The Young and the Thankful

By Kelli Wheeler

It’s November and the remnants of October are evidenced around me in mini Snickers and Milk Way wrappers cluttering my desk from a successful Halloween haul.  I actually bargained with my children that Mommy would pick up their toys for them this week if they handed over significant quantities of mini chocolate bars and a couple Smarties from their candy stash.

Moving into November I’ll begin taking down the Halloween decorations and replacing them with turkeys, cornucopias, Indians and pilgrims.  I’ve taught my children well and they are rabid with excitement along with me when it comes to putting up holiday decorations.  We are all eager to get out the following holiday tub and unwrap the next mystery item carefully packaged in newspaper. 
When I first introduced my children to holiday decorating, their curiosity at each item pulled out was fun because everything was new and wondrous to them.  Now as my children have gotten older and we’ve moved from simple pointing and asking, “What that?” the questions are getting harder.  Before they were satisfied with “That’s a pilgrim,” and they would say “oh” and move on.  Not so simple anymore. Sample dialogue: 
“What’s that Mommy?”
“That’s a pilgrim.”
“What’s a pilgrim?”
Here’s where my teaching background kicks in. “That’s a person who came to America on a ship a long time ago when only Native Americans lived here.”  Satisfied with my answer but not ready to dissect history with a four year old, I pulled out the next decoration and tried to distract. “Oh, look! A scarecrow!”
“What are Native Americans?”
Big sigh.  Okay, how do we keep this simple?  I give it a shot.  “Those are people who lived in America a long time ago.  They lived off the land and grew their own food and hunted animals for food.”
“Were there dinosaurs then?”
“No, this was after dinosaurs.”
“Mommy, were you alive when there was dinosaurs?”
“Oh, look! It’s a singing turkey!”  I was finally saved by a singing turkey.

The point is, my kids and their preschool age friends are asking more questions where they are really using their little brains to make sense of the world and their place in it.  It gets increasingly trickier to explain things in a way that will make sense to them, further their knowledge, but not overwhelm them.

This was evidenced again when we discussed the upcoming November holiday.  When the inevitable “What’s Thanksgiving?” came up I decided to forgo the pilgrim/Indian/first thanksgiving route and go for the What We’re Thankful For route. I tried this:

“Thanksgiving is where we celebrate with our friends and family what we are thankful for.”
“What’s thankful?”
“Thankful means we are happy for what we have.”  Okay, stepped into a teachable moment here. “What are you happy for Logan? What are you THANKFUL for?”
“I’m thankful for Christmas.” 

Not a bad thing to be thankful for. “Anything else?”
“I’m thankful for Momma and Daddy and Kyber and Whitney and myself and my fish and my toys.”
He seemed to have caught on to this thankful stuff.  I was amused that he put the dog before his sister in the thankful category.  

Later I explained to Whitney what thankful meant and asked her what she was thankful for.

“I’m thankful for going to see Santa Claus because I can get a new baby if another one gets broken.  But I already have a lot.”
I was starting to see a pattern here. “Anything else?”
“I’m thankful for my toys, my princess dresses, my Barbies and my Nemo bag.” She thought for a minute and seemed to come up with a new word that I think must be a combination of thankful and appreciate.  “I’m preeshful of Momma and Dada and Logan and Nana...” and she proceeded to list everyone in our family including extended cousins.  She finished it off with, “And I’m preeshful for watching TV.”
Since this seemed to be a cute dialogue I decided to not only ask my kids what they were thankful for, but their preschool friends too.

Meghan, 4, was thankful for her toys and new house.  She doesn’t have a new house, but her friend Hannah does and so she thought she should be thankful for it.

Tommy, 4, was thankful for Mommy.  Just Mommy.  With a little more prodding he said, “I like going to parks and Willies.”   As in burgers.

Katie, 2, without hesitation said she was thankful for, “Waffles, pancakes and Taco Loco.” 

I was seeing another trend here.  In fact, the rest of the kids all had food somewhere on their list.

Jack, 4, was also thankful for food, but added milk as well.  He was thankful for going to Yosemite, and then went bigger and added the world.  He also was thankful for snails, “Except when they eat my plants.”  

Mathew, 3, was holding a bag of cookies when he was asked what he was thankful for and he replied, “These and goldfish.” As in crackers.  When asked if there was anything else he was thankful or happy for he added, “I’m happy right now.” 

How can you not be thankful when life is that simple?

