluable time in human 
development, and each advocated for the childhood 
experiences they believed to be in the best interest of 
children. As demonstrated by the prominence of the 
above-mentioned philosophers and reformers, the quiet 
activists must have agreed. It was their ground-swell 
support of the legendary activists that helped to bring these 
revolutionary ideas to the forefront.

This tradition continues today. Recently the National 
Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 
posted a call to action for its members to “support policies 
that include comprehensive approaches to achieving 
children’s equitable access to high-quality early learning, 
with a particular focus on children living in poverty, 
multilingual children, children of color, and children with 
disabilities” (NAEYC, 2015). As part of this campaign 
for the improved well-being of children throughout the 
world, NAEYC is promoting the United Nations 17 Global 
Goals, whose aim is to target three life-altering changes 
throughout the world in the next 15 years: 1) end extreme 
poverty, 2) fight inequality and injustice, and 3) fix climate 
change (Global Goals, 2015). While climate change is a 
modern concern, the battle against poverty, inequality, and 
injustice has been waged for millennia, as our brief history 
review illustrates.

So why does this battle continue? Why—after centuries 
of efforts to end conditions that harm children—do the 
same challenges remain? And, most importantly, what can 
be done to effect lasting change? These questions address 
complex situations, riddled with nuanced and intricate 
circumstances. However, the answers are simple; there are 
ample opportunities to act on behalf of children through 
existing organizations and through living the gospel.  

The Global Goals organization website lists ten different 
movements that individuals and groups can join to take 
action to end children’s suffering and promote their health 
and welfare (Global Goals, 2015). Well-known groups 

such as UNICEF, World Vision, and Save the Children—as 
well as newer and lesser known organizations such as 
ONE, Design for Change, and Project EVERYONE—detail 
opportunities for service and advocacy on the Global 
Goals website. These opportunities range from posting on 
social media, to signing petitions, to donating money, to 
conducting research (Global Goals, 2015). Certainly efforts 
to become involved with these organizations would be 
categorized as being “anxiously engaged in a good cause” 
(D&C 58:27) and in seeking after things that are “virtuous, 
lovely, or of good report or praiseworthy” (Articles of 
Faith 1:13). Certainly partnering with Save the Children to 
end child trafficking in India or donating $10 to Nothing 
But Nets for the purchase of bed nets that protect from 
malaria-infested mosquitoes in Rwanda can bless the 
lives of children (Global Goals, 2015). Certainly sharing a 
YouTube video from the United Nations or joining a Global 
Citizen rally to call for clean water in Mozambique can 
raise awareness that will ripple across the world (Global 
Goals, 2015). Certainly this is work in which we can all 
anxiously engage to “bring to pass much righteousness” 
(D&C 58:27). Yes, certainly we can unite in these efforts to 

“do good” (D&C 58:28) with our brothers and sisters across 
the earth. And we should.

Yet there is something else we can also do to actively 
bless the lives of children and positively impact their well-
being. It isn’t easy, but it is simple. It isn’t public, but it is 
profound. It is this: We can live the gospel of Jesus Christ in 
our own homes, and we can love and care for the children 
in our own families. We can remember that “children are 
entitled to birth within the bonds of matrimony, and to 
be reared by a father and a mother who honor marital 

There are ample 
opportunities to act on 
behalf of children through 
existing organizations and 
through living the gospel. 
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vows with complete fidelity” (Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints [LDS], 1995). We can ensure that we 
are honoring our marriage vows completely. We can “rear 
[our] children in love and righteousness, provide for their 
physical and spiritual needs, [and] teach them to love 
and serve one another” (LDS, 1995). We can teach them 
through our example “to observe the commandments 
of God and be law-abiding citizens wherever they live” 
(LDS, 1995). We can keep our covenants of chastity, treat 
our spouses and children with love, avoid any form of 
abuse, and fulfill all of our family responsibilities (LDS, 
1995). In this way, we can be the most effective of activists 
for children’s success. In this way, we can also change the 
world. “The power is in [us]” (D&C 58:28). Let’s act. t
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