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A Natural Choice  
Learning Outdoors

"Let’s go on a creature hunt!” exclaimed 3-year-old Dima.

I 
was taking a small group of 3- to 6-year-olds on a hike in the woods. I had imagined 

us winding through the trees, stopping to appreciate different animals’ homes and 
searching for wildflowers. But just a few hundred yards into our expedition, a five-inch-

deep trickle of a stream inspired a new plan. Now, our hike became an investigation of 
critters in the mud. My little group was bursting with ideas about the types of things we 

would find in the stream: tadpoles, dinosaur eggs, crawfish, bugs with “80 million legs.” 

This was an afternoon of summer fun, not part of a program or a planned activity. I was 
struck by the abundance of learning opportunities the moment presented—they seemed 

as endless as the creatures bubbling from the children’s imaginations. Following my little 
group’s lead, we created some “creature catchers” with sticks and leaves, then built an 
observation pool with mud walls in the stream (after a bit of negotiating, we had decided 
that we wanted to examine the creatures without harming them).

From identifying, reading about, and drawing the creatures to recreating their habitats, 
this one experience in nature could have filled weeks of learning in a classroom. Many of 
the instructional options I envisioned were based on this Young Children cluster about 

learning outdoors, which I had worked on in the months leading up to that afternoon hike. 

Whether you are in a large city or rural community, these articles are filled with ways to 
help children experience the wonders of nature.

The cluster begins with in-depth looks at two wonderful—and wonderfully different—
nature-based explorations. The first is an emergent project with kindergartners on trees 
as animal habitats, and the second is a planned yet flexible project with second-graders 
that combines science, poetry, visual arts, and technology. 

As Melissa Fine describes in “‘There’s a Hole in the Tree!’ Kindergartners Learning in an 
Urban Park,” frequent visits to a local park, and all the learning that ensued, turned the 
children into environmental stewards determined to save trees.  

In “Capturing Nature’s Beauty through Multiple Lenses,” Karen Capraro shares how she 
resolved the tension she felt between meeting standards and ensuring the children have 
time to interact with nature. In collaboration with art teacher Lorraine Downes and 
technology teacher John Arango, Capraro created an outdoor classroom that combined 
studies of native plants, of photography as an art form and observation tool, and of the 
history of photographic technology.

The next two articles take a step back, analyzing the benefits of outdoor learning for 
child development.

Alicia W. Deaver and Lindsay E. Wright help us gain a broader perspective in “A World 
of Learning.” By describing explorations of nature by teachers and children in several 
different early childhood settings, they show how playful learning in and about nature 
advances children’s physical, sensory, cognitive, social, and emotional development. 

Lisa Hansel

YC Editor in Chief
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Taking a closer look at ways 

to advance children’s cognitive 
development, Sue Mankiw, Janis 
Strasser, and Lisa Mufson Bresson 
show the wealth of topics and inquiries 
outdoor spaces provide in “Big Questions 
in the Great Outdoors.” Adapted from Mankiw’s 
contribution to the book Big Questions for Young 

Minds: Extending Children’s Thinking, this article 

demonstrates how intentionally asking and helping 

children answer a variety of questions while they 
experience nature builds children’s knowledge and 
engages them in thinking critically and creatively. 

The last two articles in this Young Children cluster 

describe ways to expand outdoor learning. One looks 
at becoming a nature-based program; the other offers 
afterschool extensions for educators and families.  

“Using Principles of Nature-Based Preschools to 
Transform Your Classroom,” by Rachel A. Larimore, 
offers details of nature-based preschools and how they 
integrate learning opportunities indoors, outdoors, 

and in the beyond (i.e., more natural, wild spaces). 
For traditional preschools seeking to add outdoor 
experiences, Larimore describes small shifts that 

teachers can make to ensure 

meaningful learning in 

nature.  

“From Puddles to Pigeons: 
Learning about Nature in Cities,” by 

Marion Goldstein, Lisa Famularo, and 
Jamie Kynn, rounds out the cluster with hands-on, 

nature-based science inquiries for families to engage 
their children in. In partnership with PBS Kids, the 
authors identified the barriers preventing families—
especially those in cities—from engaging in playful 

outdoor science explorations. They developed an online 
toolkit that knocks down those barriers, using videos, 
activities, and tip sheets for educators and families.

If you have not yet experienced the joys of learning 
outdoors and you live in the northern half of the United 
States, you might be tempted to put this issue on the 
shelf and dust it off in the spring. On behalf of the 
authors in this cluster and the children in your care, I 

ask you to resist that temptation. Bundle up and head 
out—endless possibilities (and creatures) await. 

—Lisa Hansel

We’d love to hear from you! 

Send your thoughts on this issue, and on topics you’d like to read about in future 

issues of Young Children, to editorial@naeyc.org.

Would you like to see your children’s artwork featured in these pages? For guidance on 

submitting print-quality photos (as well as details on permissions and licensing), see  

NAEYC.org/resources/pubs/authors-photographers/photos.

Is your classroom full of 
children’s artwork?  

We would love to feature it in 
Young Children! See the link at the 

bottom of the page or email  
editorial@naeyc.org for details. 

Three-year-old Nico's abstract art 
celebrates color in nature!

mailto:editorial%40naeyc.org?subject=
http://www.naeyc.org/publications/forauthors/photoguidelines
mailto:editorial%40naeyc.org?subject=
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 A Natural Choice: Learning Outdoors

“There’s a Hole in the Tree!”
Kindergartners Learning in an Urban Park

Melissa Fine

On a crisp October visit to a local park, half of my kindergarten class gathers around a tree. 

Some children use magnifying glasses to peer into a hole in the tree while others prod the 

hole with sticks and branches. I get closer to the children so I can hear their conversations 

and ask what has attracted their attention.

“We found a big hole in the tree,” Aiden says.

“There are worms and spiders in there,” Ella replies.
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I ask the children what else they think 

might be living inside the tree and am met 

with enthusiastic replies: “Honeybees!” 

“Ladybugs!” “Caterpillars!” “Termites!” the 

children shout excitedly.

T
his snapshot of my kindergarten class comes 

from the second Friday in a row in which we 

visited a park several blocks from our school on 

the Upper East Side of Manhattan. The children live 

in nearby apartment buildings and most do not have 

access to nature on a daily basis. To expose them to 

nature and to practice environmental stewardship, I 

chose an area in the park for us to observe and explore 

on most Friday mornings throughout the school year. 

Armed with clipboards, pencils, and paper, we walked 

to the park with the assistance of several parent 

volunteers. On the morning described in the vignette, I 

was excited that the children had discovered something 

that was interesting enough to them to spark a whole-

class, long-term inquiry.

Bringing the great outdoors 
to children

Learning about nature while in nature is a priority for 

me as an educator. Luckily, the school administration 

allowed us to enrich our curriculum by visiting the 

park regularly. I felt fortunate because many other 

public schools across the United States have significant 
barriers preventing teachers from conducting 

outdoor learning in nature. Due to the pressures of 

standardized testing and increased demand for (and 

perhaps misunderstanding of) instructional rigor in 

many schools, time spent outside is at a premium. 

Far too many children only go outside for recess, 

the duration of which varies from school to school 

(Ramstetter & Murray 2017). Additional barriers 

include a lack of natural outdoor spaces within walking 

distance and concerns about weather, safety, and 

supervision (Ernst 2014).

But even when they are not in school, children tend 

to spend little time in nature. For families, issues that 

keep their children inside range from parental fears 

about strangers and crime to busy schedules packed 

with indoor activities; large amounts of time devoted 

to computers and video games are also a troublesome 

factor (Spencer & Blades 2006).

Researcher Richard Louv coined the phrase “nature-

deficit disorder” when referring to the perils of 
children’s alienation from nature. In an interview 

in The American Journal of Play (Louv & Charles 

2011), Louv examined the disparities between the 

rich outdoor experiences of prior generations and the 

decline in today’s outdoor play opportunities. Noting 

general apathy toward nature, he asked, “Where will 

future stewards of the earth come from?” (138).

Authentic learning experiences for the 
mind and body

Exploring the natural world provides rich, authentic 

learning experiences. Outdoor learning offers young 
children opportunities to ignite their creativity and 

imaginations, as well as cultivate problem-solving skills 

(Kiewra & Veselack 2016). For example, during one of 

our visits to the park, a question arose about the height 

of our special tree. The children wanted to know how 

high the tree went into the sky and debated the best 

way to find the answer. Their theories ranged from 
finding a very tall ruler to stacking one child on top of 
another until they reached the top of the tree. Although 

the children’s interest shifted to other aspects of the 

tree fairly quickly, in each visit to the park our time 

and space outdoors afforded our class opportunities 
to imagine, wonder, and develop a great variety of 

ideas together.
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Outdoor learning gives teachers the tools they need 

to set the stage for active learning and hands-on 

interaction with living things. Instead of children 

passively observing a science experiment conducted 

by the teacher, children can more fully engage in 

the inquiry process of observing, posing questions, 

investigating, and making exciting discoveries of their 

own (Basile & White 2000).

Research also shows a correlation between exposure to 

nature and reduced stress levels for children (Chawla 

2012; Nedovic & Morrissey 2013). In my classroom, I 
have noticed that the children who demonstrate the 

most difficulty sitting still or completing required tasks 
indoors often flourish in the more relaxed, open space 
of the outdoors, where they have ample opportunities 

to interact with their environment. In fact, one study 

found that children living in urban areas who spent 

more time exploring nature exhibited greater resilience 

and were better equipped to handle adversity in their 

everyday lives (Corraliza, Collado, & Bethelmy 2017).

Promoting environmental stewardship

Engaging young children in hands-on activities in 

which they interact with and observe the plants and 

animals in their communities helps them gain respect 

for the environment. These special experiences help 

foster environmental stewardship and a willingness to 

protect and preserve the living and nonliving natural 

elements in their worlds (Jacobi-Vessels 2013). As I 
noticed the children’s interest in tree preservation 

growing, I looked for additional ways to involve 

them in environmental social action opportunities. 

For example, I reached out to an organization called 

MillionTreesNYC, whose mission is to promote 

stewardship across the five boroughs of New York 
City and to improve the quality of urban life. The 

organization encourages people citywide to plant 

or adopt and care for trees. An educator from the 

organization visited our classroom and shared ways we 

could help preserve the trees growing on our school’s 

block. Our class picked a tree in front of the school 

to adopt, and the educator showed us how to mulch 

and water the soil and to pick weeds. As part of the 

MillionTreesNYC initiative, he also provided our class 

with gardening tools, such as watering cans, gardening 

gloves, and small rakes and shovels. The children 

constructed signs to hang across a gate protecting the 

tree; their signs asked others to respect the tree and 

keep the area around it clean.

The class tree adoption—coupled with our visits to the 

nearby park—helped to bring the children’s interest in 

tree preservation to life: they felt a responsibility to 

care for our newly adopted tree as well as a personal 

connection to our tree in the park. The children wanted 

to ensure that the animals living in the hole in our park 

tree were able to continue using it as their home.

At the time of this inquiry, I was reading Laurie 

Rubin’s book, To Look Closely: Science and Literacy 

in The Natural World (2013). I noticed a strong 
parallel between her work with her rural second 

grade classroom and the work happening in my urban 

kindergarten classroom. Rubin describes how the 

discovery of pollution in a stream that her second-

graders visited caused an uproar among the children, 

and they acted swiftly to alert local authorities. The 

children’s feelings of deep respect and admiration 

for their natural environment developed from time 

devoted to nature study in the curriculum and their 

teacher’s passion for “creating stewards to protect the 

future health of our planet” (214). Rubin’s work greatly 
inspired me to keep the thread of environmental 

stewardship running through my kindergartners’ daily 

activities, routines, and discussions.

Bringing outdoor learning to 
urban school communities

It can be challenging to bring nature-focused outdoor 

learning to children in urban school communities. 

Urban schools are often associated with a lack of 

outdoor space—or at least a lack of natural space—

around or near the school facility (Basile & White 

2000). The benefits of outdoor learning can induce 
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teachers to look for nature in the recess yard or on a 

neighborhood walk and to familiarize children with 

everyday natural sights in an urban setting, such as 

pigeons, squirrels, and worms (Jacobi-Vessels 2013).

Children growing up in urban areas benefit from 
tending gardens, visiting parks, and observing animals 

in their schools and neighborhoods. It is important for 

community members to advocate for children in order 

to champion ideas such as planting trees, creating more 

green spaces, and finding more play opportunities for 
children in nature (Chawla 2012).

Studying the hole in the tree

Our conversation about the hole in the tree followed 

us back to the classroom. During choice time the 

following week, the children drew pictures of animals 

that could live inside the hole in the tree. We visited the 

hole two more times in October to further investigate. 

The children sketched images of the parts of the tree, 

including the large hole, which was located in the 

middle of the tree, just low enough for the children to 

look directly into it. The children were already familiar 

with tree vocabulary (such as trunk, roots, branches, 

and leaves) from previous science instruction. Their 

conversations included these scientific words as they 

described their findings during their observations of 
the tree.

The children ran their hands over the bumpy bark 

and balanced their feet on top of the tree’s exposed 

roots. They commented on which sections of the tree 

felt smooth versus bumpy, or soft versus scratchy. 

During a morning meeting (prior to walking to the 

park), our discussion focused on which scientific tools 
may help us gather more information about the hole in 

the tree, and these were the items we selected to bring 

with us to the park. The children handled these tools 

(magnifying glasses, flashlights) to closely study the 
hole in the tree. Some children reported seeing spiders 

and termites, while others saw and felt mounds of dust 

and dirt. They collected treasures they found nestled 

beside the tree, such as leaves, twigs, rocks, and broken 

bits of bark, and brought them back to the classroom. 

A group of children decided to re-create the tree in 

our classroom; they made animals and insects using 

recyclables, construction paper, paint, and other art 

materials. As they worked, they compared the class tree 

to a photograph I had taken of the tree in the park, and 

to their sketches of the tree.

Our tree inquiry began to take center stage in the 

classroom and intertwine with our social studies 

unit on communities. Our visits to the park became 

an extension of our school and neighborhood 

communities, and the class developed an awareness 

of how integral trees are to the environment. As we 

charted why they are important to a community, 

several children referenced the holes in trees as hiding 

places or homes for animals. I chose to build on the 

children’s curiosity about animals that live in or rely 

on trees and purposefully added new 

books and read-alouds about 

animals and their habitats to 

our fall library collection.

One book in particular, 

The Great Kapok Tree: 

A Tale of the Amazon 

Rain Forest, by Lynne 

Cherry, sparked a rich 

discussion as children 

made connections 

between the significance 
of the Amazon Rain Forest 

and the tree in our park. The 

children asked questions about the 
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book, such as why the woodsmen wanted to cut down 

the kapok trees. They showed concern for the animals 

and insects that would lose their homes if the trees 

were chopped down. I showed the children images of 

the deforestation happening in the Amazon; everyone 

agreed that we must do something to help others 

understand that trees are important for animals and 

must be preserved.

When I asked the children how we could spread our 

message throughout the school, several children 

proposed putting on a puppet show using the animals 

they had made for the class tree. However, further 

discussion uncovered problems with using the puppet 

theater—most notably a lack of space for all of the 

children to have a role in the show. I asked the children 

if it would be possible to act out the show without using 

the puppet theater. Could they create the characters 

with their own bodies, using the classroom meeting rug 

as our stage?

From my perspective, this was a great opportunity to 

tie our learning about trees, animals, and habitats to 

another experience the children had recently had—

watching a play at Lincoln Center. The children were 

familiar with such theater terms as characters, setting, 

costumes, and props. By developing their own play, 

they would come to understand these concepts more 

deeply. Excited by the idea of putting on their own 

play, the children started calling out which parts they 

wanted to have in the show. We were on our way.

A show is born

The class play, inspired by The Great Kapok Tree, was 

titled “A Tree for All the Animals.” We began planning 
the play by brainstorming the different characters 
we wanted to include; our class read-alouds about 

the different living things in the rain forest offered 
children many choices as to which animal or insect 

they wanted to play. Each child listed the three roles he 

or she would feel comfortable playing, and I assigned 

parts based on the children’s preferences. They wrote 

their own dialogue, with support from my colleagues 

(an assistant teacher and a student teacher) and me, as 

we met in small groups during our literacy centers and 

choice time over three days. By the end of the week, 

the characters in the play consisted of three woodsmen 

and various animal groups: bees, butterflies, ladybugs, 
tigers, rabbits, monkeys, and sloths. Once our script 

was written, rehearsals could begin.

Family engagement played a large part in the play’s 

development. Families were familiar with our nature 

outings and our tree inquiry through reading our 

classroom blog, which I updated weekly. I reached 

out to families, asking if they would volunteer as 

chaperones during our trips to the park. I also 

encouraged families to send in materials to aid in the 

costume and prop making for the show, such as fabric 

scraps, papers with different textures (cardboard 
boxes, leftover wrapping paper), and loose parts they 

could find around their households (bottle caps, 
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clothespins). All of the children were sent home with a 

copy of the script so they could practice their lines with 

their families. And all families were invited to the show 

to celebrate the process and the culmination of all the 

children’s hard work.

The children created their own face masks out of paper 

plates, and everyone helped paint a mural of a rain 

forest to use as a backdrop for the play. The children 

playing the woodsmen assembled axes out of tin foil, 

duct tape, and other craft materials available in the 

classroom. On the day of the performance, the children 

wore colors that matched those of the animals or 

insects they were portraying. I took on the role of the 

narrator, reading the script the children had written 

and pausing at key moments for the children to deliver 

their lines.

A buzz of excitement fills the air as family 

members take their seats to watch the 

children’s play, “A Tree for All the Animals.” 

The children have decorated the hallways 

with posters advertising the performance 

and advocating for the protection of trees.

The children start to pull their handmade paper 

plate masks over their faces. I watch a swarm 

of animals gather around the rug. The three 

woodsmen stand in the center of the rug and 

point to the tree the class has constructed. 

As they pantomime pulling back their axes to 

cut it down, an impassioned protest begins:

Butterfly: Why are you going to cut down 

our tree? We live here and this is our home.

Bumblebee #1: Bzzz . . . if you chop down 

my tree, where will I get my honey?

Bumblebee #2: Bzzz . . . if you cut down 

this tree, how will I breathe?

Rabbit: Don’t cut down my tree! I like to 

hide in the hole.

Each of the 22 animals explains the 

value of the tree. At the end of the play, 

the three woodsmen—moved by the 

animals’ reasoning—decide not to cut 

down the tree after all. The children bow 

amidst cheerful audience applause.

The tree inquiry, stemming from outdoor learning in a 

neighborhood park, not only created lasting learning 

for the children but inspired them to care about and 

respect trees, planting the seeds for future nature 

lovers and stewards.
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 A Natural Choice: Learning Outdoors

Capturing Nature’s Beauty 
through Multiple Lenses

Karen Capraro

Teachers of young children have a great deal of responsibility. They help children learn how to share and care 

for others, develop empathy and make friends with peers, develop their thinking and problem-solving skills . . . 

[and] they support children’s emergent literacy, science and math skills, creative skills, and health and motor 

development. . . . The challenge, then, is how to embed a passion for nature learning and conservation into 

other areas of the curriculum.

—Alice Sterling Honig
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A
s a second-grade teacher, I experience constant 

tension between ensuring my students are 

meeting state standards (especially in literacy, 

math, and science) and adhering to my beliefs that 

7- and 8-year-old children should have frequent 

opportunities to interact with the natural world. To me, 

these young children are natural wonders themselves—

they are still developing socially, emotionally, physically, 

and aesthetically. One resource that has helped me deal 

with this tension is Alice Sterling Honig’s Experiencing 

Nature With Young Children: Awakening Delight, 

Curiosity, and a Sense of Stewardship (2015). Heeding 

her advice, I have been looking for ways to integrate 

nature into all of the subjects I teach.

In the summer of 2017, when my school’s art teacher, 

Lorraine, suggested, “Let’s make an outdoor classroom 

this year!,” I was immediately on board. This would be 

a great opportunity to put Honig’s ideas into practice in 

a meaningful way. Still, I wondered, “How can I make 

sure my second-graders are developing academically?”

Realizing that I would need to craft an interdisciplinary 

project, I turned to Engaging Children’s Minds: The 

Project Approach, by Lilian G. Katz and Sylvia C. Chard 

(1989). My initial thinking was that my role as a teacher 

would be to engage the children in learning about and 

developing a passion for nature. 

Believing that “when teachers encourage children 

to build connections across disciplines, they 

simultaneously foster intellectual growth, social 

connection, and a joy in learning” (Biggar-Tomlinson 

2009, 257), I realized that I needed to slow down and 

work more closely and intentionally with Lorraine. Once 

we began planning together, we agreed to also include 

John, our school’s technology education teacher, in the 

project’s development. We hoped the combination of 

art and technology would enable us to take our study of 

nature in multiple interesting directions. My challenge 

as the classroom teacher would be to thoughtfully and 

intentionally embed lessons and activities that would 

lead to the children meeting academic standards in 

English language arts, mathematics, and science. 

What ensued was a highly collaborative project with its 

roots in nature. It began with just the spark of an idea—

to construct an outdoor classroom—and ultimately 

led to using photography as an instructional anchor 

to explore and capture nature’s beauty; trace some of 

the history of photography; develop essential skills, 

including creativity, critical thinking, communication, 

and collaboration; and address several learning goals 

outlined in the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) 

and Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS) for 

second grade. 

Standards as viewfinders

Katz and Chard (1989) outline three distinct phases 

of the project approach: (1) sparking curiosity and 

engagement while introducing projects; (2) maximizing 

motivation and learning while projects are in progress; 

and (3) wrapping projects up in meaningful ways. They 

emphasize that prior to the implementation of a project, 

teacher planning is essential. As part of the planning 

process, they recommend creating a web of ideas 

around the main topic—in our case, studying nature in 

an outdoor classroom—to help subdivide and organize 

the ideas into “smaller and more specific concepts” (92). 

While creating my initial idea web, I decided to 

first review the academic knowledge and skills I am 
responsible for teaching in second grade. Because our 

focus was nature, I turned to the Next Generation 

Science Standards (NGSS) (National Research 

Council 2013), explored the science standards topics, 

and determined that our study would fall under 

“Interdependent Relationships in Ecosystems.” 

I then viewed the performance expectations for second 

grade and selected the learning goal of students making 

“observations of plants and animals to compare the 

diversity of life in different habitats” (National Research 
Council 2013, 19). Under the Disciplinary Core Ideas of 

biodiversity and humans, I also saw that one of my key 

duties was to help children understand that “there are 

many different kinds of living things in any area, and 
they exist in different places on land and in water” (19). 

I then turned to the Common Core. In terms of English 

language arts, engaging in poetry through reading 

and writing poems about nature seemed like a perfect 

fit, especially since poetry shows children how art 
and English language arts overlap. The children, my 

colleagues, and I could use our nature observations as 

inspiration for writing poetry. Through this work, the 

children would meet the Common Core standard of 

being able to “describe how words and phrases  



Young Children   November 201816

(e.g., regular beats, alliteration, rhymes, repeated lines) 

supply rhythm and meaning in a . . . poem” (NGA 

Center & CCSSO 2010, 11). 

I then shared my web of ideas with Lorraine and John 

to further develop our project. They agreed with the 

academic standards I had focused on and decided 

that they would subdivide my initial web to include 

the visual arts and technology. (See “Zooming In: 

Different Lenses.”) 

Zooming out

Lorraine, John, and I enthusiastically agreed to a major 

emphasis on photography, as it allowed each of us to 

focus on key standards that we needed to address in 

our respective curriculums. We met prior to the start 

of the school year to discuss how we might begin to do 

this work and how we could collaborate. We decided we 

would (1) first expose the children to nature through 

Zooming In: Different Lenses

The Art Teacher’s Point of 

View  |  By Lorraine Downes

When developing a web of ideas for a 

project, “It is usually possible to focus 

on specific subtopics in the same 

way that a camera with a zoom lens 

can focus on a close-up view of part 

of a subject. The subtopic titles then 

become the center of a new web” 

(Katz & Chard 1989, 92). This flexibility 

is exactly what my colleagues and I 

needed to plan our interdisciplinary 

project.

While developing my own web of 

ideas, in terms of nature and the visual 

arts, I thought about artists—including 

photographers—whose work captures 

the beauty of the natural world. I 

also wanted to include National Core 

Arts Standards as a key element of 

my contribution to the children’s 

experience. Wanting to engage the 

children in experimenting with a variety 

of materials, processes, and art-making 

approaches, I decided to focus on 

the standards related to creating 

artwork, particularly Anchor Standard 

2.1, “Organize and develop artistic 

ideas and work” (SEADAE 2014). I was 

also interested in having the students 

curate and display their work as part 

of the overall collaborative approach. 

This aligned well with the standards 

related to presenting, especially Anchor 

Standard 4.1.2a, “Select, analyze and 

interpret artistic work for presentation” 

(SEADAE 2014). 

In prior years, I had engaged the 

children in some nature drawing, 

but this project would allow me to 

include a more in-depth study and 

appreciation of the natural environment. 

I proposed creating an outdoor 

classroom—and donated my own tent 

to the project—because I was eager to 

include a number of processes, such 

as photography, using viewfinders, 

observational sketching, and natural 

dyeing. I was also interested in having 

the children learn how to collaboratively 

curate the large collection of artwork 

they would create during our study of 

nature.

The Technology Education 

Teacher’s Point of View  |  

By John Arango

When Karen and Lorraine approached 

me with the idea of a project unifying 

art, science, writing, and technology 

through a study of nature, I eagerly 

accepted. I saw this as an opportunity 

for the students (and for us) to develop 

knowledge and skills—particularly 

communication, collaboration, critical 

thinking, and creativity—while also 

learning about the outdoors.

While thinking about ways to seamlessly 

combine my colleagues’ work and 

my own in one project, I considered 

photography. Before creating a web of 

ideas, I followed another suggestion 

by Katz and Chard (1989) to create 

a hierarchy: “Related topics can be 

located in a hierarchical classification, 

from the more specific to the more 

general” (92). My hierarchy was simple 

but helpful in keeping me focused: 

camera, technology, history. I wanted 

the children to use multiple types of 

cameras to capture nature’s beauty 

while also learning about photography’s 

technology and its history. 

Considering how to encourage “hybrid 

thinking” that would blend technology 

and natural elements, I thought about 

how photography today compares 

with early photography and the use of 

pinhole cameras. Not only were pinhole 

cameras the first cameras invented, but 

they drew on ancient technology. An 

added benefit of tracing the technology 

of photography back to pinhole 

cameras was that our students could 

build these cameras, instilling in them a 

sense of empowerment. 

The International Technology and 

Engineering Educators Association’s 

(ITEEA) Standards for Technological 

Literacy outline what students need 

to know and be able to do to be 

technologically literate. Standard 3 

seemed to capture our interdisciplinary 

project: “Students will develop an 

understanding of the relationships 

among technologies and the 

connections between technology 

and other fields of study” (ITEA 2007, 

44). I formulated an activity in which 

the students would construct pinhole 

cameras to learn the basics of how that 

technology works and to observe the 

behavior of light, how light rays travel, 

and how light creates a photographic 

image. I also gathered other types 

of cameras so the children could 

experience some of the changes in the 

technology of photography.
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concrete experiences, (2) help the children develop the 

ability to observe scientifically and to create diagrams 
of their observations, (3) use a variety of cameras as 

observational tools and track the history of camera 

development on a class timeline, (4) translate our 

scientific and photographic observations into poems, 
and (5) use the artifacts as the focal point of a student-

curated display. 

Phase I: Exploring and capturing nature’s 
beauty 

According to Katz and Chard (1989), “the way a teacher 

introduces the project can be an important factor” in 

claiming children’s interest (101). We decided we would 

start our project on the first day of school by presenting 
the children with a little mystery.

The brand new second-graders are scheduled 

to have art just before lunch. The mostly quiet 

line of 14 students snakes down the hallway to 

the art room, where Lorraine stands holding a 

large gray sack. With a twinkle in her eye, she 

redirects the children, saying, “Come with me,” 

as she turns the line around. Although I know 

where she is going, what she is holding, and 

what we have planned for the children, I never 

guessed how successful this project would be.

The students are bewildered and pepper us 

with questions. “Why is our classroom teacher 

coming with us? I thought we were going to 

art,” the children want to know. “Why are we 

walking through the tech ed room?,” “Where 

are we going?,” “What are you carrying?” 

“Let’s go outside,” we suggest. 

“What? Why?” The children appear 

perplexed—and excited!

My colleagues and I had already located 

a perfect spot for the hub of our outdoor 

classroom, an area tucked into an alcove of 

our school building. The space is surrounded 

by windows, with the technology education 

room and the cafeteria having direct views. 

This is the ideal space for our tent; it is restful 

and not too exposed—our “nature nook.”  

We deposit the big gray bag on the 

ground. As the children gather around, 

we ask them what they think we have. 

“Material?,” “A bag?,” “A parachute?,” “A tent?” 

 “Yes! A tent!” we exclaim.

Thus began our first collaborative endeavor. As we all 
donned safety goggles, Lorraine and I explained that 

with minimal assistance from us, the children would 

work together to build the tent. We showed them a 

picture of the completed tent and where on the bag they 

could locate directions. Immediately, leaders stepped 

up. “I have been camping before; I know how to do this,” 

one girl said. “We have to get the poles first.” 

Working together to assemble the tent, the children 

discussed strategies, brainstormed ways to complete the 

task, listened to each other, and were careful to respect 

the environment. Once the tent was up, everyone 

snuggled inside.

When everyone was settled, it was time to introduce 

our thinking about the project. Specifically, we told the 
children they would be exploring and observing nature. 

Katz and Chard (1989) remind us that, in project work, 

“the initial discussion should make a strong impression 

on the children. It is a good idea to present them with 

something arresting [and] engaging, arousing their 

curiosity and inviting interest” (102). 

To get the children started, we held up a plant and 

asked, “What do you notice about this plant? What do 

you observe?” It was American pokeweed (Phytolacca 

americana), an herbaceous perennial plant native to 
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the eastern United States. The plant is usually found 

along roadsides and fencerows and in recently cleared 

areas and woodland openings. The outdoor classroom 

was sitting next to a large pokeweed outcropping. We 

explained that our first project would be to investigate 
American pokeweed.

We asked the children to share their observations, and 

we discussed how to identify pokeweed and where to 

find it. Next, we covered safety and environmental 
issues regarding the harvesting of native plants 

(pokeweed is poisonous when ingested). The children 

then found pokeweed nearby and, in keeping with the 

NGSS’s science and engineering practices, created 

diagrams of the plants, taking care to label their 

various parts. 

The next day, we showed the children how to harvest 

the pokeweed berries in order to dye cloth and paint 

pictures with the juice. The children gathered berries 

in plastic buckets and used wooden sticks to crush 

them. They delighted in seeing the deep, brilliant 

magenta juice swirl around in their buckets and rushed 

to dip their paintbrushes into the mixture. They could 

paint with berry juice!  

We explained to the children that we would also be 

using the berries to dye wool and yarn, the same way 

many of our New England ancestors did. (Our school 

is in Rhode Island.) The students were excited to take 

turns stirring the dye bath and watching the wool turn 

from white to deep magenta. Initially, we had thought 

we would give each of the students a piece of the wool 

to include in their nature project notebooks; but our 

collaboration took a different turn when the technology 
teacher suggested, “Let’s use this dyed wool to create 

photo albums!”

“You need pictures for a photo 

album!” many of the children say.

“I wish we had cameras,” one child 

laments. “Then we could take 

pictures for the photo albums!”

“Can you take a picture of the American 

pokeweed with your phone?” asks one 

child. Other children join in, asking if we 

can capture nature’s beauty for them.

John unveils a box that he has inconspicuously 

placed behind the tent. “Might these help?” 

he asks. The children turn to see him hold up 

tablets; he has one for each child to use!

A Nest  |  By Owen

A stick woven bowl

A place to rest

A bowl of sticks and vines

A home for birds

Trees  |  By Londyn

The trees are blowing

In the gentle autumn breeze

The leaves change color

Autumn  |  By Manny

The wind blows softly on my face, 

I feel myself being lifted off the ground,

I feel myself like an eagle flying over the 

mountains, fields, and forests.

During our planning, Lorraine, John, and I had 

deliberately decided to begin our exploration of 

photography with devices that have current technology, 

namely the tablets, because we knew many of the 

children would be familiar with digital photography. 

After we introduced safe and responsible handling 

procedures, the second-graders began clicking away! 

The following day, we returned to the technology 

education room to share the students’ work and 

discuss digital photography, as well as the works of 

distinguished nature photographers such as Ansel 

Adams and Heather Angel. The discussion included 

comparisons between the photographers’ works. The 

children also began the class timeline of the history of 

photography. Working from current technology and 

moving backwards, their first entry was the invention 
of digital photography. 

The class returned to their nature nook several times 

during the first couple of weeks of the project, tablets 
in tow, while also carrying poetry notebooks, scientist/

artist notebooks, and pencils. We provided the 

students with these supplies because Katz and Chard 

(1989) emphasize that when engaged in project work, 

children communicate important understandings 

through the combination of art-making and writing. 
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We wanted the children to look at nature from a variety 

of perspectives—as scientists, as artists, and as poets. 

So, in addition to engaging the children in observing 

nature, diagramming plants, and taking photographs, 

we introduced them to several approaches to creating 

poetry. They studied free verse, haiku, acrostic poetry, 

and cinquain and reviewed rhythm, rhyme, and 

line breaks. 

Phase II: A snapshot of the children’s work

According to Katz and Chard (1989), “One of the 

hallmarks of a successful project is the children’s 

interest in it” (109). By that metric, the project was 

extremely successful, as the following snapshots of the 

project over the next six weeks show. 

After examining several photographs by Ansel Adams 

and Heather Angel, the children noticed that the two 

photographers, while both focusing on nature, captured 

very different images. The students enjoyed learning 
about personal choices in making art and discussing 

how their own photographs were similar to, but also 

different from, the artists’ work. They were curious 
about the types of cameras Adams and Angel used and 

whether they had used digital photography. They also 

wanted to know if Adams and Angel drew images. When 

I asked them what drawing and photography had in 

common, one of the children said, “Viewfinders.” 

At this point, the children knew a lot about viewfinders 
because we had used them in different ways. We had 
constructed and used cardboard viewfinders when 
creating observational drawings, and also found them 

useful for planning shots with our tablets. The children 

were surprised to learn that many artists, including 

photographers, use viewfinders to focus. They were keen 
to share their knowledge with us and with each other—

and to keep learning. It wasn’t long before they asked, 

“What else can we use to take pictures?”

Three weeks into the project, John revealed another 

box. “What do you think is inside?” he asked. The 

children were curious but onto him at this point. He 

pulled out a digital camera and discussed its various 

parts and how it is used. On the class timeline, the 

children documented the invention of the first portable 
digital camera in 1992. “What do you think?” John 

asked. “Could you take photographs using one of 

these cameras?”

The children were up for the challenge, and John again 

revealed that he had cameras for everyone. The class 

talked about how they might capture nature with 

these devices; where was the viewfinder? Then, we 
all returned to the nature nook to begin a new round 

of observations. 

Because we wanted the children to explore the history 

of photography in reverse—from current technologies 

to those that had come earlier—on subsequent days we 

experimented with different photographic technologies, 
recording each major invention on our class timeline. 

We experimented with disposable cameras and instant 

cameras. The children quickly noticed several things 

about these devices, such as their limiting the number 

of photographs (as there is only so much film); requiring 
the photographer to capture images through smaller 

viewfinders; being unable to see the photographs taken 
with disposable cameras until the film is developed; and 
requiring the photographer to work harder—loading 

the film (in the instant cameras), advancing the film 
(with the disposable), and thinking more about each 

individual shot. 

Next, to showcase another way to capture nature’s 

beauty, we introduced nature print paper and discussed 

how it records images using the sun. Outside, the 

children gathered various flat objects from around the 
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nature nook, including sticks, leaves, flat rocks, small 
seeds, and wilted flowers. We showed them how to 
artfully lay out their natural materials and expose the 

paper to the sun. These sun prints helped us introduce 

another approach to light creating an image—the 

pinhole camera. 

A pinhole camera is made up of a small aperture 

(opening), a shutter, a lightproof container, and 

film. The resulting images are surreal and unique. 
We introduced the children to the history of pinhole 

cameras and added them to our timeline; we then 

attempted to construct pinhole cameras out of 

cardboard boxes. The children painted the insides of 

the boxes with black acrylic paint, added pinholes, and 

made crude cardboard “shutters.” 

Our first attempt was not successful! Too much light 
was entering our boxes. So John, Lorraine, and I 

considered other materials that would enable us to 

create truly lightproof containers. We decided wood 

might be a good option. John volunteered to build a 

wooden box with a sliding opening on one side for 

each student. Making this a collaborative process, 

the children painted the insides of their boxes black. 

With assistance from us, they used a drill to create 

the pinhole and then affixed a metal “shutter” to the 
outside of the box. The film could then be easily placed 
inside, the box securely closed, and the shutter released 

to allow light inside, forming the image. The children 

delighted in decorating and personalizing their pinhole 

cameras with materials such as paint, plastic jewels, 

cording, and small metal pieces.

Phase III: Because every picture tells 
a story

Katz and Chard (1989) remind us that eventually, 

projects need to come to a meaningful end: “Children 

can usually gain a sense of closure if the teacher and 

the whole class together develop a shared view of what 

they have learned and achieved during the project” 

(123). After eight weeks of studying nature through this 

project, the children had acquired an understanding of 

the various ways in which photography evolved and how 

different cameras produced different kinds of images. 
They also had developed their abilities to observe and 

capture nature in words, diagrams, and images. 

They were eager to view their photographs, but 

my colleagues and I wanted to provide one more 

opportunity to encourage “wonder, imagination, 

expression, and communication” (Eckhoff 2017, 17). 
One of the NCAS standards requires students to 

display, curate, and arrange their work in a meaningful 

way. The children’s nature collection, including their 

photographs, paintings, timelines, poems, reflections, 
and hand-built pinhole cameras, would allow them to 

do just that. 

We began by using the pokeweed-dyed wool as the 

cover material for personal photo albums. These 

photo albums, along with the pinhole cameras and the 

class timeline, became the central components of our 

collaborative display, which allowed us to share the 

children’s learning with the larger school community. 

The children explored ways to select, arrange, and 
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display these artifacts, along with their photographs. 

Once they agreed on a plan for their collective display, 

we helped make their vision come to life. In addition, to 

honor the children’s study of poetry, my colleagues and 

I helped the children write a shared poem that captured 

the essence of their experience.

Our Shared Poem

History, Photography, Nature, Kinds of Photography

Study, Observe, Investigate, Capture

Discover, Emotions, Camera, Art/Tech

Experiment, Life

Flash

“An overall aim of [the project] approach is to cultivate 

the life of a young child’s mind. In its fullest sense, the 

term mind includes not only knowledge and skills, but 

also emotional, moral, and aesthetic sensibilities” (Katz 

& Chard 1989, 3). After school, once the children had 

headed home, Lorraine, John, and I stepped back, 

amazed, looking at the display the children had created. 

We couldn’t help but think about the tent that started it 

all, and the power of collaboration—between the three 

of us, between the children, and, most important, the 

collaboration we experienced with the children in 

nature. Through sharing responsibility, we believe we 

had been able to “embed a passion for nature learning 

and conservation into other areas of the curriculum” 

(Honig 2015, 1).
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 A Natural Choice: Learning Outdoors

A World of Learning 
Alicia W. Deaver and Lindsay E. Wright

Mr. Brian takes his preschoolers outside after a rainstorm. Noticing Elaina looking intently at 

something on the ground, he walks over, squats down to her level, and asks, “What do you 

see there?”

“Ants!” exclaims Elaina. “But why are they walking in a line?”

“Why do you think they are walking in a line, Elaina?” he asks.

“It’s a daddy ant in the front, and the mommy and kids are following him,” Elaina states 

confidently. Dominick, Xavier, Sruthi, and Charlie have gathered to find out what Mr. Brian and 

Elaina are observing.

“They’re playing follow the leader!” Dominick says.
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“No, they’re going to Walmart,” squeals 

Xavier.

“And McDonald’s to get a Happy Meal and 

ice cream,” adds Sruthi.

“Charlie, why do you think they’re walking 

in a line?” Mr. Brian asks.

“Go home,” Charlie contributes shyly.

“Those are all interesting guesses. We can 

also call guesses hypotheses. I will find 

some resources about ants so we can learn 

more about why they walk in a line. Who 

would like to learn more about ants?” Mr. 

Brian asks.

The children all shout “Me!” and excitedly 

raise their hands.

C
hildren often show curiosity about the natural 

world. Early childhood educators can capitalize 

on experiences with nature to promote learning 

inside and outside the classroom. According to the 

National Resource Center for Health and Safety in Child 

Care and Early Education (NRC 2018), outdoor play 

is essential for young children. Weather permitting, it 

recommends that infants be taken outside two to three 

times per day, and that toddlers and preschoolers have 

at least 60 to 90 minutes of outdoor play (assuming an 

8-hour day in an educational setting). Teachers can use 

outdoor learning as an extension of classroom learning; 

research shows outdoor learning experiences positively 

impact not only children’s physical development, but 

also children’s academic performance, peer interaction, 

and emotional well-being (Merewether 2015; Yildirim 

& Akamca 2017). Given these benefits, outdoor learning 
should be a priority (Yildirim & Akamca 2017). 

This article will help early childhood educators 

embed in their instructional plans outdoor learning 

opportunities that support the whole child. The 

accompanying examples are based on the authors’ 

experiences earlier in their careers when they worked as 

assistant teachers.

An ant investigation

When Elaina and the other children became curious 

about the ants, they were already immersed in a 

month-long unit on insects and bugs. To be sure that 

the unit provided well-rounded opportunities to foster 

growth, Mr. Brian planned activities that supported the 

children’s cognitive, social and emotional, and physical 

development. For instance, as part of a week focused 

on insects’ and bugs’ homes, the children learned about 

different types of these dwellings and created plans for 
constructing models of various insect and bug homes. 

Deepening their understanding and enhancing their 

collaboration skills, they also used a variety of materials 

(cardboard bricks and boxes, unit blocks, yarn, sticks, 

sand, cornstarch, and water) to build the homes. Adding 

to the challenge, Mr. Brian engaged the children in 

moving and carrying objects in the same ways that 

insects and bugs do when building their homes. Once 

the children became especially interested in ants, Mr. 

Brian decided to devote the next week to learning all 

about ants—including how ants work together to build 

elaborate homes and communities. 

Inspired by the children’s curiosity, Mr. Brian 

devises several fun ways to enhance the 

children’s physical, cognitive, and social 

development as they learn all about ants. 

He plans the next week’s outdoor learning 

experiences, including crawling like ants 

while listening to “The Ants Go Marching” 

song, digging tunnels and building ant hills 

in the sandbox, and seeing if the children 

can figure out how to carry small objects 

on their heads and backs like ants do.

To offer seamless indoor–outdoor learning 

experiences, Mr. Brian gathers books about ants 

and identifies educational videos and websites 

to give more meaning to the week’s activities. 

He chooses the books National Geographic 

Readers: Ants, by Melissa Stewart; Ant Cities, 

by Arthur Dorros; and Inside an Ant Colony, by 

Allen Fowler. He finds the videos “Ants: Backyard 

Science” (youtube.com/watch?v=d7Xq2eQJgIc) 

and “Children Learn about the Ant” 

(youtube.com/watch?v=cXUCUvcscXs), 

as well as a child-friendly website that 

describes several different types of ants 

(pestworldforkids.org/pest-guide/ants/). 

To extend the children’s learning about insects’ 

and bugs’ homes, he arranges an outdoor group 

time for them to create plans for building an 

anthill on the playground. Then, deciding to 

take this idea further, he collects a variety of 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cXUCUvcscXs
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cardboard boxes to add to the large outdoor 

block play area, thinking the children will 

enjoy—and be challenged by—building a child-

size ant farm out of the boxes and the other 

materials already available in the playground. 

He believes this will support discussions of the 

importance of cooperation and will enable the 

children to use information from the books and 

videos to guide their plans and construction. 

For the end of the week, Mr. Brian gathers 

magnifying glasses for the children to use on 

an ant hunt throughout the playground, as 

well as paper and writing implements so they 

can document their observations. He also sets 

up an ant farm in the classroom (using a kit 

he purchased) and adds live harvester ants 

to it. He puts a chart beside the farm so the 

children can predict how many tunnels the 

ants will build. Children use the magnifying 

glasses to closely observe the creatures.

Reflecting on the week devoted to ants, Mr. Brian felt 
that he and the children learned a great deal in a playful 

way. He had succeeded in both engaging the children 

in some foundational science content and following 

their interests. Keys to that success included planning 

multiple ways for children to explore and experience 

the lessons’ essential knowledge and skills; seizing 

on naturally arising opportunities to have children 

discuss the importance of being kind and respectful 

as they work together while helping the children see 

that ants must also work together to build their homes; 

and providing a balance of lively and calm activities. 

Mr. Brian was also pleased that, prior to introducing 

the extended focus on ants, he had integrated 

curiosity-provoking materials into various centers. 

His intentionality in setting the stage for learning gave 

children multiple means of exploring through guided 

activities and free play.

Mr. Brian’s emphasis on whole-child development was 

an important facet of his planning. It provided different 
ways for children to engage and also helped him meet a 

variety of his instructional goals. To better understand 

how adding outdoor learning to early childhood 

education supports physical, cognitive, and social and 

emotional development, let’s zoom out and look at 

several different examples of children’s knowledge and 
skills growing through outdoor experiences.

Physical development

Physical development is probably what first comes to 
mind when you hear “learning outdoors.” Due to indoor 

space limitations in most early education settings, 

gross motor development—such as running, jumping, 

balancing, climbing, kicking, throwing, and catching—is 

mostly facilitated outside. The natural world is also 

a great place for fine motor development, as children 
collect natural objects, dig and build, and engage in 

sensory play. Children’s manipulation of a wide variety 

of natural items—including plants, bark, pebbles, grass, 

water, pine straw, mulch, dirt, and mud—requires a 

great deal of coordination for little hands and fingers 
(Adams 2013).

Teachers support physical development outdoors by 

interacting with children, arranging the environment, 

and organizing engaging activities. It’s often hard 

to predict what children will imagine when playing 

outdoors, but attentive teachers can still enhance 

their learning. For example, hula hoops were available 

outdoors to a preschool class that had been studying 

vehicles. One child picked up a hula hoop, held it 

around her belly, and pretended she was a car. The 

teacher then copied her actions and extended the idea 

by becoming a taxi. Other children turned into their 

own vehicles or became pedestrians who alternated 

between walking and taking taxi rides to other sections 

of the playground. 

With the teacher’s support, the play theme expanded, 

and many children joined in. Children used gross motor 

materials (hula hoops) in a new way (to become cars), 

enhancing their physical development as they circled 

play structures, “drove” over different terrain, and 
ran around the playground. Playgrounds with many 

materials for children to choose from, sufficient time 
for children to engage with the materials in their own 

ways, and teachers who play alongside the children 

promote excitement and encourage children to develop 

physical skills (Nedovic & Morrissey 2013; Yildirim & 

Akamca 2017). 

Outdoor play also enhances children’s sensory 

development, especially when children have 

opportunities to learn in natural environments 

(Thorburn & Marshall 2014). To maximize children’s 

playful learning when visiting parks, nature centers, 
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and other natural areas, plan a mix of indoor and 

outdoor activities such that the children’s time indoors 

prepares them for, reflects, and extends the ideas they 
explore in nature. 

For example, a teacher could read aloud the book Going 

on a Bear Hunt, by Michael Rosen, and then give the 

children an opportunity to reenact it during a visit to a 

local park. In the book, children are looking for a bear; 

on their adventure, they encounter tall grass, mud, 

water, a snowstorm, a forest, and a cave. The storyline 

presents a wealth of opportunities for learning. For 

physical development (and to enhance comprehension), 

children would relish acting out the adventure—

especially in a natural environment. Combining the 

park’s natural features and children’s imaginations, 

the class could act out parting tall grass, taking 

cumbersome steps in shoe-gripping mud, splashing 

through a river, being blown through a snowstorm, 

hiking through a forest, and tiptoeing into a cave. 

Once the children find the bear (in their 
imaginations)—perhaps after taking a real hike in the 

park—they could identify the bear’s body parts, like the 

wet nose and googly eyes so memorably highlighted 

in Rosen’s book. Afterward, to enhance the children’s 

sensory learning indoors and to facilitate reflection on 
their visit to the park, the children could bring items 

from nature—such as leaves, sticks, grass, and mud—

into the classroom to explore the objects’ different 
sounds, textures, and scents (Adams 2013). 

Cognitive development

Children who learn through outdoor play and in 

natural environments often have lower stress levels and 

improved cognitive functioning (Nedovic & Morrissey 

2013). Cognitive development is stimulated when 

children have frequent opportunities to extend their 

learning outdoors, be inquisitive, make observations, 

and learn through both guided and free play. 

In a toddler classroom, for example, children were 

learning about the fall season. The teacher printed 

and cut out pictures of green, yellow, orange, red, and 

brown leaves. Then she glued them on poster board and 

took the collage outside. On the playground, the teacher 

encouraged the toddlers to pick up leaves and match 

them by color to the paper leaves on the poster board. 

Differentiating leaves from other outdoor materials 
supported the children’s development of observation 

and investigation skills, while matching leaves by 

color bolstered their developing concepts of classifying 

and sorting. 

Outdoor learning positively 

impacts children’s academic 

performance, peer interaction, 

and emotional well-being. 

The teacher then moved the project indoors where the 

children talked about the different textures, sizes, and 
shapes of the leaves they found. The teacher helped the 

children relate their ideas to information from several 

books about fall that they had been reading recently—a 

practice that supported their understanding and 

increased the likelihood of the children retaining their 

new knowledge (Yildirim & Akamca 2017). Having 

several different ways to engage and explore helped the 
toddlers construct meaning about leaves and trees—

especially those in their local natural habitat. 

Similar outdoor learning opportunities can be 

developed for older children as well. For instance, in 

a first-grade classroom, children took pencils, paper, 
and clipboards on a walking field trip to explore the 
community around their school. But this wasn’t the 

usual social studies lesson—this trip was an extension 

The Importance of Being Inclusive

Outdoor learning experiences are essential for all 

children, so it’s important for early education programs 

to make physical adaptations that ensure playgrounds 

and excursions to natural areas are inclusive. Along 

these lines, teachers may notice added benefits when 

they bring intervention strategies for individual children 

outside. For example, a toddler who was having 

difficulty walking down the stairs was participating in 

physical therapy. His therapist recommended that he 

practice lunging forward. To promote engagement 

and make the practice fun, the teacher sang songs 

on the playground that encouraged all the children 

to mimic animal movements. The “hopping like a 

frog” movement led the one toddler—and all of his 

classmates—to practice lunging. 
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of their current study of shapes in mathematics. The 

children worked in pairs to find and name two- and 
three-dimensional shapes around them (e.g., light 

poles are cylinders; birds’ bodies, heads, and beaks are 

ovals, circles, and triangles). They drew the objects, 

focusing on the shapes identified, and then labeled 
the shapes and the items they represented. Engaging 

children in their surroundings allows them to enhance 

inquisitiveness, see everyday moments as learning 

opportunities, and build knowledge and vocabulary 

(Auer 2008; Spalie et al. 2011; Ottander, Wilhelmsson, 

& Lidestav 2015). 

Social and emotional development

Children’s social and emotional development benefits 
when they engage in learning and active play outdoors 

(Mirrahimi et al. 2011). As children socialize, construct 

in-depth play themes, interact with friends from other 

classrooms, and wait for their turn to play with popular 

playground equipment, they have many authentic 

opportunities to practice conflict resolution and 
emotional regulation, gain intrinsic motivation, and 

feel confident in their abilities (Golob 2011; Yildirim & 
Akamca 2017). 

Teachers can ask open-ended 

questions, expand on children’s 

ideas, and connect outdoor 

learning to learning indoors.

For example, the prekindergarten and kindergarten 

classrooms at a school were discussing gardening. The 

teachers enhanced the outdoor dramatic play area—

which already contained a play house, dishes, a table, 

and chairs—by adding a garden. Specifically, they 
created a space with seed packets, gloves, gardening 

tools, watering cans and water, and a box ready for 

planting. The teachers also provided plastic flowers, 
fruits, and vegetables to represent what the children 

were growing. In the classroom, children read about 

gardening, taking care of plants, the harvesting process, 

and collective farming. Teachers supported children 

in using the gardening tools to plant, nurture, and 

harvest the flowers and food. The project offered natural 
opportunities for teachers and children to work together 

and support one another. Through group discussions, 

for example, they designated roles for tending their 

garden, designed the garden, and created a plan for 

taking turns with the materials.

One popular role—so popular that it required some 

collaborative problem solving—was watering the plants. 

The teachers explained that it was important to water 

the plants every day, but that too much water was not 

good for the plants. The children decided that the job 

would be done by a different child each day, as noted on 
their helper chart in the classroom. Additionally, since 

many of the children wanted turns using the watering 

can, the class decided to keep the watering can in 

their outdoor water area when it was not being used in 

the garden. 

Back in the classroom, in a whole group setting, the 

teachers guided conversations about differences 
between working together and working alone, problems 

that arose, and ways the children solved the problems. 

Teachers drew from their own observations to extend 

the conversations and acknowledge the kind acts that 

occurred. Through a seemingly simple garden project, 

the children learned to respect one another and nature 

(Thorburn & Allison 2013). 
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Conclusion

Learning outdoors can have a profound effect on 
children’s development. Teachers can ask open-ended 

questions, expand on children’s ideas, and help children 

engage in scientific inquiries to promote learning 
outdoors—and to intentionally connect and extend that 

outdoor learning to learing indoors. Children’s self-

selected play can also enhance learning opportunities. 

Even during times when teachers do not want to 

influence the direction of children’s play in nature, 
teachers can enrich children’s experiences by giving 

them new vocabulary and background knowledge 

to describe the natural materials and habitats they 

are enjoying.

Focusing on the importance of learning outdoors 

can help some parents better understand children’s 

development and what skills and information they 

are acquiring at school (Adams 2013). Teachers can 

provide information about what the children are 

discovering outdoors, along with ideas for activities or 

conversations that parents can have with their children 

in outdoor settings. 

Finally, learning that is fun and occurs in natural 

environments helps develop the whole child. Teachers 

who extend indoor learning outdoors, actively engage 

with children outdoors, and provide a wide variety of 

materials for children to learn from support children’s 

development in all areas. 
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 A Natural Choice: Learning Outdoors

Big Questions in the 
Great Outdoors

Sue Mankiw, Janis Strasser, and Lisa Mufson Bresson

Red, yellow, and brown leaves are crunching underfoot as the children from the family 

center’s preschool class tromp along the winding pathways in Central Park. This outdoor 

adventure is part of their weekly routine. Mr. Joe and his assistant teacher, Ms. Aida, empty 

backpacks filled with clipboards, brown paper bags, and digital cameras. The children select 

their tools and scramble off to visit Todd, the big oak tree the class adopted on the first day 

of school. 

Within minutes, Jayden exclaims, “Look! Nuts are falling from Todd’s branches!”

“Those aren’t nuts, they’re acorns. Right, Mr. Joe?” asks Elijah.
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As the two boys begin putting the acorns 

in their paper bags, Jayden says, “Look, 

that squirrel likes the nuts, too.”

Mr. Joe writes down their exact words 

and takes photos of their discoveries. 

He is reminded of the storybook Nuts 

to You!, by Lois Ehlert, and he jots down 

some thought-provoking questions to 

ask the children later: What did you notice 

today when you visited Todd?, What did 

you discover that was different than last 

week?, Are acorns a kind of nut?, and Why 

do you think squirrels like nuts? Mr. Joe 

looks forward to hearing the children’s 

responses when they revisit their trip to 

the park during small group time.

O
utdoor spaces provide a wealth of topics 

for children and teachers to explore. Mr. 

Joe has set the stage for ongoing learning 

opportunities by creating a weekly routine that focuses 

on the children’s in-depth study of Todd, the adopted 

oak tree. As they repeatedly explore Todd and return 

to the classroom full of questions, the children will 

develop and apply new knowledge, which will enhance 

their ability to think critically. To remain flexible 
and responsive to the children’s interests, and also to 

ensure that their study of Todd is challenging, Mr. Joe 

organizes his instruction around an updated version of 

Bloom’s Taxonomy.

A framework for asking 
big questions

In 1956, Benjamin Bloom and his collaborators created 

what is now called Bloom’s Taxonomy. A taxonomy is a 

system of classification. Bloom wanted to provide a way 
for educators to classify thinking, understanding, and 

learning and to measure and organize what they teach. 

This taxonomy consisted of six levels of cognition, 

ordered from the simplest to the most complex 

(Bloom 1956; Fusco 2012), which we have summarized 

as follows:

Knowledge—recalling facts or other information

Comprehension—understanding information

Application—inferring or applying information from 

one situation to another

Analysis—breaking down parts from the whole and 

understanding their relationships

Synthesis—putting together parts to make meaning

Evaluation—making judgments using evidence 

and criteria

Almost 50 years after Bloom’s Taxonomy was 

published, David Krathwohl—one of Bloom’s original 

collaborators—and Lorin Anderson published a revised 

taxonomy that teachers can use to organize and 

classify their instructional objectives, activities, and 

assessments (Anderson & Krathwohl 2001). The new 

version calls educators’ attention to the extent to which 

they build children’s knowledge (including factual, 

conceptual, procedural, and metacognitive knowledge) 

and engage children in six types of cognitive processes: 

remembering, understanding, applying, analyzing, 

evaluating, and creating. These cognitive processes are 

quite similar to those in the original taxonomy, but they 

are action oriented to facilitate use with instructional 

objectives (Krathwohl 2002). 

Many teachers find this revised taxonomy a helpful 
tool for ensuring they ask children a range of 

questions, including those that prompt children to 

recall and understand what they’ve learned, apply the 

information, and do something new with it. Although 

children do not necessarily move in a systematized way 

through the cognitive processes (from remembering to 

creating), the revised taxonomy illustrates that children 

need a foundation in basic facts and information to be 

able to use their knowledge at a higher level. 

While it’s vital to encourage children to think critically 

and creatively, all categories of questions have value. 

Remembering information is the foundation children 

need in order to answer higher-level questions. For 

example, before children can create new characters 

and a new ending for The Three Little Pigs, they need to 

remember that there are three little pigs and a big, bad 

wolf and understand that the pigs have to figure out 
how to build strong houses. As you get to know each of 

the children you work with, you can use the categories 

from the revised taxonomy as a guide to help you 

scaffold their thinking and learning.



Young Children   November 201830

Planning and preparation

The development of critical thinking depends 

heavily on background knowledge and language 

development, which increase when children have 

frequent opportunities to interact in a developmentally 

appropriate manner with the environment, materials 

(including books and tools for inquiry), adults, and each 

other. Therefore, much depends on the intentionality of 

the teacher. 

To answer higher level questions, 

children need a varied vocabulary.

Lesson plans should include focused academic 

vocabulary that teachers will use as children learn 

basic facts, apply new knowledge, and construct new 

concepts and big ideas. Make a list of tiered vocabulary 

words to model frequently, and encourage children’s 

use of them. To answer higher level questions, children 

need a varied vocabulary. You can expand vocabulary 

by using language associated with more complex 

concepts as children’s background knowledge increases 

(i.e., tree, sprout, seedling, sapling). Likewise, be 

deliberate in scaffolding vocabulary use as you ask 
questions: How are the acorns and walnuts the same? 

How are they similar? What  do you notice when you 

compare an acorn with a walnut? 

Set the stage for learning. 

Mr. Joe knows that children are more likely to ask 

higher-level questions and seek answers when 

exciting things are happening in their world. Make a 

commitment to locate new, interesting outdoor spaces 

in your community that children can explore over an 

extended period of time and that inspire children’s 

curiosity, which will stimulate their own questions 

and encourage them to investigate further. Consider 

children’s physical and developmental needs, and 

choose locations that are inclusive and accessible to 

all children. 

Take the lead from the children. Allow children to be 

active participants in their own learning and to make 

their own choices. When you take a neighborhood 

walk, listen carefully and document the things that the 

children notice and are curious about. Or ask questions 

about the things that children see from the windows 

of your classroom to learn about what is interesting 

to them.

 Provide tools for outdoor exploration. 

When children have access to scientific tools 
(clipboards, pencils, cameras, specimen bags, 

magnifying glasses, binoculars), they are more likely 

to take on the roles of explorers and scientists. But 

first, children need opportunities to play with the 
tools and practice using them in different ways. To 
support children’s understanding of the different uses 
of tools for observations and inquiries, provide a mix 

of free play, modeling, and guided exploration. Develop 

observation and recording tools for the children (e.g., 

journals, recording sheets, classroom charts) that offer 
them opportunities to systematically record what they 

notice and what they wonder. Tools empower children 

to become serious in their studies and explorations; 

they give children methods to gather and record 

information, and they promote an inquiry-based 

curriculum, which leads to more in-depth questions. 

Remember that children’s interactions with 

each other are as important as their interactions 

with adults. 

Give children opportunities to have conversations 

without adult interruption. Listen carefully to record 

and document their learning (what they say and do).

Especially regarding preschoolers and kindergartners, 

don’t expect that they will remember everything 

that happened earlier in the day or the day before. 

Use photographs and real-life objects from their 

explorations, such as the paper bags that Mr. Joe’s 

students filled with acorns, to help them revisit and 
reconnect with prior learning experiences. Write down 

their questions as they arise in conversation.

Make learning visible. 

Create documentation boards with photographs and 

children’s words, including their observations and 

questions. Put these at the children’s eye level and 

display them for an extended period of time before 

rotating them out to feature other works. This allows 

you and the children to revisit their learning, ask 

new questions, and deepen and extend investigations 

over time. Make learning visible to families also. This 
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has great potential for increasing children’s learning 

and vocabulary when families extend their children’s 

investigations in out-of-school settings. 

 Make connections to children’s literature as well 

as to print and online informational resources to 

help children find answers to their questions. 

Although some informational resources may appear to 

have too much text for young children, the photos and 

realistic illustrations intrigue them and often lead to 

richer conversations, more knowledge building, and 

further inquiry. You can also invite experts to come 

into the classroom as a resource. Support children 

in developing their own open-ended questions for an 

expert ahead of time. For primary grades, use a variety 

of informational texts (readers, atlases, encyclopedias, 

and magazines), such as National Geographic Kids 

readers and atlases and National Wildlife Federation 

Ranger Rick magazines.  

Be prepared to include and support dual language 

learners and families. In your conversations and 

during read-alouds, do your best to translate key 

words related to outdoor content and concepts 

into children’s home languages. To strengthen 

your partnership with families, use their home 

languages in your communications with them, such 

as emails, newsletters, storybooks sent home, and 

documentation boards. 

Technology can be a powerful tool here. Not only 

can the internet provide a wealth of visual resources 

that help transcend language barriers—such as video 

clips, animations, and photos—it is also a resource for 

translating words and simple phrases. Guide children 

in their searches for informational video clips or 

images by helping them identify letters while typing 

a search word on the keyboard. Help children explore 

science websites that are accurate, child friendly, and 

developed by experts, such as the American Museum 

of Natural History OLogy (www.amnh.org/explore/

ology/), National Geographic Kids (https://kids.

nationalgeographic.com/), and the Cornell Lab of 

Ornithology BirdSleuth K-12 (www.birdsleuth.org/). 

Supporting children’s play 
and learning

Back in the classroom after visiting Todd in the park, 

Mr. Joe looks at his notes. Focusing on the children’s 

comments, explorations, and questions, he plans a 

variety of questions to ask the children over the next 

several days, drawing from the revised taxonomy. The 

file:///Users/ccoleman/Network%20Shares/Data/Editorial/Young%20Children%20Master%20Production%20Folder/Young%20Children%20Production%202018/YC1118/_Creative%20Services/Ready%20for%20CS/www.amnh.org/explore/ology/
file:///Users/ccoleman/Network%20Shares/Data/Editorial/Young%20Children%20Master%20Production%20Folder/Young%20Children%20Production%202018/YC1118/_Creative%20Services/Ready%20for%20CS/www.amnh.org/explore/ology/
https://kids.nationalgeographic.com/
https://kids.nationalgeographic.com/
file:///Users/ccoleman/Network%20Shares/Data/Editorial/Young%20Children%20Master%20Production%20Folder/Young%20Children%20Production%202018/YC1118/_Creative%20Services/Ready%20for%20CS/www.birdsleuth.org/
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questions will require the children to recall what they 

have learned recently, build additional knowledge, and 

think more deeply, critically, and creatively:

›› What kind of tree is Todd? 

›› What animals did we see in the park? Which animals 

were interested in the acorns? 

›› Are acorns nuts? 

›› Why do oak trees produce acorns? Why do squirrels 

gather acorns?

›› Showing the children a photo of Todd from the 

beginning of the school year and one from a visit in 

late October, Mr. Joe plans to ask, What is different 
about Todd? 

›› After adding a variety of natural materials, art supplies, 

picture and word cards, and other resources to the 

classroom centers, Mr. Joe will ask, Can you create 

a habitat that is healthy for squirrels, who love to 

eat acorns? 

Mr. Joe decides he will begin this extension of the 

children’s knowledge and thinking by reading the 

children the storybook he was reminded of earlier, Nuts 

to You! He prepares a few more questions to accompany 

the story and tapes them to the inside cover of the book 

so they are ready for the next time the class reads the 

story. After the read-aloud and discussion with the 

whole class, Mr. Joe gathers small groups of children to 

talk about their trip to see Todd.

To help the children determine whether an acorn is a 

nut, Mr. Joe has selected and placed some materials 

on a table in the science area: acorns and walnuts, a 

few with their shells cracked open; scientific tools, like 
magnifying glasses and rulers; and a few copies of an 

informational book titled Tell Me, Tree: All About Trees 

for Kids, by Gail Gibbons. Questions are written on the 

whiteboard: Is an acorn a nut? Why or why not? Later, 

he will join the children as they explore and discuss 

the characteristics of the walnuts and the acorns, look 

through the books, and place sticky notes with their 

names and answers on the whiteboard.

Mr. Joe understands that before children can create, 

they must have a strong foundation of background 

knowledge. With careful planning, he sets the stage 

for the children to make, construct, design, or author 

something new based on what they have learned. He 

includes blank notebooks and picture cards with words 

(Todd, oak tree, nut, acorn, walnut, squirrel, leaf) in 

the writing area. Mr. Joe also adds loose parts, such as 

branches and acorns, to the block, dramatic play, and 

art areas. 

After giving the children time to pursue their creative 

interests, he adds a challenging set of questions: Can 

you create a habitat that is healthy for squirrels, who 

love to eat acorns? How? What do the oak trees and 

squirrels need in order to grow? As he observes the 

children’s dramatizations and constructions, Mr. Joe 

will continue to listen carefully and document the 

children’s new knowledge and vocabulary—and new 

questions!—as they discuss and explain their creations.

Conclusion

Mr. Joe finds abundant opportunities in outdoor 
spaces for enriching children’s knowledge and critical 

thinking, and he is pleased with his progress as 

an intentional teacher. Using the revised version 

of Bloom’s taxonomy, he is becoming more skilled 

each day in planning meaningful questions and 

creating them on the spot. His documentation of 

the children’s language and actions is detailed and 

purposeful. To further hone his skills, Mr. Joe has 

begun to periodically document and reflect upon all 
of his questions, as well as the children’s questions, 

ensuring that he is intentionally engaging the children 

in all categories, from recalling to analyzing to 

creating. He will use this documentation as a guide for 

future lessons.

This article was adapted from 

NAEYC’s book Big Questions 

for Young Minds: Extending 

Children’s Thinking, by Janis 

Strasser and Lisa Mufson 

Bresson (visit NAEYC.org/

resources/pubs/books/

big-questions-young-

minds). To learn more about 

boosting curiosity, language, 

and knowledge through 

questions, see Janis Strasser’s Conversations with 

Children! series in Teaching Young Children, available 

at NAEYC.org/big-questions-math-adventures.  

http://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/books/big-questions-young-minds
http://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/books/big-questions-young-minds
http://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/books/big-questions-young-minds
http://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/books/big-questions-young-minds
http://www.NAEYC.org/big-questions-math-adventures
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 A Natural Choice: Learning Outdoors

Using Principles of  
Nature-Based Preschools  
to Transform Your Classroom   

Rachel A. Larimore

W
ith growing awareness of the benefits of outdoor play, talk of children and nature has inundated 
professional early childhood circles. This discussion has also made its way to major media outlets 
such as the New York Times (Mongeau 2015) and PBS NewsHour (Brown 2017). Nature-based early 

childhood education is an approach to teaching that integrates the practices of two disciplines—early childhood and 
environmental education. The program model at the heart of this integration is nature-based preschools. 
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There were 12 nature-based preschools in the United 
States in 2010 (Bailie 2012), 160 in early 2016 (Merrick 
2016), and more than 250 before the end of 2017 
(NAAEE 2017). Even as the number of nature-based 
preschools is increasing, there are still relatively few 
when compared with the overall number of programs 
serving young children. Many early childhood 
educators understand the value of outdoor experiences 
but are in traditional settings where integrating 
meaningful nature-based experiences into their 
programs can be difficult. So how do we provide more 
young children with access to substantive outdoor 
experiences?

While it is impractical to transform all preschools into 
nature-based ones, it is reasonable for early childhood 
providers to consider the fundamental principles of 
nature-based preschools and integrate them into their 
teaching practice. That is the focus of this article. 

After describing a continuum of practice from no nature 
to nature based, I provide practical tips for integrating 
nature into any early childhood program. These tips 
focus on the physical environment, daily schedule 
and curriculum, teacher–child interactions, and 
supporting families.

A continuum of practices for 
integrating nature

Regarding nature-based early childhood education, 
teachers and administrators often comment, “I love 
this idea, but I’ll never have the natural areas to make 
this work” or “I want to do this, but we’re in the city.” 
Yet nature-based preschools use many practices in 
addition to regularly visiting wild spaces. Integration 
of these practices at different depths and frequencies 
results in programs falling somewhere on a continuum 
of nature integration that includes physical spaces, time 
spent in those spaces, and teacher–child interactions. 
This continuum exists in both the early childhood and 
environmental education disciplines (see Figure below). 

If we look at the early childhood continuum, one end 
would be a program that never takes children outside 
and never brings nature indoors. Moving toward 
the nature-based approach, a program might use a 
natural play area at the beginning of each day, for 
example, but never take children outside of this play 
area to explore. Another school might have a similar 
space and also visit a local natural area monthly. Each 
additional step moves programs closer to an integrated 
nature-based approach.

What is a nature-based preschool?

While the first nature-based preschool opened in the 
United States in 1967, the greatest growth in these 
programs has occurred in the last few years. As a result, 
there has been little empirical research on the program 
model. There have, however, been leaders in education 
attempting to define and describe what is meant by 
“nature-based preschool” and to distinguish it from 
other nature-based programs, such as forest preschools. 

n
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These scholars have come to define nature-based 

preschools as licensed early childhood programs in 
which 3- to 5-year-olds spend at least 30 percent of 
each day outside. Nature-based preschools venture to 
natural, wild areas beyond the designated play area; 
infuse nature into their indoor spaces; and emphasize 
nature as the driving theme of the curriculum (see 
Figure above) (Larimore 2011; Bailie 2012). They focus 
on whole-child development while also supporting 
children’s meaningful relationships with the natural 
world (Finch & Bailie 2015; Larimore 2016). 

Forest preschools, sometimes called forest 
kindergartens, waldkindergartens, or nature 
kindergartens (Warden 2012; Kenny 2013; Fritz, 
Smyrni, & Roberts 2014; Sobel 2014), share these 
goals and have the same basic structure as nature-
based preschools, but the two have some significant 
differences. The primary distinction between them is 
that forest preschools typically lack indoor space, and 
in many cases the programs operate without a license 
(Sobel 2014; Larimore 2016). As a result, children in 
forest preschools typically spend 70–100 percent of 
their time outdoors (Warden 2012; Moore 2014; Sobel 
2014; Sobel 2016). Thus, if educators are looking to 
move toward nature-based approaches, a nature-based 
preschool is the most realistic model for which to 
strive. 

Nature-based preschools provide daily nature-based 
experiences indoors, outdoors in a natural play area, 
and in a wilder natural area beyond the fence. This 
area outside the fence is called the beyond (Warden 
2015). Unless the weather is truly dangerous, children 
spend much of the day outside. (See “Typical Half-
Day Schedule in a Nature-Based Preschool, p. 40.”) 
Additionally, nature-based preschools use an emergent 
curriculum emphasizing daily, responsive planning by 
teachers and intentional teacher–child interactions that 

extend and build on children’s interests. The children 
have many seasonally based authentic experiences. 
These experiences, along with the children’s interests, 
lead to studies that move indoors, outdoors, beyond, 
and back again. While at points during the day a 
nature-based preschool looks like a traditional one, the 
structure, schedule, curriculum, physical environment, 
and overall goals are uniquely rooted in an ongoing 
connection with the natural world to promote 
environmental education and child development. 

Teachers are colearners alongside 

children and view children as 

capable, competent individuals.

This connection provides opportunities for learning 
in, about, and with nature (Warden 2015). Learning in 

nature means the activity could easily be conducted in 
any environment—including indoors. Learning about 

nature occurs when children are in nature, but the 
emphasis is on learning facts about the natural world. 
This contrasts with learning with nature, which occurs 
when the learning is a direct result of capitalizing on 
teachable moments provided by the natural world. 

To address a variety of developmental domains (e.g., 
physical, cognitive, social and emotional), all three 
approaches must be present to some degree. For 
example, supporting children’s literacy skills will 
most likely be a learning in nature moment, such as 
saying, “Yes, tree starts with the letter t.” A teacher 
following up on a child’s question with, “Yes, and that 
tree is called a maple tree” would be learning about 

nature. A child seeing a deer passing through the 
woods and describing it to a peer is an example of 
learning with nature—the child develops oral language 
skills as a result of a direct experience in the natural 
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Education

Environmental 

Education

Child 

Development

Environmental 

Sustainability

Nature-Based 
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world (not planned by the teacher). The teachable 
moment is a result of being in an ever-changing 
natural environment. 

Moving toward a nature-based 
approach

When thinking about moving along the continuum of 
practice toward a nature-based approach, it’s helpful 
to consider the three distinct learning spaces—indoors, 
outdoors, and the beyond. Each of these spaces blurs 
the lines between the human-made and natural worlds, 
moving closer to the interdependence of humankind 
and nature. Therefore, the three spaces can be 
progressively transformed from highly structured, 
human-designed (i.e., adult) spaces to less structured 
spaces where nature is the architect. 

Indoors

In a nature-based preschool, the indoor space 
intentionally reflects the natural world and community 
where the program is located. Every element in the 
indoor environment should serve a purpose—whether 
related to instruction or classroom administration.

Implementing the following six guiding principles can 
help teachers shift their indoor spaces and materials 
toward a nature-based approach. While they don’t all 
have to be done at once, implementing some of these 
guiding principles will support a more nature-based 
approach in your program.

›› Strive for natural instead of man-made. This 
can range from allowing more sunlight in to selecting 
natural-fiber baskets over plastic totes for holding toys. 
A log with holes drilled in it, for example, makes a great 
holder for pencils and markers. Even covering plastic 
furniture with neutral-colored fabrics can change the 
feel in a space from commercial to more organic.

›› Use authentic materials. For example, a puzzle of a 
cartoon raccoon wearing a bowtie can be replaced with 
a puzzle of a raccoon in its natural habitat. Nonrealistic 
representations of nature imply that children are not 
capable of appreciating authentic images, and one 
of the philosophical foundations of nature-based 
preschools is seeing children as capable individuals.

›› Avoid overused examples. Instead, use a variety of 
natural images—not all butterflies are monarchs, not 

all owls are great-horned owls, and cardinals aren’t the 
only songbird. It may require more effort to find toys 
and materials that represent a wide range of examples 
from nature, but it is possible. Also, consider updating 
some toys to make them more accurate. I once bought 
a package of small plastic North American mammals 
and the wolf had red eyes. Rather than perpetuating 
the misconception and leaving the eye color, I used a 
black marker to fix the eyes.  

›› Represent local nature, then make connections 

to other environments. By providing materials 
that accurately represent your local environment, 
you blur the line between the indoor and outdoor 
spaces. This supports more elaborate play and richer 
conversations about experiences across those spaces. 
If, for example, you live near a beach, begin a study 
of sand by visiting your local beach. Later, extend 
learning by incorporating materials representing 
a desert to explicitly compare and contrast the two 
sandy environments.

›› Connect the indoors to the outdoors. Low 
windows with views to the outdoors are a great way 
to physically connect children to nature. Extend that 
connection by providing binoculars and perhaps 
adding a bird feeder outside the window. Additionally, 
informational texts, such as bird identification books, 
can support children by integrating views of the 
outdoors with their indoor play. Teachers can also 
bring natural materials indoors and lead activities 
that draw on the learning that occurred outdoors and 
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beyond. For example, during a hike to a stream, a 
teacher could point out and collect both jagged rocks 
along the trail and smooth rocks from the stream 
bed; back in the classroom, the teacher could help the 
children investigate how the rocks are different and 
then reference an informational text on rocks.

›› Take advantage of science and math learning 

opportunities. While preschool teachers tend to 
be very comfortable supporting literacy in a variety 
of ways, many find integrating science and math 
materials more challenging. The nature-based 
approach is ripe for science and math learning. The 
principles in this list—along with real tools like beakers, 
graduated cylinders, thermometers, magnifying 
glasses, microscopes, scales, and measuring tapes—all 
support science and math learning in the classroom 
and outdoors.

Ideally, everything in the educational environment 
should reflect the philosophy that nature, in its 
authentic form, is a powerful teacher and that children’s 
connections to the natural world are valuable for their 
development. In the classroom, this translates to things 
like ceramic plates and cloth napkins at snack time, 
extra outdoor gear for any child who may need it, and a 
place for wet and muddy gear to be stored. Each of these 

spaces sends a message that environmentally friendly 
behaviors and outdoor time are not just a part of the 
program, but are also vital to daily experience.

Outdoors 

The outdoor play area in a nature-based preschool 
has the look and feel of a natural space. It includes 
opportunities for gross- and fine-motor development 
and houses a variety of natural loose parts, such as 
sticks, pinecones, and acorns—any material that can 
be used in multiple ways. In addition, a natural play 
area includes a few built and natural structures, as 
well as natural vegetation. Typical features include 
a sandbox, mud kitchen, logs for balancing, a stump 
circle as a group meeting space, and one or two nook-
like spaces where a few children can gather. Just as the 
indoor space should reflect the local environment, so 
should the outdoor play area. For example, if there is a 
river nearby and canoeing is a popular pastime in the 
community, the play area could include a canoe as a 
place for children to gather. 

Having a variety of materials and structures facilitates 
language-rich, imaginative play and supports physical 
development. Research suggests that children who 
play in natural play areas have better balance and 
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coordination (Fjortoft 2001) and are generally more 
active when the play is child-led (Tandon, Saelens, & 
Christakis 2015). Time in the outdoor play area should 
be driven by children’s interests. This, however, does not 
mean teachers should disengage. High-quality teacher–
child interactions—interactions that extend children’s 
play and probe more deeply into children’s thinking 
(e.g., asking how and why questions)—need to happen 
outdoors as much as they do indoors. 

Nature is a powerful teacher,     

and children’s connections to    

the natural world are valuable     

for their development.

There are several ways programs can move toward a 
nature-based approach. Along with increasing teacher–
child interactions in the outdoor play space, they can 
create a separate zone for natural materials and loose 
parts, even as man-made permanent playground 
equipment is also present. To move further along the 
continuum programs can start the day with outdoor 
play, increase the amount of time outdoors, bring more 

indoor materials outdoors (e.g., books, art supplies, 
blocks), and have snack time outside in the play area.

Many teachers and administrators cite licensing as a 
barrier to moving toward a more natural outdoor play 
space. Licensing rules must be considered—but they 
might also be changed through advocacy. Some states, 
such as Michigan, now include definitions and rules for 
natural play areas in their licensing regulations. 

The beyond

Daily outdoor experiences in a nature-based preschool 
are not limited to the outdoor play area. Teachers 
also take their classes on daily excursions beyond the 
boundaries of the fenced play area. These experiences 
are intended to connect children to the more wild, 
authentic, and unkempt natural world around them. 
While the destination may vary from day to day, 
children visit these same ecosystems over the course of 
a year, learning about seasonal changes over time. The 
outings develop children’s sense of place and being part 
of something greater than themselves. 

The teaching and learning in these spaces also vary. 
Some days the teachers may direct a very specific 
activity; other times the children may choose the 
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destination and what they will do. Since the beyond is the least 
structured of the three learning spaces, it is helpful to bring along 
materials (e.g., magnifying glasses, bug boxes, markers and dry 
erase boards, spoons for digging) in backpacks or a wagon for 
discovering, writing, and other potential activities.

One barrier to experiencing the beyond for many preschool 
programs is a lack of wild space right outside the play area. When 
experiences in the beyond cannot happen every day, some take a 
weekly visit to a nearby park. If a natural area is even farther away, 
consider arranging visits to a local nature center once every quarter 
so children can experience the same wild space during each season 
(and consider having a pick-up and/or drop-off at that location). 
Ultimately, to integrate more time in the beyond, identify barriers 
(e.g., access, safety, time) and slowly start making changes to 
increase access.

Additional considerations regarding 
teacher–child interactions

The physical environment and the activities that occur in those 
spaces are only part of a nature-based preschool. Even more 
significant are the ways teachers and children interact with 
one another. 

Teachers in a nature-based setting are colearners alongside 
children and view children as capable, competent individuals. This 
can be seen in seemingly mundane tasks like encouraging children 
to dress themselves or more unusual activities like supporting risky 
play (e.g., climbing trees, using tools). Being outdoors with a variety 
of loose parts and an ever-changing environment means there are 
inherent risks. Teachers in a nature-based approach support taking 
appropriate risks by teaching children how to assess the benefits 
and risks of an activity. Teachers discuss options with the children 
rather than immediately saying no. They encourage higher-order 
thinking by asking why and how questions.

These broad aspects of teacher–child interactions that are 
essential to a nature-based setting can be incorporated into any 
program model.

Supporting families for success

The notion of daily outdoor experiences in all but the most severe 
weather can be daunting for some families. It’s important to be 
clear about the role nature plays in your program. Everything from 
marketing materials (e.g., advertisements, brochures) to parent 
education (e.g., workshops, newsletters) should reflect the value you 
place on outdoor time. Photographs of children happily covered in 
mud or rolling down a snowy hill send a compelling message about 

Typical Half-Day Schedule in a 

Nature-Based Preschool

1. Outdoor play (45–60 min)

Children start their day outdoors in a natural 

play area because (a) outdoor time is the most 

valued part of the day, (b) children arrive already 

dressed in their outdoor gear, (c) latecomers do 

not disrupt the class flow and can simply join the 

play, and (d) children start the day on their own 

schedule and pace without an adult dictating 

the agenda. 

2. Group meeting (10–15 min)

A group meeting welcomes everyone to 

class and prepares them for the excursion 

to the beyond. The class might vote on their 

destination, read a story related to the adventure 

they’re going to have, or engage in some other 

activity. 

3. Excursion to the beyond (about 45 min)

The trip into wilder natural spaces may be 

focused on a nature exploration activity (e.g., 

catching frogs at the pond), or it could be an 

open-ended discovery adventure (e.g., going to a 

“secret spot” to play). 

4. Snack time (10–15 min)

Family-style snack may be held indoors, 

outdoors, or in the beyond; it allows the 

children and teachers to talk about their shared 

experiences.

5. Choice time (30–60 min)

The location of this choice time—in the beyond, 

in the natural play area, or indoors—will vary 

depending on the weather. No matter the 

location, children have the opportunity for 

the same play typically found in quality indoor 

preschool spaces (e.g., books, art, dramatic play). 

6. Small groups (10–15 min)

Children are given open-ended materials, but 

the teacher suggests a general task or direction 

to use them for. This is a more teacher-directed 

part of the day, but it still connects to children’s 

interests. For example, children might be 

prompted to build an insect using natural loose 

parts or to invent different ways to measure the 

distance between two trees in the beyond. 

7. Group meeting and goodbye (10–15 min)

 The group gathers for a final meeting and says 

goodbye, often incorporating nature into a 

goodbye song! 
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embracing the outdoor experience. Through frequent 
updates, continually educate parents about why the 
nature-based approach is valuable to children.

Conclusion 

Young children receive many social, emotional, 
spiritual, physical, and cognitive benefits from playing 
outdoors. Nature-based preschools are leveraging these 
benefits by offering daily outdoor experiences that are 
integrated into emergent, child-driven curricula. Yet 
not every preschool can implement a full nature-based 
approach. Small shifts in program practices can give 
children more meaningful experiences with the natural 
world. These shifts include adjusting the physical 
environment, being intentional about integrating nature 
into teacher-directed activities, and embracing nature-
based approaches in interactions with children and with 
families. These small changes can have a big impact on 
young children. 
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 A Natural Choice: Learning Outdoors

From Puddles to Pigeons
Learning about Nature in Cities

Marion Goldstein, Lisa Famularo, and Jamie Kynn

Sofia, a busy mother, looks out the window and notices that it has stopped raining. She pulls 

out a family science activity about rain that she received at her local community center and 

quickly reads through the step-by-step instructions. Within minutes, she and Andre, her 

7-year-old son, pull on their rain boots, grab a piece of chalk, and head outside. Puddles are 

scattered along their block, and Andre jumps in several to compare how many jumps it takes 

to empty them.

“Look at these two puddles,” says Sofia, pointing to one in the middle of the sunny sidewalk 

and another in the shade of their building. “Which do you think will disappear first?” Andre 

thinks, then points to the first puddle. “Why?” she asks, and he predicts that more people will 
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walk through that puddle and that the sun 

will help it dry up faster. “Let’s see if you’re 

right,” suggests Sofia. Andre uses the 

chalk to outline both puddles. 

The next day, they check the puddles—

once on their morning walk to the bus 

stop and again after school. Each time, 

Andre draws increasingly smaller puddle 

outlines until the puddle in the middle of 

the sidewalk is gone entirely. “We were 

right!” says Andre. He and his mother plan 

future investigations to continue exploring 

water in their neighborhood. 

T
he outdoors is a great place to learn 

about science. Children can develop their 

understanding of evaporation and water flow 
by exploring puddles and drains, investigate animal 

behaviors by observing birds and bugs, and learn about 

life cycles by watching plants sprout, grow, flower, 
and create seeds. But many children who live in urban 

areas miss out on the rich and varied opportunities for 

science learning afforded by the outdoors. 

Parents, educators, and other primary caregivers might 

not realize that a small patch of grass, a single tree, 

and a walk to the store are opportunities to observe 

nature, generate questions, and conduct experiments 

to find answers—all critical science practices. Taking 
advantage of these opportunities provides children 

with ways to engage with important environmental 

science concepts, connect science with the real 

world, and build their understandings of everyday 

phenomena, such as why leaves fall from trees, where 

rain goes in a city, and how city animals find shelter. 

A prescription for science 
exploration and family fun in 
the city

Unfortunately, families in urban settings often view 

the outdoors not as a rich environment for exploration, 

but merely as a place for children to play or as an 

uninteresting space between one building and another 

(Aaron & Witt 2011). This is especially the case in low-
income, metropolitan neighborhoods where open, well-
maintained green spaces are rare. Many urban families 

do not think nature exists in urban settings, don’t think 

of urban areas as places where they can do nature-
based activities, or don’t think there’s a meaningful 

way to interact with nature in cities (Aaron & Witt 

2011; Derr & Lance 2012). Even families and educators 

who are aware of the potential for outdoor learning 

in urban settings often think they lack the resources, 

knowledge, time, and space to engage children in these 

educational experiences. 

Being disconnected from nature not only reduces 

opportunities for science exploration but can have 

negative health consequences. Dubbed nature deficit 
disorder (Louv 2008), this disconnect is associated 

with obesity, asthma, attention disorders, poor self-
regulation, low self-esteem, anxiety, and depression 
(Derr & Lance 2012; Flouri, Midouhas, & Joshi 2014; 

Christiana et al. 2017). These issues are more common 
among children in urban areas, particularly those 

living in under-resourced neighborhoods. Stress also is 
more common among youth who live in urban settings 

(Razani et al. 2016). Spending time outdoors and in 
nature, however, has been found to mediate children’s 

stress levels (Flouri, Midouhas, & Joshi 2014). 

Community organizations in metropolitan areas can 

provide outdoor educational programs that encourage 

families to take full advantage of the nature around 

them and to reap the educational and health benefits 
of spending time outside. In urban areas, a range of 

informal programs are run by organizations such as 

nature clubs, museums, and local parks departments. 

Research has shown that, with guidance, educators 

and parents involved with these programs can reframe 

how they view the outdoors and take advantage of 

the learning opportunities that exist all around them 

(Flouri, Midouhas, & Joshi 2014).
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As researchers at Education Development Center, we 

(and several of our colleagues) teamed up with public 

media producers at WGBH to learn more about the 

challenges and opportunities educators and families 

face in doing active, outdoor science exploration with 

6- to 9-year-olds in urban areas. Our initiative, called 
PLUM Rx: Researching a New Pathway for Bringing 

Active Science Exploration to Urban Families, was 
a three-year, National Science Foundation-funded 
research and development endeavor that built on 

PLUM LANDING, a PBS KIDS project that uses 
animations, games, and hands-on activities to motivate 
children to investigate the natural world. 

The result is the Plum Landing Explore Outdoors 
Toolkit—a collection of resources and supports 
designed to engage children in urban settings and their 

families in meaningful outdoor science experiences. 

It intentionally addresses the obstacles that inhibit 

educators and parents from getting children outside to 

support their healthy development and learning. (The 
toolkit is available online at pbskids.org/plumlanding/

educators/toolkit.html.) 

Lessons learned and practical 
strategies 

The toolkit includes digital media (animations, live-
action videos, and an app), hands-on activities, and 
support materials to engage families with 6- to 9-year-
old children in investigating nature. Toolkit activities 
are intended for use by educators running after-school 
programs for children, educators running weekend and 

summer programs for families, and families looking to 

do activities on their own. 

We developed the resources through an iterative 

process involving a needs assessment, followed by 

multiple phases of developing, testing, and revising 

that we conducted in collaboration with a range of 

community organizations that offer programming to 
children and families after school and on weekends. 

Our formative research process ultimately generated 
knowledge about how to support active, outdoor 

science learning among children and families in 

urban environments.

Here, we present lessons learned and practical 

strategies for addressing the varied constraints 

that prevent parents, educators, and community 

organizations from supporting outdoor science 

experiences among children in urban communities.

Access

Some barriers to families’ outdoor science exploration 
include parents not knowing how to find programs and 
lacking access to resources that offer ideas. Families 
might think that resources are too expensive and 

that suitable parks are too far from home. Educators 

might feel they need expensive, high-tech tools, like 
telescopes, to conduct activities. 

Science learning can happen in outdoor spaces 

close to home. 

We encourage educators to think of outdoor areas 

that are easily accessible to the families participating 

in their programs. To do so, it helps to identify the 
type of outdoor environment needed to conduct the 

planned activities and to scout out locations that are 

near public transportation, within walking distance 

of where families live, or near locations that families 

visit regularly. 

In our study, one educator conducted family activities 

at a beach across the street from a subway station. She 
knew that many families used the neighborhood health 

clinic near this particular subway stop, but she could 

not find any green spaces nearby that would make 
certain activities feasible. Instead, the beach made an 

ideal setting for families to explore topics about water 

and weather. 

Another educator wanted to offer an activity about 
flora and fauna, so she chose the wooded area of a 
small public park within walking distance of a bus 

stop. School grounds and green spaces near schools 
were also commonly selected by educators leading 

after-school activities for children. Across all sites, 
we witnessed high attendance rates and evidence of 

science teaching and learning.

When provided with free, ready-to-use science 

activities, parents are willing and able to use 

them. 

Community organizations should consider offering 
resources to parents either as part of a program 

facilitated by an educator or as a separate self-guided 
program for families. When designing activities or 
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selecting resources for a self-guided program, it is 
important to keep in mind that families have little time 

to prepare for activities and limited outdoor space in 

which to implement them. To maximize engagement, 
create or select activities that can be implemented 

with little preparation and that take place close to 

home, such as on neighborhood sidewalks, at local 

playgrounds, or in small urban parks.

For example, one toolkit activity involved tallying and 

comparing the numbers of trees and cars in particular 

areas of the city, and then calculating whether there 

were enough trees to absorb the air pollution produced 

by the number of cars counted. (To read more about 
this activity, visit pbskids.org/plumlanding/educators/

activities/more_trees_please_fam.html.) A mother 

and daughter did this on their walk to the school bus—
preparation involved simply reading the instructions 

and grabbing paper and a pencil on their way out the 

door. This mother made use of follow-up questions 
suggested in the activity sheet, and her interactions 

with her daughter about air pollution and potential 

solutions illustrated how easy-to-use, self-guided 
resources can quickly turn parents and other caregivers 

into science teachers. 
	

	

To support families, programs can provide digital and 
nondigital resources that facilitate science activities 

with children at or near home. Before conducting 

an activity, parents can use digital resources—such 
as videos, games, or simulations related to activity 

topics—to get their children interested in a topic, or 
they can use them to reinforce learning after doing 

an activity. For example, as part of an activity about 

animal communication, families might choose an 

interactive tool such as Bird Song Hero: The Song-
Learning Game for Everyone, from the Cornell 

Lab of Ornithology, which enables children to listen 
to, compare, and identify bird songs (academy.

allaboutbirds.org/bird-song-hero/). 

Digital devices (mobile phones, tablets) with common 

features such as a stopwatch, compass, and camera, 

can also support learning. For example, using a 

mobile phone’s camera or video recorder to document 

observations may encourage children to search and 

closely examine their surroundings to further develop 

their understandings about the natural world or 

scientific phenomena. The app we developed as part 
of the toolkit includes various “missions” that prompt 

families to search for common features of urban 

environments (leaves, squirrels, pigeons) and record 

how many they find, earning them digital badges.

Nondigital resources, too, support at-home teaching 
and learning in several ways. For example, tools such 

as fact cards or FAQs (frequently asked questions) 

can provide parents with background information on 

a topic that they can use to prepare for or as part of 

an activity. With a notebook and crayons or colored 

pencils, children can create detailed drawings and 

comparisons (like naturalists do) or record questions to 

research on a trip to the library.

Expensive equipment and supplies are not 

needed to promote outdoor science learning. 

Outdoor science learning becomes feasible for 
educators and families when activities make use of 

common low- or no-cost materials that organizations, 
educators, and families already have. For example, 

children can 

›› Pour water from water bottles to observe and compare 

how it flows on permeable (grass, soil) and more solid 
surfaces (pavement). 
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›› Put leaves in plastic sandwich bags to examine 

transpiration—water droplets that form in the bag 
allow children to observe how plants “sweat” when 

water vapor flows out through the leaves.   

›› Blow bubbles and follow their paths to test predictions 

about how city structures affect the flow of the wind.

›› Have a bee race that models how bees collect pollen 

and pollinate flowers. A team of children (bees) race to 
get pollen to the flowers before a bee-eater bird (child 
or adult) gets them! Use small bowls filled with sticky 
notes as pollen and two plates as flowers.  

›› Model how seed pods explode to spread seeds. Wrap 

a deflated balloon around a toilet paper tube and fill it 
with birdseed to build a “seed blaster” that sends seeds 

flying. Pull the balloon back as far as you can, let go, 
and see how far the seeds travel! 

›› Paint with paintbrushes and water on sunny and shady 

sidewalks to explore evaporation and temperature 

differences between different surfaces.

Preparedness

Many parents and other caregivers feel they lack the 

science knowledge to conduct outdoor science activities 

with their children. Teachers might have had limited 
training or support for science activities and likewise 

feel unprepared to facilitate them.

Activities with simple step-by-step instructions 

showed the most promise for effective family 

use. 

We learned the importance of detailed and well-
structured activity sheets that include procedures for 

facilitating each activity component, especially among 

parents who facilitated activities with their children 

as part of a self-guided program. “Animals Among Us” 
is an example of an activity sheet designed for parents 

and their children. The sheet uses clear, accessible 
language and includes a description of learning goals 

(“Big Science Idea”), materials needed, and steps to 
prepare for and do the activity.
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Most families in our study had little or no experience 

using professionally developed educational activities 

of this kind. The level of detail and the format of 
the activity sheets made the science concepts more 

approachable. Parents felt prepared and confident 
stepping into the role of educator, not like they had to 

follow a script; the activity sheets also did not prevent 

families from personalizing the activities. 

Parents and educators who tested early versions of our 

resources suggested that the materials indicate the 

time typically required for each activity component and 

the ideal weather conditions, both of which are now 

specified in activity sheets. Moreover, their feedback 
revealed a preference for engaging children with 

science concepts through physically active games rather 

than explanation, so revised resources incorporate 

more movement in which children and families model 

focal concepts and phenomena. (The bee race warm-up 
activity described earlier is an example. Find activity 

sheets for it in English and Spanish at pbskids.org/
plumlanding/educators/activities/pdf/WaggleDance_

FFA_Eng_Span.pdf.) 

Feedback from parents and educators also expressed 

the desire for supports to ensure that children connect 

activities back to those concepts; so revised activity 

sheets incorporate questions (and answers) for parents 

or educators to ask after activities. For example, after 

an activity to compare the permeability of different 
surfaces, questions to prompt thinking and discussion 

include, “What hard surfaces don’t absorb water?,” 

“Why can lots of rain be a problem for cities and 

towns?,” and “What could carry the extra water out of 

the city?”  

Videos take pressure off educators and parents 
by introducing topics and piquing children’s 

interest in science ideas. 

In our study, educators showed a short introductory 

video to children at the start of each facilitated activity. 

The purpose of the video was twofold: it provided a way 
to introduce the topic, and it got children excited about 

exploring that topic in their own neighborhoods. 

For example, to kick off an activity in which children 
would learn that migrating animals depend on 

stopover sites (pockets of habitat that provide food, 

water, and shelter), educators began by playing a 

video that featured a forest ranger taking a group 

of children on a hike through the city to find places 
where animals might live. After showing the video, 

the educators posed a series of questions to prompt 

a short conversation about animals that live in 

their city, the animals’ local habitats, and where 

to and why the animals might migrate. This was a 
motivating segue into the next part of the activity, 

in which children looked for stopover sites in their 

immediate surroundings.

With an abundance of educational videos freely 

available on the internet (see “Video Resources”), 

program directors at community organizations could 

curate a collection of educational videos for similar 

purposes, perhaps cataloguing videos by science topic, 

child age, or other factors. Providing educators and 

parents with easy access to such videos is a relatively 

low-cost initiative with high-impact potential. 
Additionally, because many videos present science 

topics in simple and engaging ways, they can reduce the 

amount of background research and preparation that 

educators or parents have to do before an activity.

Video Resources

PBS Learning Media: Educational videos, audio     

recordings, and professional development materials.  

https://whut.pbslearningmedia.org

WatchKnowLearn.org: Free K–12 educational videos 

organized by age and subject. www.watchknowlearn.org 

Incorporating science into games makes science 

concepts approachable. 

Our activities were designed to integrate science in 
a physically active, game-like way. For example, the 
learning goal for one activity was to teach children 

about the different ways in which animals move 
through their habitats (e.g., flying, jumping, hopping, 
running, slithering, waddling) as they look for food, 

avoid predators, and interact. The activity involved a 
game in which children compete to see how well their 

physical skills stack up against those of some of the 

animals in their neighborhood. The children in our 
pilot learned firsthand that no one can jump 20 times 
their body length the way a grasshopper can, or run 45 

miles per hour like a coyote.

https://whut.pbslearningmedia.org
http://www.watchknowlearn.org
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The goal of another activity was to examine how 
rainwater interacts with various city surfaces. It 

involved a Red Rover-inspired game in which children 
act as raindrops and try to get through a line of adults 

who hold hands to behave like an impermeable surface 

(pavement) and drop their hands to model a permeable 

surface (grass). The game-like approach to activities 
made the science concepts and vocabulary accessible, 

fun, and memorable; it also helped educators and 

families feel prepared to facilitate those activities, 

even if they lacked specialized science knowledge 

or experience.

Time and space

Families might feel they lack the time to conduct 

science activities and believe that urban settings are 

incompatible with science exploration. Many educators 

cannot imagine taking the time to prepare science 

activities. They have limited outdoor space and, like 
families, they see their urban settings as unconducive 

to science and nature activities. 

Modular, flexible activities enable parents and 

educators to pick and choose components, 

based on available time. 

When designing our activities, we decided to create 

modular components related in content and approach 

that could be sequenced together as a meaningful and 

cohesive experience or implemented as stand-alone 
components that would achieve the stated learning 

goal(s). Our activities consisted of an introductory 
video, a warm-up activity, one or two main activities, a 
wrap-up activity, and supplemental activities. 

In our studies, educators and parents chose activity 

components based on the time they had. Even with 

this flexibility, they shortened or extended activities 
as needed. Organization directors and educators 
stressed the benefit of having a range of short activity 
components to use “on the fly” if there was extra time 
during a facilitated session or if a preselected activity 

was not going well. The table below shows the modular 
components of two activities.

Modular Components of Two Sample Activities

Component Wild Wind Activity Waggle Dance Activity

Context Family activity facilitated by an educator Self-guided family activity

Topic Weather: Investigate how wind flows through a city
Animals, plants: Learn how urban bees 
communicate where to find pollen

Introductory video

Two children try to figure out why a manta ray 
is swirling in the wind in the middle of the city. 
Questions arise: How can you tell the wind is 
blowing when it’s invisible? What happens to the 
wind when it hits a building?

Shows an example of how plants and animals 
depend on each other to grow and survive

Warm-up
Compare children’s running speeds to the different 
speeds of wind

Discuss how pollen is food for bees, 
and consider how bees find flowers and 
communicate with each other where food is

Main activity

Observe, measure, and document the wind’s effects 
on the paths and speeds of bubbles; observe 
and discuss how city structures change wind 
flow by blocking the wind, creating updrafts and 
downdrafts, and channeling wind 

Play a game to illustrate how bees collect pollen 
and pollinate flowers, and use dance to mimic 
how bees communicate 

Wrap-up 
Using suggested questions as starting points 
for discussion, review observed effects of city 
structures on wind speed and direction 

Using suggested questions as starting points, 
review how bees in the city find flowers and why 
it’s important for bees to find pollen 

Supplemental 
activity

Children make a standard Beaufort Scale to measure 
wind speed; they develop their own “wind-feel 
scale” to describe what different wind speeds feel 
like to them 

Visit a local urban beekeeper to learn more 
about bees, how they communicate, and how 
they find pollen
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Providing activities for small urban spaces helps 

educators and families realize that those settings 

are conducive to outdoor science exploration. 

Educators and families made use of sidewalks, urban 

parks, and local playgrounds, demonstrating that 

children and families can successfully explore water, 

wind, animals, plants, and other important science 

topics in urban settings. Being able to conduct outdoor 

science activities with little preparation, in a short 

period of time, and within walking distance of home 

was highly motivating to parents and educators. The 
table “Uses of Common Urban Environment Features 

for Science Exploration” shows common features of 

urban environments that educators and families can 

use to explore science topics. 

Competing priorities

Families want to spend their free time together in 

fun, social, and interactive activities, and science, 

physical fitness, and nature explorations just don’t 
seem to fit the bill. Educators feel pressured to focus 
on organizational priorities that do not include 

outdoor science.

Science teaching and learning can address 

organizations’ or families’ various priorities. 

There is a range of goals that are common among 
community organizations and activity-seeking 
families, including conducting activities that are social 

and fun, promoting physical fitness, and engaging 
children in learning. In our study, physical activity was 

a key driver of children’s engagement with science and 

their overall excitement during activities; children were 

most engaged during rigorous physical challenges, 

such as mimicking animal movements, participating in 

time-bound scavenger hunts, and acting out predator/
prey races.

In our study, physical activity 

was a key driver of children’s 

engagement with science.

Our activities were designed to be modular in ways 
that can give educators and families the flexibility to 
select activity components that most align with their 

own priorities, such as supporting English language 

learning. Using resources available in English and 

Spanish, an educator can strategically select activity 
components to optimize practicing English language 

skills. For example, our study included an activity in 

which children examine why cities are often warmer 

than their surrounding areas. Educators working 

with dual language learners could extend this activity 

to devote more time at the end to reviewing key 

vocabulary through discussions that give families 

meaningful opportunities to practice using the new 

science terms.

Rethinking what’s possible

Facilitating outdoor science exploration to achieve 

specific learning goals can be difficult for both new and 

Uses of Common Urban Environment Features for Science Exploration

Urban environment feature Example of use

Pavement 
Children feel the temperature differences between pavement and 
grass, learning that pavement absorbs more sunlight and that heat 
builds up rapidly in cities because there is so much pavement

Playground, park, or yard
In a hide-and-seek game, children hide behind objects, trees, and 
walls that match the color of their clothing, learning how animals use 
camouflage to blend into their surroundings

Any green space (with shrubs, trees, flowers, or seeds) 
Wearing large socks over their shoes, children run through a green 
space and see how many seeds their socks collect, modeling how 
seeds may “hitch a ride” on an animal’s fur.

Any space outdoors
Children smell the air, observe the sky and clouds, and feel the 
temperature to predict whether it will rain; they discuss what 
happens to the environment when there is rainy weather
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seasoned educators, and can be daunting for parents 

or other caregivers. But when we take the time to 

develop or seek out resources that make science content 

more approachable, include background information 

that reduces educator and parent preparation time, 

use everyday materials, and capitalize on common 

features of urban neighborhoods, we make it easier for 

educators and parents to engage children in outdoor 

science learning. 

Modular activities that are social, fun, and interactive, 

and that emphasize science, physical fitness, and 
nature, enable educators and families to achieve 

multiple priorities at the same time. Our hope is that 
the lessons and strategies we shared here will help 

educators, parents, and community organizations see 

their urban neighborhoods as places where they can 

provide children with rich and varied opportunities for 

science learning.
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FROM OUR PRESIDENT

 

Amy O’Leary

While I was growing up, my mom worked 

as a facilitator and organizer with volunteer 

community groups, organizations that 

supported parents, and coalitions of teens 

and young adults. She believed in flip charts, 

ground rules, and questions. She also believed 

that children were competent and capable, 

and that adults had to get out of the way and 

trust that the younger people in the room 

could come up with the answers. She still 

believes this today. As a result, my brothers 

and I grew up with flip charts, ground rules, 

and questions as the cornerstones of our 

family culture. One of my mom’s favorite 

questions to ask is, “What was most significant 

for you?” She loves this question because 

it has generated so many interesting and 

powerful responses.

I wonder how our members and partners 

would answer the question, “What has been 

most significant about your involvement 

with NAEYC?” What would you say? I imagine 

there would be a variety of perspectives and 

experiences; I am sure timing and context 

would play a role too.

Looking back over the past decade, one thing 

I hope we can all agree on is that this has been 

DE NUESTRA PRESIDENTA

El comienzo de una 
conversación

Amy O’Leary

Durante mi niñez y juventud, mi mamá trabajaba 

como facilitadora y organizadora con grupos 

comunitarios de voluntarios, organizaciones 

que apoyaban a padres y madres, y coaliciones 

de adolescentes y adultos jóvenes. Ella creía en 

rotafolios, reglas básicas y preguntas. También creía 

que los niños son competentes y capaces, y que 

los adultos tenían que quitarse del camino y confiar 

en que las personas menores en el cuarto podían 

proveer respuestas. Lo sigue creyendo hoy. Como 

consecuencia, mis hermanos y yo crecíamos con 

rotafolios, reglas básicas y preguntas como los pilares 

de nuestra cultura familiar. Una de las preguntas 

favoritas de mi mamá era: “¿Qué te fue lo más 

The Beginning of  
a Conversation
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a transformative time for our organization. 

Big decisions have been made, structures 

have been changed, and many questions 

have been asked along the way—some with 

easy answers, many with more complicated 

ones. Our core beliefs in NAEYC’s Strategic 

Direction include excellence and innovation, 

transparency, reflection, 

equity and opportunity, and 

collaborative relationships. 

These guideposts continue 

to be helpful as we work to 

live our vision statement that 

“all young children thrive and 

learn in a society dedicated to 

ensuring they reach their full 

potential.”

In the spirit of our core 

beliefs and the continuing 

transformation at NAEYC, 

the Governing Board convened a leadership 

summit in July—“Leading and Working toward 

Equity.” You can read more about the summit 

in “Toward Equity,” by NAEYC CEO Rhian Evans 

Allvin, in this issue (page 56). Facilitators from 

the National Equity Project worked with us to 

clarify our desired outcomes and goals. They 

collected feedback and input from people 

in different parts of the organization as they 

crafted the agenda and mapped out three days 

of conversation and learning.

As we started, the National Equity Project 

provided “The Art of Conversation: Behaviors 

That Help Take Conversation to a Deeper 

Realm”:

• We acknowledge one another as equals

• We try to stay curious about each other

• We slow down so we have time to think, 

reflect, and feel

• We recognize that we need each other’s 

help to become better listeners

• We remember that conversation is the 

natural way that humans think together

• We expect it to get messy sometimes 

significativo?”. Le encanta esta pregunta porque ha 

generado tantas respuestas interesantes y poderosas. 

Me pregunto cómo nuestros miembros y socios 

contestarían esta pregunta: “¿Qué ha sido lo más 

significante de su participación con NAEYC?”. ¿Qué 

diría usted? Me imagino que habría una variedad 

de perspectivas y experiencias; estoy segura de 

que el momento y el contexto 

intervendrían también. 

Mientras reflexiono sobre la 

última década, una cosa en que 

espero que todos podemos 

estar de acuerdo es que ha sido 

un tiempo transformativo para 

nuestra organización. Se han 

tomado grandes decisiones, se 

han cambiado estructuras y se 

han hecho muchas preguntas 

en el camino—algunas con 

respuestas fáciles y muchas 

más con complicadas. Nuestras 

creencias centrales en la Dirección Estratégica de 

NAEYC incluyen la excelencia y la innovación, la 

transparencia, la reflexión, la equidad, la oportunidad 

y las relaciones colaborativas. Estos conceptos de 

guía siguen siendo útiles mientras trabajamos para 

vivir nuestra declaración de visión—que “todos 

los niños pequeños se desarrollan y adquieren 

conocimientos en una sociedad dedicada a 

garantizarles que puedan alcanzar su máximo 

potencial”.

En el espíritu de nuestras creencias centrales y la 

transformación continua en NAEYC, la Junta Directiva 

convocó en julio una cumbre de líderes que se 

llamaba “Liderar y trabajar hacia la equidad”. Usted 

puede leer más acerca de la cumbre en “Toward 

Equity”, escrito por Rhian Evans Allvin, la Directora 

Ejecutiva de NAEYC, en el presente número (página 

56). Algunos facilitadores del National Equity Project 

trabajaron con nosotros para clarificar nuestros 

resultados y metas deseados. Recopilaron reacciones 

y comentarios de personas de diversas partes de la 

organización mientras creaban la agenda y planeaban 

tres días de conversación y aprendizaje.

Al comienzo, el National Equity Project ofreció “El arte 

de la conversación. Comportamientos que ayudan a 

llevar la conversación a un nivel más profundo”:

• Nos reconocemos uno al otro como iguales

• Intentamos seguir curiosos uno por el otro
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NAEYC's summit 

on equity was the 

beginning of a 

conversation that 

must continue.
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• Aflojamos el ritmo de la vida a fin de tener 

tiempo para pensar, reflexionar y sentir

• Reconocemos que necesitamos la ayuda de los 

demás para hacernos oyentes mejores

• Recordamos que la conversación es la manera 

natural de que pensamos juntos los seres 

humanos

• Esperamos que a veces se ponga complicada

Apreciaba muchísimo estas reglas básicas. Era un 

regalo la oportunidad de tener el tiempo, el espacio, 

la estructura y la facilitación considerada para guiar 

nuestra labor. 

Al reflexionar en esta cumbre, veo que muchos de 

los conocimientos y observaciones clave se me 

han quedado. Un refrán que era central en nuestras 

discusiones es given the chance, people can solve 

their own problems (dada la oportunidad, la gente 

puede resolver sus propios problemas). Esta idea 

estaba conectada con un artículo en Resurgence 

Magazine que leímos juntos, “Leadership in the Age 

of Complexity: From Hero to Host” (El liderazgo en 

la edad de la complejidad. De héroe a anfitrión), 

de Margaret Wheatley y una coautora, Debbie 

Frieze. Como afirma tan claramente el artículo, “ha 

llegado el momento de dejar 

de esperar que alguien más nos 

salve”. Nosotros mismos somos 

los a quienes hemos estado 

esperando.

Algo más que me impresionó 

era qué tan dispuestos eran 

los participantes a compartir 

sus experiencias personales 

y escuchar a otros, decir sus 

verdades y señalar las barreras 

y oportunidades perdidas que nos han refrenado. 

Colaboramos en uno de los ejercicios con otras 

personas en nuestras mesas para contestar la 

pregunta: “¿Qué son algunas cosas no discutibles 

que creemos –si les damos algo de atención –que 

nos adelantarían en ciertas cuestiones que nos 

importan?”. Como aprendimos de un artículo de 

Roland S. Barth, “The Culture Builder” (El constructor 

de cultura), 

Cosas no discutibles son temas que son suficientemente 
importantes como para ser tratados con frecuencia, 
pero que son tan cargadas de ansiedad y miedo 
que estas conversaciones ocurren solamente en el 
estacionamiento, los baños, el patio de recreo, el 
transporte compartido o durante la cena en casa.
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I so appreciated these ground rules. It was a 

gift to have the time, space, structure, and 

thoughtful facilitation to guide us through the 

work.

As I reflect back, many key learnings and 

observations from that summit have stayed 

with me. One refrain that was central to 

our discussions was that given the chance, 

people can solve their own problems. This idea 

was connected to an article in Resurgence 

Magazine that we read together, “Leadership 

in the Age of Complexity: From Hero to Host,” 

by Margaret Wheatley, with Debbie Frieze. As 

the article so clearly states, “It is time to stop 

waiting for someone else to save us.” We are 

the ones that we have been waiting for.

Something else that struck me was how 

willing people were to share their personal 

experiences and to listen to others, speak 

their truths, and call out barriers and missed 

opportunities that have held us back. In one 

exercise, we worked with folks at our tables to 

answer the question, “What are some of the 

nondiscussables that we think—if we put some 

attention there—would move 

us forward on some issues 

that are important to us?” As 

we learned from a piece by 

Roland S. Barth, titled “The 

Culture Builder,”

Nondiscussables are 

subjects sufficiently 

important that they are 

talked about frequently but 

are so laden with anxiety 

and fearfulness that these conversations take 

place only in the parking lot, the rest rooms, the 

playground, the car pool, or the dinner table at 

home.

At each of our tables we made lists of 

nondiscussables, agreed on our top three, and 

wrote them on flip chart paper that was posted 

all over the room. There was hushed chatter 

as we walked around, reading other groups’ 

words. 

The nondiscussables surrounded us for the 

rest of the day. People were eager to revisit 

We need to discuss 

the nondiscussables 

and make a plan for 

change.
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Hicimos en cada una de nuestras mesas una lista 

de cosas no discutibles, acordamos en las tres más 

importantes y las apuntamos en papel de rotafolios 

que se hallaba por todo el salón. Había un charloteo 

susurrante mientras andábamos leyendo las 

palabras de otros grupos. 

Las no discutibles nos rodearon durante el resto del 

día. Los participantes teníamos ganas de revisitar las 

listas, y el tercer día las exploramos, categorizamos 

y priorizamos más. Era poderoso ver dónde había 

acuerdo, ya que señalaba oportunidades de 

cambiar.

Esta reunión de tres días era el comienzo de una 

conversación que debe continuar e incluir a todos 

nuestros miembros. No puede ocurrir solamente 

en Washington, DC; tiene que ocurrir entre nuestra 

membrecía, los afiliados, los foros de interés, los 

comités y consejos asesores, el personal y los 

integrantes de la Junta Directiva. Necesitaremos 

reglas básicas, rotafolios y preguntas. Necesitamos 

hablar de las no discutibles y hacer un plan de 

acción y cambio.

Nosotros mismos somos los a quienes hemos 

estado esperando.

Nota: Los comportamientos de la conversación fueron 
adaptados de “The Way of the Teacher: Principles of 
Deep Engagement” de A. Arrien, en Schools with Spirit: 
Nurturing the Inner Lives of Children and Teachers, 
editado por L. Lantieri (Boston: Beacon Press, 2001, pp. 
145–62). “The Culture Builder” de Roland S. Barth fue 
publicado en Educational Leadership (vol. 59, no. 8, pp. 
6–11) en mayo de 2002. 
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the lists, and on day three we further 

explored, categorized, and prioritized them. 

It was powerful to see where there was 

agreement—it signaled opportunities for 

change.

This three-day meeting was the beginning 

of a conversation that must continue and 

be inclusive of our members. It can’t just 

happen in Washington, DC; it has to happen 

across our membership, Affiliates, interest 

forums, advisory committees and councils, 

staff, and Governing Board members. 

We will need ground rules, flip charts, 

and questions. We need to discuss the 

nondiscussables and make a plan for action 

and change. 

We are the ones that we have been waiting 

for.

Note: Conversation behaviors were adapted from A. 
Arrien’s “The Way of the Teacher: Principles of Deep 
Engagement,” in Schools with Spirit: Nurturing the 

Inner Lives of Children and Teachers, edited by L. 
Lantieri (Boston: Beacon Press, 2001, pages 145–62). 
Roland S. Barth’s “The Culture Builder” was published 
in Educational Leadership (vol. 59, no. 8, pp. 6–11), in 
May 2002. 
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MAKING CONNECTIONS

Rhian Evans Allvin  |  Chief Executive Officer

From baskets to tapestries to rugs, weaving is 

one of humanity’s oldest art forms. Whether 

they start with long grasses or silkworms, 

weavers bring order and utility, creating 

something new and beautiful.

In July 2017, NAEYC’s national governing board 

approved the development of a new position 

statement, “Advancing Equity and Diversity 

in Early Childhood Education.” This initiated a 

prescribed process of inquiry, literature review, 

and the convening of a working group within 

the guidance and leadership of the NAEYC 

Governing Board’s Early Learning Systems 

Committee. The second draft of the equity and 

diversity statement will be out to the field for 

review and comment soon. The final statement 

will likely be released in early 2019.

Just two months later, September 2017 

marked a historic moment for NAEYC’s internal 

infrastructure: as a result of work that occurred 

over many years, there are now 52 Affiliates, 

all of which are brand aligned and have paid 

staff, an articulated governance structure, 

sound financial practices, and a consistent 

membership dues model. The Affiliate 

restructuring makes it much easier for early 

childhood educators to recognize the NAEYC/

AEYC brand and for our staff to market an 

aligned value proposition across the country. 

As part of the restructuring, Affiliates were 

asked to complete their plans for becoming 

high-performing, inclusive organizations.

All the while, NAEYC has been, and still is, 

partnering with 14 national organizations 

on Power to the Profession—a national 

deliberation designed to create a unifying 

framework for the early childhood education 

FORMAR CONEXIONES 

Hacia la equidad

Rhian Evans Allvin  |  Directora Ejecutiva

De canastas a tapices a alfombras, el tejido es una 

de las formas de arte más antiguas de la humanidad. 

Sea que empiecen con largas briznas de hierba o con 

gusanos de seda, los tejedores producen orden y 

utilidad creando algo nuevo y bello.

La junta directiva nacional de NAEYC aprobó en julio 

de 2017 el desarrollo de una nueva declaración de 

posición, “Advancing Equity and Diversity in Early 

Childhood Education” (Promover la equidad y la 

diversidad en la educación de la primera infancia). 

Esto inició un proceso prescrito de investigación, una 

reseña de literatura y la convocación de un grupo de 

trabajo dentro de la guía y el liderazgo del Comité de 

Sistemas de Aprendizaje Infantil de la Junta Directiva 

de NAEYC. El segundo borrador de la declaración 

sobre la equidad y la diversidad está actualmente 

circulando en el campo para evaluaciones y 

comentarios. Es probable que la declaración final se 

publique a principios de 2019.

Sólo dos meses más tarde, el septiembre de 2017 

marcó un momento histórico para la infraestructura 

interna de NAEYC: como resultado de trabajo 

que se hizo durante muchos años, hay ahora 52 

Afiliados, todos alineados con la marca y que tienen 

un personal pagado, una estructura de gobierno 

articulada, buenas prácticas financieras y un modelo 

consistente de cuotas de membrecía. Gracias a 

la reestructuración de los Afiliados, ya es mucho 

más fácil para los educadores de niños pequeños 

reconocer la marca de NAEYC/AEYC y para nuestro 

personal, mucho más fácil promocionar una 

proposición de valor alineado por todo el país. Como 

Toward Equity
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parte de la reestructuración, se pidió que los Afiliados 

completaran sus planes de hacerse organizaciones 

incluyentes de alto rendimiento.

Todo este tiempo, NAEYC ha continuado su 

asociación con 14 organizaciones nacionales a 

favor de Power to the Profession (Revalorizar la 

profesión), una deliberación nacional diseñada 

para crear un marco unificador para la profesión 

de educación infantil. El proceso de dos años ha 

atraído la participación de miles de educadores 

mediante sondeos, reuniones comunitarias, grupos 

de enfoque y deliberaciones dentro de sus propias 

organizaciones. Entre las muchas cuestiones 

planteadas durante el proceso son las de la injusticia 

racial que existe en la profesión de educación 

infantil y las opiniones vastas y variadas sobre lo 

que se requerirá para integrar la equidad racial en 

nuestro campo.

Y, por supuesto, todo este trabajo está sucediendo 

contra el trasfondo de una nación que se halla 

profundamente confundida con respecto a los 

derechos fundamentales de los niños de color, 

los cuales se están activamente amenazando 

y socavando.

Tal como describí en mi columna del número de 

mayo de Young Children, “Embracing Equity: Helping 

All Children Reach Their Full Potential” (Abrazar la 

equidad. Ayudar a todos los niños a alcanzar su pleno 

potencial), NAEYC está comprometida a ser una 

organización de aprendizaje que reflexiona sobre sí 

misma y está escuchando, liderando y creando un 

espacio para el liderazgo de otros. Sabemos que 

este es un momento que se basa en la historia de 

los que nos antecedieron y que prepara el camino 

para los que crearán nuestro futuro. En cuanto a lo 

organizativo, tenemos una historia de momentos 

intrépidos y decisivos de progreso, junto con 

tropiezos y faltas de atención.

Dentro de este contexto e inspirándose de hilos 

aparentemente discrepantes, la junta directiva 

nacional de NAEYC convocó este verano una cumbre 

—“Leading and Working Toward Equity” (Liderar y 

trabajar hacia la equidad) —con el apoyo generoso 

de la Fundación W.K. Kellogg. La cumbre reunió a 

casi 130 individuos. Además de la Junta Directiva 

y el equipo de la gerencia del personal de NAEYC, 

cada Afiliado y foro de interés seleccionó a un 

representante participativo, así como hicieron el 

Young Professionals Advisory Committee (Comité 

Asesor para Profesionales Jóvenes), el Affiliate 
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profession. The two-year process has engaged 

thousands of educators through surveys, 

community meetings, focus groups, and 

deliberations within their own organizations. 

Among many of the issues raised throughout 

the process are the racial injustice that exists in 

the early childhood education profession and 

the vast and varying opinions about what it will 

take to bring racial equity to our field.

And of course, all of this work is taking place 

against the backdrop of a nation that is in 

deep turmoil regarding the fundamental rights 

of children of color, which are actively being 

threatened and undermined.

As I described in my May column in Young 

Children, “Embracing Equity: Helping All 

Children Reach Their Full Potential,” NAEYC is 

committed to being a learning organization 

that is self-reflective and is listening, leading, 

and creating room for others to lead in 

this space. We know this is one moment 

in time that is built on the history of those 

who have come before us and that sets the 

stage for those who will create our future. 

Organizationally, we have a history of bold 

and decisive moments of progress, along with 

missteps and inattention.

Within this context, drawing from seemingly 

disparate threads, NAEYC’s national 

governing board convened a summit this 

summer—“Leading and Working Toward 

Equity”—with the generous support of 

the W.K. Kellogg Foundation. The summit 

brought together close to 130 individuals. In 

addition to the Governing Board and NAEYC’s 

staff management team, each Affiliate and 

interest forum selected a representative to 

participate, as did the Young Professionals 

Advisory Committee, Affiliate Advisory Council, 

Commission on the Accreditation of Early 

Childhood Higher Education Programs, and 

Council for NAEYC Accreditation. Each of 

these entities represents NAEYC’s governance 

structure. 

Our three-day experience was hosted by the 

National Equity Project, which brilliantly wove 
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Advisory Council (Consejo Asesor para Afiliados), 

Commission on the Accreditation of Early Childhood 

Higher Education Programs (Comisión para la 

Acreditación de Programas Infantiles de Educación 

Superior), y el Council for NAEYC Accreditation 

(Consejo para la Acreditación de NAEYC). Cada una 

de estas entidades representa 

la estructura del gobierno 

de NAEYC.

Nuestra experiencia de tres días 

fue albergada por el National 

Equity Project, que entretejió 

magníficamente una experiencia 

para ayudar a dichos líderes a 

desarrollar una comprensión 

reflexiva y más profunda de las 

siguientes áreas:

• ¿Qué significa que yo lidere para la equidad, 

tomando en cuenta mi identidad, mis 

experiencias personales y mi papel?

• ¿Qué impacto tiene la opresión en las 

experiencias de los adultos y niños en 

nuestros sistemas?

• ¿Qué se requiere para mejorar la calidad de las 

relaciones y el diálogo necesario para promover 

la equidad en nuestros programas, escuelas 

y sistemas?

• ¿Qué papel tengo como líder en la interrupción 

de las inequidades que veo?

• ¿Qué son las oportunidades y barreras relativas a 

asegurar que los sistemas de liderazgo de NAEYC 

sean equitativos y diversos en el servicio de 

nuestro deseo de ser una organización incluyente 

de alto rendimiento?

La experiencia de cada participante era singular y 

personal. La mía era una de tristeza y remordimiento, 

alegría y energía. La tristeza, cuando se elevaban 

el pasado y el presente de la injusticia racial y se 

compartían experiencias; el remordimiento, por los 

momentos cuando no reconocía o no respondía 

suficientemente a los prejuicios míos y los de otras 

personas. La alegría, por estar en un salón con 

tantos guerreros que luchan por la justicia racial y se 

dedican a utilizar la agencia individual para progresar 

personalmente, profesionalmente y como líderes 

dentro de NAEYC; y la energía, a la expectativa de la 

oportunidad que nos espera.

Aunque colaboramos con poderosas organizaciones 

de abogacía en Washington, DC y por todo el país, 

nuestra estructura como asociación profesional es 
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together an experience to help these leaders 

develop a reflective and deeper understanding 

in the following areas:

• What does it mean for me to lead for 

equity, given my identity, life experiences, 

and role?

• How does oppression 

impact the experiences 

of adults and children in 

our systems?

• What’s required to 

improve the quality 

of relationships and 

dialogue necessary to 

advance equity in our 

programs, schools, and systems?

• What is my role as a leader to interrupt the 

inequities I see?

• What are the opportunities and barriers 

to ensuring NAEYC’s leadership systems 

are equitable and diverse in service 

of our desire to be a high-performing, 

inclusive organization?

Each participant’s experience was unique 

and personal. Mine was one of sorrow and 

regret, joy and energy. Sorrow as the past and 

present of racial injustice were elevated and 

experiences were shared; regret about the 

moments when I did not sufficiently recognize 

or respond to the biases held by myself and 

others. Joy to be in a room with so many 

racial justice warriors committed to using 

individual agency to make progress personally, 

professionally, and as leaders within NAEYC; 

and energy in anticipation of the opportunity 

that is before us.

While we stand alongside powerful advocacy 

organizations in Washington, DC, and across 

the country, our structure as a professional 

association is unique. We are not merely 

working on behalf of the field, we are the 

field. From our staff to our governing boards, 

from Affiliates to interest forums, and from 

councils to commissions, NAEYC’s structure 

is a monumentally powerful tool to engage 

NAEYC is committed 

to creating room for 

others to lead in  

this space.
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única. No estamos simplemente trabajando a favor 

del campo, sino que somos el campo. De nuestro 

personal a nuestras juntas directivas, de los Afiliados 

a los foros de interés, y de consejos a comisiones, 

la estructura de NAEYC es una herramienta 

monumentalmente poderosa con que atraer la 

participación de toda nuestra membrecía. Pero, para 

lograr esto con éxito, tenemos algo de trabajo propio 

que hacer. Tenemos que prestar atención a nuestras 

prácticas de contratación y nuestros procesos de 

elección; a cómo y dónde nos reunimos, por qué nos 

reunimos y quién lidera las reuniones; a los temas 

de políticas y abogacía de que nos encargamos; 

a nuestro desarrollo profesional y al contenido 

ofrecido; y a nuestros sistemas de acreditación y 

oportunidades de liderazgo. Y cuando digo nosotros, 

quiero decir todos nosotros. Esta es una invitación 

abierta a estar con nosotros—a participar, persuadir, 

pensar y experimentar; a tropezar, levantarse y seguir 

adelante.

Los facilitadores del National Equity Project nos 

recordaron a menudo que no podíamos “planear 

estratégicamente” nuestro viaje por este trabajo, sino 

que teníamos que crear experiencias para ayudar 

a individuos a llegar a sus propias comprensiones 

y luego probar algunas cosas. Que avanzaríamos, 

sufriríamos reveses, examinaríamos lo que funciona 

bien y lo que deberíamos abandonar.

Eso es precisamente lo que haremos. Y trabajaremos 

y lideraremos hacia la equidad, hacia entretejer 

nuestras diversas ideas y experiencias para crear algo 

nuevo y bello. Photographs:  p. 55 and above © Getty Images
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our membership in its entirety. But to do that 

successfully, we have some work of our own to 

do. We have to attend to our hiring practices 

and our election processes; how and where 

we hold meetings, why we hold meetings, 

and who leads the meetings; which policy and 

advocacy topics we take on; our professional 

development and content offerings; and 

our accreditation systems and leadership 

opportunities. And when I say we, I mean all of 

us. This is an open invitation to be with us—to 

engage, cajole, think, and experiment; to trip, 

get up, and continue moving forward.

The facilitators from the National Equity 

Project reminded us regularly that we couldn’t 

“strategic plan” our way through this work—

that we had to create experiences to help 

individuals come to their own understandings 

and then try some things. That we would make 

progress, have setbacks, examine what works 

and what we should scrap.

We will do just that. And we will work and 

lead toward equity, toward weaving together 

our different ideas and experiences to make 

something new and beautiful.
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Don’t Miss This NAEYC Leadership Opportunity
Join the Affiliate Advisory Council
By Shu-Chen Yen (California) and Karen Nemeth (Pennsylvania)

The NAEYC Affiliate Advisory Council is seeking 

passionate members to advise the NAEYC Governing 

Board and national staff on all issues related to Affiliates 

and members, and to help identify and develop strong, 

inclusive leadership. Members from diverse backgrounds 

and with leadership experiences in Affiliates, in NAEYC 

Interest Forums, and throughout NAEYC are encouraged 

to apply.

The Council will appoint eight new members through the 2019 

application process, which will be open from January 4 to 

February 7. To serve on the Council, applicants must have

• Current NAEYC membership

• A solid understanding of the NAEYC Affiliate structure

• A demonstrated commitment to the principles of high-

performing, inclusive organizations (HPIO)

• The ability to participate in monthly virtual meetings,  

ad hoc work groups, and up to three in-person 

meetings each year

In 2015, the Affiliate Council transitioned from a 

representative body to the smaller, more efficient Affiliate 

Advisory Council. Over the past three years, the Council 

has worked closely with staff to plan Affiliate Leadership 

Days and to provide insight and guidance throughout 

the National Dialogue and Affiliate Application process. 

Council members are appointed to serve on the following 

Governing Board committees: Affiliate Relations, Early 

Learning Systems, Member Engagement, and Nominations. 

NAEYC issued a statement of commitment as a high-

performing, inclusive organization in 2015 and adopted a 

set of principles that define key characteristics of HPIOs 

(NAEYC.org/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/user-78/expanded_

statement_of_commitment_as_a_hpio.pdf). The Council 

embraces the HPIO principles, ensuring that diverse 

perspectives are included, shared, and respected.  

Read more about the Council and its members 

and accomplishments in the Affiliate Advisory 

Council’s 2016 and 2017 annual reports by visiting 

NAEYC.org/get-involved/membership/affiliates/

affiliate-advisory-council.

This is an exciting time for early childhood educators, with 

initiatives such as Power to the Profession and America 

for Early Ed in full swing. We need you—your experience 

and expertise as NAEYC members and leaders in the early 

childhood field—in our organization. 

We invite you to come to the table and make your voice 

heard! Applications are available at NAEYC.org/ 

get-involved/leadership. Contact the Council at 

affiliateadvisorycouncil@naeyc.org.
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Georgina Ardalan
Head Start Preschool Teacher 

J.O. Wilson Elementary School, Washington, DC

NAEYC Member Spotlight

It’s not every day that someone 

makes the switch from working with 

blueprints and drafting scales to 

engaging children with Magna-Tiles 

and bouncy balls, but that’s what 

Georgina Ardalan did. 

After taking a year off from work to 

care for her newborn son, and having 

spent almost a decade studying and 

practicing architecture and urban 

planning, Georgina returned to the 

workplace only to realize that her job no 

longer felt as rewarding as it once did. 

Spurred by the joy she felt watching 

her son grow and learn, she decided to 

make the leap to education, applying to 

become a District of Columbia Teaching 

Fellow in 2012. She’s been working 

in DC public schools ever since and 

is currently at J.O. Wilson Elementary 

School, where she has been teaching 

alongside a terrific instructional aide, 

Rainstar Luke, for the past three years. 

The two fields—architecture and 

early childhood education—are not 

as different as one might think. Both 

require a lot of collaboration, creativity, 

critical thinking, and responsiveness—

and plenty of modeling and building! 

But perhaps the biggest link is the 

premium both fields place on valuing 

and engaging the community. Georgina 

feels it’s important for children to gain 

what she calls “global competency,” the 

ability to connect with people 

from all backgrounds, give and 

receive feedback, navigate 

problems, and find solutions. 

You may have read about the 

Children Are Citizens project 

Georgina’s preschool class 

engaged in, detailed in her May 

2017 Voices of Practitioners 

article (NAEYC.org/

resources/pubs/yc/

may2017/spreading-

happiness-preschool-

classroom-washington-

dc-investigates). The 

children learned about 

citizenship while also 

undertaking a campaign 

to spread happiness to people in 

their neighborhood.

Last year, partnering with colleagues 

she met at a summer professional 

learning institute, Georgina was again 

able to connect the children in her 

Head Start class with older youth 

from two private schools, widening 

the children’s perspectives and 

strengthening their collaborative 

skills. To provide Georgina’s class with 

high-quality toys for dramatic and 

pretend play, high school students 

from McDonogh School in Baltimore, 

Maryland, designed and built two 

packable cardboard dollhouses. Then, 

middle school students at the 

Washington International School 

designed and 3D printed tiny dollhouse 

furniture. They dropped off the finished, 

furnished houses on a field trip to 

Georgina’s preschool class. 

Since the high schoolers and the 

preschoolers weren’t able to meet 

in person, they wrote letters to each 

other—Georgina’s preschoolers also 

sent videos with feedback on the 

dollhouse designs. The high school 

students sent individual pictures with 

their letters, so Georgina helped the 

children turn the photos into little 

dolls so that the two groups could 

“play together.” 

This collaboration was a powerful 

learning project for all three 

classrooms, and Georgina plans to 

introduce it again this academic 

year. She’s hoping, however, that this 

time there will be more and earlier 

dialogue between the students about 

the dollhouse designs—as if the 

preschoolers were the homeowners 

and the teenagers were the architects.

Georgina believes that “learning 

is a consequence of thinking.” 

She therefore strives to create an 

environment in which children “are 

aware of multiple perspectives” and 

become “powerful learners who  

question, listen, and reflect.” Day by day 

she works on her greatest construction 

to date—building a classroom with 

a thinking culture and a real sense 

of adventure.

SHARE YOUR STORY Answer a few questions to tell us about your 

work with young children and what NAEYC membership means to you. 

NOMINATE A MEMBER Share why an NAEYC member you know 

should be recognized for his or her work with young children. 

NAEYC.org/get-involved/membership/spotlight
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Board and Leadership

N
A

E
Y

C
N

E
W

S

NAEYC Governing Board  
Amy O’Leary, President / Strategies for Children, Boston, MA

Tammy L. Mann, Past-President / Campagna Center, Alexandria, VA

Crystal Sanford-Brown, Vice President / Early Childhood 
Advocate, Bloomfield Hills, MI

Steven Hicks, Secretary / Maryland State Department of 
Education, Baltimore, MD

Carl L. Hairston, Treasurer / City First Bank, Washington, DC

Iliana Alanís / University of Texas San Antonio, San Antonio, TX

Isauro Escamilla Calan / Las Americas Early Education School, 
SFUSD, San Francisco, CA

Dina C. Castro / University of North Texas, Denton, TX

Jie-Qi Chen / Erikson Institute, Chicago, IL 

Vincent J. Costanza / Teaching Strategies, Bethesda, MD

Sebreana Domingue / Project LAUNCH, Lafayette, LA

Elisa Huss-Hage / Owens Community College, Toledo, OH

Tamara Johnson / Malaika Early Learning Center, Milwaukee, WI

Megan Madison / Brandeis University (student), New York, NY

Krista Murphy / Orange County Department of Education, Costa 
Mesa, CA

Alissa Mwenelupembe / Ball State University (student), Evansville, IN

Stacia Tipton / Marketing and Research Consultant, Washington, DC

Michelle Wlazlo / Target, Minneapolis, MN

Rhian Evans Allvin (Ex Officio) / NAEYC Chief Executive Officer, 
Washington, DC
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Jessica Alvarado / National University, San Diego, CA

Lawrence Balter / New York University

Michelle Barnea / Millburn, NJ
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Angela Eckhoff / Old Dominion University, Norfolk, VA
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Jeanne Galbraith / State University of New York, Cortland
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Debbie Pischke / Peoria Unified School District, AZ

Beth Quick / University of Tennesee at Martin, Martin, TN

Rekha Rajan / National-Louis University, Chicago, IL

Kimberly J. Regan / Sierra Nevada Academy, Reno, NV

Gretchen Reynolds / Algonquin College, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada

Laurie Lee Richter / University of New Orleans, LA

Dawn Rouse / University of Wisconsin, La Crosse
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Deborah Schein / Champlain College, Burlington, VT



November 2018   Young Children 63

Frequency of issue: Five times annually, in 
March, May, July, Sept., & Nov.

Annual subscription price: $70.00.

Owner, publisher, and business office: National 
Association for the Education of Young Children, 
1313 L St., NW, Ste. 500, Washington, DC 
20005-4101.

Editor: Lisa Hansel

Managing editor: Francine Markowitz

Contact person: Francine Markowitz 
202-350-8839

Bondholders, mortgagees, and other security 

holders: None.

Tax status: The nonprofit purpose, function, 
and status of this organization and the exempt 
status for federal income tax purposes have not 
changed during the preceding 12 months.

Average no. copies 
each issue during 

preceding 12 months 
(Aug. 2017–July 2018)

No. copies of single 
issue published  

nearest to filing date 
(July 2018)

A. Total number of copies printed (net press run) 33,888 32,140

B. Paid circulation

1. Outside-county mailed subscriptions stated on form 3541 31,030 30,668

2. In-county mailed subscriptions stated on form 3541 0 0

3. Non-USPS ® distribution—via dealers and carriers, street  
 vendors, counter sales, and other means

605.60 607

4. Other classes mailed through USPS ® 160 115

C. Total paid distribution (sum of B1, 2, 3, & 4) 31,795.60 31,390

D. Free distribution

1. Outside-county mailed as stated on form 3541 0 0

2. In-county mailed as stated on form 3541 0 0

3. Other classes mailed through USPS ® 0 0

4. Non-USPS ® distribution 1,420 250

E. Total free distribution 1,420 250

F. Total distribution 33,215.60 31,640

G. Copies not distributed 672.40 500

H. Total (sum of F & G) 33,888 32,140

I. Percent paid and/or requested circulation 95.7% 99.2%

Statement of Ownership, Management, and Circulation 

of YC–Young Children (Publication ISSN 1538-6619)

I certify that all information furnished is 
true and complete:  
(signed) Francine Markowitz,  
Managing Editor, 9/13/2018

N
A

E
Y

C
N

E
W

S

Holly Seplocha / William Paterson University, Wayne, NJ

Amy Shillady / Westminster, MD

Susan Stacey / Halifax Grammar School, Halifax, Nova Scotia, 
Canada

Robyn Stone / The Harker School, San Jose, CA

John Sutterby / University of Texas at San Antonio

Linda Taylor / Ball State University, Muncie, IN

Lois Wachtel / Port Saint Lucie, FL

Kelley Walters / Northcentral University, Armada, MI

Alyson Williams / Virginia Early Childhood Foundation, 
Richmond, VA

Brian Wright / University of Memphis, TN

Voices of Practitioners Editorial Advisory Board

Stacy M. Alfonso / City College of New York, New York, NY 

Cindy Ballenger / Tufts University, Medford, MA

Nancy Barbour / James Madison University, Harrisonburg, VA

Megan Blumenreich / City College of New York, New York, NY

Barbara Bowman / Erikson Institute, Chicago, IL

Amanda Branscombe, Executive Editor / Athens State University, 
Athens, AL

Cheryl Bulat / Morton College, Cicero, IL

Isauro Escamilla Calan / Las Americas Early Education School, 
San Francisco, CA

Kathryn Castle / Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, OK

Sherry Cleary / City University of New York, Brooklyn, NY

Carol Copple / Early education consultant and writer, Nashville, TN

Mary Cronin / Cape Cod Community College, West Barnstable, MA

Jerlean Daniel / Early childhood consultant, Stoney Beach, MD

Carolyn Pope Edwards / University of Nebraska, Lincoln

Mary Garguile / Olympic College, Bremerton, WA

Anna Golden / Atelierista Sabot School, Stony Point Campus, 
Richmond, VA

Beth Graue / University of Wisconsin, Madison

Barbara Henderson, Coeditor / San Francisco State University, CA

Lilian Katz / University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 

Ben Mardell, Executive Editor / Project Zero, Harvard University, 
Cambridge, MA

Martha Melgoza / Skytown Preschool, San Francisco, CA 

Mary Jane Moran / University of Tennessee at Knoxville

Leah Muccio / University of Hawaii, Honolulu

Debra Murphy, Executive Editor / Cape Cod Community College, 
West Barnstable, MA

Carrie Nepstad / Harold Washington College, Chicago, IL

Rebecca S. New / Frank Porter Graham Child Development 
Institute, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill

Gail Ritchie / Fairfax County Public Schools, Alexandria, VA

Frances Rust, Executive Editor / University of Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia

Jamie Solomon / University of Michigan, Flint

Andrew J. Stremmel, Executive Editor / South Dakota State 
University, Brookings

Stacia Stribling / George Mason University, Fairfax, VA

Patricia Sullivan / San Francisco State University, CA

Kaile Thomas / San Francisco Child Abuse Prevention Center, CA 

Nathaniel U. Weber / Russian Hill School, San Francisco, CA

Ashley Williams / San Francisco State University, CA



NAEYC.org/resources/pubs/VOP

Inquiry Is Play 
Playful Participatory Research

Megina Baker and Gabriela Salas Davila

The teacher-researchers in the Playful 

Environments Study Group—15 early childhood 

educators in all—are gathered for their monthly 

group meeting. This meeting feels special, 

as the group is together in the Kindergarten 

Creator Space, a new makerspace for children 

ages 3 to 6 that the teachers have envisioned, 

planned, and created in partnership with 

university researchers. The meeting, planned 

collaboratively by two members of the study 

group, begins with a “gallery walk” to view the 

teachers’ documentation of their classes’ first 

visit to the new room and how the children 

interacted with the space and materials.
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Thoughts on the Article  |  Barbara Henderson, Voices Executive Editor

Megina Baker and Gaby Davila’s article is an example of 

teacher research coauthored by a university researcher 

and a teacher. Baker and Davila share several outcomes 

of teacher research they undertook at an international 

school in Denmark. One key aspect of this study sets it 

apart from other articles we have published in Voices of 

Practitioners: it focuses on a new research methodology, 

playful participatory research (PPR). This new 

methodological approach adds to our understanding of 

how teacher research can be undertaken, and it provides 

a new set of tools to prompt, guide, and deepen teachers’ 

collaborative inquiry. 

As a methodological piece, Baker and Davila devote 

a good deal of their article to defining and describing 

this new model of research. They also compare PPR 

with the existing tradition of participatory research, 

focusing on what makes this new method playful and 

how that playfulness impacts teachers’ sense of self and 

connections to others. The online version (see NAEYC.

org/resources/pubs/vop) includes an additional reflection 

from the authors showing how the defining elements of 

PPR—playful provocations, playing with roles as teachers, 

and playful collaborations with children—transform 

participatory research into a vehicle for shared learning 

for teachers and children alike.

As teachers view their 

colleagues’ documentation, they 

jot thoughts on sticky notes to 

respond to two prompts: 

Based on the documentation, 

what aspects of the Kindergarten 

Creator Space seem to support 

learning through play? 

What aspects seem to hinder 

learning through play, and what 

could we do to change that?

Rather than posting their 

comments on a board, the 

facilitator suggests that the 

teachers stealthily hide their 

sticky notes somewhere in the 

room so their colleagues have 

to search for them—and in the 

process, explore the new space 

in a novel, playful way. On a cue 

from the facilitator a few minutes 

later, the teachers begin to look 

around the room for the sticky 

notes their colleagues have 

hidden, laughing and joking with 

each other: “I bet you can’t find 

mine!” 

The search has elements of 

silliness, but it also encourages 

teachers to learn about the 

materials in the new room, 

sometimes even getting down 

at the children’s level to search 

and explore from different 

angles. “I didn’t know we had so 

many beads—I could use these 

for our color unit,” one teacher 

remarks, finding one of the 

sticky notes on a shelf of loose 

parts materials. The note reads, 

“Coming out of the classroom 

seems to support learning—this 

room has a calm feel.” Another 

teacher kneels down, looking 

behind a mirror set 

at child height in a 

corner, and notices 

that she can see 

more of the room 

than she expected 

from that low angle.  

When all the notes 

have been found, 

the group gathers 

in a circle to read 

through the ideas 

and have a discussion about how 

to improve the space to best 

support learning through play. 

Ideas include developing ways 

to support children who struggle 

with the wide array of available 

materials (such as preplanning 

to select a smaller group of 

materials) and creating a set of 

shared norms for the use of the 

Creator Space.

W
hat’s going on here? 

Were teachers just 

playing hide-and-seek 

during a research meeting? Yes! 

Many of the participants recalled 
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this hide-and-seek experience as 

both purposeful and playful, as it 

cultivated a playful mindset and 

allowed them to think about the 

Creator Space in an open-ended 

and novel way. This is one of many 

purposefully playful experiences 

teacher-researchers at the 

International School of Billund 

in Denmark are having as they 

engage in playful participatory 

research (PPR). 

Through the Pedagogy of Play 

(an initiative of Project Zero, a 

research institute at the Harvard 

Graduate School of Education) 

teacher-researchers and 

university-based researchers are 

collaborating on PPR as a new 

form of teacher action research. 

Megina (the first author) is a 

university-based researcher, and 

Gaby (the second author) is an 

early childhood educator at the 

International School of Billund. 

Together, we are representing 

the work of the Pedagogy of Play 

research collaboration. In this 

article we explain what PPR is and 

why it can be a valuable research 

approach, and then we offer an 

example of how a group of early 

childhood educators engaged in a 

PPR process to envision and create 

a makerspace for young children.

What is playful 
participatory 
research?

PPR is a relatively new form of 

teacher research. To develop this 

approach within the Pedagogy 

of Play initiative, we interviewed 

more than 40 teacher-researchers 

at the International School 

of Billund, then analyzed and 

discussed their ideas in order to 

articulate what PPR is and how 

it works. We have found three 

defining characteristics of PPR: 

■■ Engaging in playful activities 

and provocations to promote 

creative thinking 

■■ Playing with our roles as 

teachers to test new ideas by 

using a playful mindset 

■■ Collaborating with children as 

coresearchers in playful ways

First, since play involves 

envisioning the future and 

imagining possibilities, in our data 

collection and especially in our 

data coanalysis, we engage in 

playful activities and provocations. 

For example, the hide-and-seek 

activity that the study group 

engaged in is one example of 

a purposefully playful activity 

integrated into the data analysis 

process (one that we unpack 

later in this article). Another 

example is something we call 

documentation speed dating, in 

which teacher-researchers share 

raw data with each other quickly 

and playfully, using a graphic 

organizer called a bubble catcher 

to track questions and ideas that 

arise before they float away. We 

have experienced this as a source 

of playful learning, in part because 

“speed dating” evokes a playful 

mindset and “bubble catcher” is 

whimsical, but primarily because 

of the lively exchange of ideas 

that happens among us in the 

discussions about our research 

questions and documentation. 

These activities are not just for fun. 

They are informed by a guiding 

principle from the Pedagogy 

of Play: in playful learning, play 

activities should be purposeful 

and connected to our research 

goals. (See “Getting Started with 

Playful Participatory Research” on 

p. 71 for ideas, as well as additional 

resources for educators from the 

Pedagogy of Play project.)  Speed 

dating, for example, serves our 

goals of having a window into 

each other’s classrooms and 

research questions, and providing 

feedback to each other in a 

supportive environment.

A second distinguishing 

characteristic of PPR is that 

teacher-researchers test new ideas 

through playful learning. They 

“play with” their roles as teachers, 

using the classroom environment, 

materials, and curriculum to try 

out new approaches as they 

explore their research questions. 

Voices of Practitioners: Teacher Research in Early Childhood Education is NAEYC’s 

online journal devoted to teacher research. Visit NAEYC.org/resources/pubs/vop to 

 ■ Read a longer version of this article that includes more information about the 

foundations behind playful participatory research and additional reflections 

from teachers.

 ■ Peruse an archive of Voices articles.
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This playful testing of ideas 

is essential to the research 

processes of PPR; the playful adult 

learning environment is intended 

to support the development of a 

playful learning environment for 

children. Just as children benefit 

from dramatic play to support 

their learning of concepts (e.g., 

pretending to open a restaurant 

offers children authentic 

opportunities to use emergent 

literacy skills as they create 

menus and signs), in PPR we’ve 

played around with the learning 

environment, sometimes setting 

up research meetings to feel more 

like a visit to a café or spa. The 

intention is to elicit a more relaxed 

state of mind and foster the kind 

of idea exchange educators might 

have with a good friend over a cup 

of coffee. 

Finally, in PPR teachers aspire to 

engage children as coresearchers 

in their classrooms, asking for their 

feedback about playful learning 

experiences and approaches. 

For example, when Marina 

and Carolina, a kindergarten 

coteaching team, wondered, 

“What would happen if we had 

fewer rules on the playground?” 

they engaged the children as 

coresearchers in the process 

(Baker & Barbon 2017), talking 

with them about data collection, 

experimenting with fewer rules, 

and documenting the process 

and the results. The children 

demonstrated that they were very 

capable of being researchers. 

For example, one innovation they 

suggested was wearing special 

bracelets to make it clear to 

children from other classes that 

they were engaging in research 

so that their relative freedom did 

not seem unfair. They wore these 

bracelets when they were trying 

out having only two playground 

rules: take care of each other 

and take care of the materials on 

the playground.

Structuring playful 

participatory research

In our PPR work at the 

International School of Billund, 

the three defining characteristics 

are enacted through a research 

structure called study groups. 

These are inquiry communities 

in which teacher-researchers 

and university-based researchers 

come together on a monthly 

basis to explore a particular topic 

of interest. Individuals choose 

and pursue their own research 

questions that are relevant to 

their practice, but the group 

may sometimes come together 

around a shared topic. Study 

group sessions are coplanned 

by a teacher and a Project Zero 

researcher who meet regularly 

to discuss the learning goals 

for the group and ongoing 

inquiry topics, and to consider 

which playful research activities 

to engage in during the next 

study group meeting. At the 

end of each school year, study 

groups share what they have 

learned and the questions they 

intend to pursue through future 

inquiries during a celebration 

that includes all members of 

the school community—other 

teachers, administrators, children, 

and families. 

The practice of pedagogical 

documentation is the data 

collection and analysis process 

that frames and drives these 

sessions, enabling educators 

to share and analyze inquiry 

questions and data together. By 

documentation we mean “the 
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practice of observing, recording, 

interpreting and sharing, through 

a variety of media, the processes 

and products of learning, in order 

to deepen and extend learning” 

(Krechevsky et al. 2013, 74). In 

practical terms, this means that 

PPR researchers engage in an 

ongoing process of making video 

and audio recordings, writing 

notes, taking photographs, and 

gathering examples of children’s 

work for review. A digital platform 

(accessible only to members of 

the study group) enables easy 

posting and commenting on a 

range of media to facilitate sharing 

documentation with other group 

members and to track our inquiry 

questions and data over time. 

Teacher-researchers engage in all 

aspects of the research process: 

choosing a research question, 

formulating a hypothesis, 

collecting data through the 

process of pedagogical 

documentation, reflecting on 

and analyzing that data with 

colleagues through the online 

platform and study group 

sessions, and sharing research 

findings with colleagues and the 

broader school community during 

the annual celebrations. To ensure 

that teachers’ research- and 

practice-based wisdom is shared 

with the field, publishing the 

results of (and reflections on) PPR 

is also encouraged. In the case 

study that follows, we illustrate the 

full PPR process as one teacher-

researcher study group at the 

International School of Billund 

envisioned, designed, and created 

a makerspace for young children.

PPR in action: A 
makerspace comes 
alive

The International School of 

Billund is an International 

Baccalaureate school that focuses 

on play to increase children’s 

interest in learning. It serves 

over 300 children ages 3 to 

16 in a small city in Denmark. 

At the time of this project, the 

whole school community had 

been involved in a school–

university partnership within the 

Pedagogy of Play initiative for 

nearly three years, using PPR to 

deepen understandings about 

learning through play across age 

groups, learning domains, and 

content areas. 

In 2017, we (Megina and Gaby), 

along with all of the early 

childhood teachers at the school, 

were part of the Kindergarten 

Playful Environments Study Group 

(one of five study groups at the 

school). For the first half of the 

year, we were each pursuing 

individual lines of inquiry, all 

related to considering how 

classroom environments can best 

support learning through play. 

Midway through the year, an idea 

took hold in the group, and it 

quickly became a shared inquiry 

focus: developing a makerspace 

for young children. Makerspaces—

environments where individuals 

can come together to work with 

materials and technology in 

collaborative and open-ended 

ways—are growing in number and 

popularity in schools and public 

spaces such as museums and 

libraries (Deloitte Center for the 

Edge & Maker Media 2013). 

The International School of Billund 

already had a Creator Space—a 

large makerspace at the heart of 

the school with a central common 

space and several adjacent 

breakout rooms. It was spacious 

and well equipped but, as Marina, 

one of the kindergarten teachers, 

explained, “It feels like a big 

kids’ room.” At the study group’s 

December meeting, we started 

talking about the idea of turning 

one of the small breakout rooms 

into a space just for the 3- to 

6-year-old children. Excitement in 

the room was high, ideas started 

flying, and a shared inquiry 

was born.

The process: Envisioning 

and creating the 

Kindergarten Creator 

Space 

Over the next few months, we 

focused on our shared questions: 

What could a Kindergarten Creator 

Space look like? How can we 

design this space together? We 

used study group sessions to 

envision and design the Creator 

Space, and also engaged the 

support of Amanda, a university-

based researcher from Tufts 

University (who had been involved 

with the school’s makerspace). 

With Amanda, we engaged in 

PPR activities such as a card-

sort to identify and discuss the 

kinds of experiences that study 

group members hoped children 

would have in the new Creator 

Space. Amanda also spoke with 
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children, gathering their opinions 

about what the new space 

should include. The children 

said they would like to use the 

Creator Space to work with some 

novel materials and ideas like 

robotics and circuits, and they 

also expressed some interest 

in using clay and cardboard 

for construction.

The card-sort conversation—a 

moment of playful inquiry—

generated a set of shared values 

for the development of the new 

space and led to more concrete 

shared planning about the 

materials, furnishings, and layout. 

Combining Amanda’s expertise 

of makerspace design with our 

input, we brought a plan to the 

school’s leadership, suggesting 

that we might repurpose one of 

the breakout rooms to realize 

our vision for a Kindergarten 

Creator Space. 

Negotiations ensued with 

leadership and teachers who 

were occasionally using the space 

we selected; this process was 

messy and not always playful, 

but ultimately we were able to 

reach an agreement and gain 

permission to use the breakout 

room to design a makerspace 

specifically for young children. 

Although the budget was limited, 

the school’s caretaker was 

gracious with his time and helped 

to move and repurpose some 

existing furniture. In addition, we 

purchased a few new materials, 

including basic art supplies 

(paint, markers, scissors, glue) 

and loose parts (pipe cleaners). 

We also received many donations 

of recyclable and reusable 

materials (cardboard, fabric) from 

families. During the planning and 

preparation, teachers in the study 

group engaged their classes, 

inviting children to participate in 

choosing, organizing, and labeling 

materials for the space. The new 

Kindergarten Creator Space was 

up and running by late February. 

As a group, we experienced three 

elements of playful learning that 

are essential for children and 

adults—choice, wonder, and 

delight. We enjoyed choice in our 

process and research questions; 

felt wonder, or curiosity, as we 

considered how the children 

would respond to the new space; 

and experienced delight in our 

sense of success.

Enhancing the creator 

space

Eager to continue the inquiry, we 

agreed on a new shared research 

question: How do children explore 

the Kindergarten Creator Space? 

We hoped to learn what was 

working well in the space and 

with the materials, and what we 

might need to adjust to better 

support learning through play. 

Each class made an initial visit 

to the new Creator Space, and 

we documented the children’s 

experiences through videos, 

photographs, and transcripts of 

their conversations. We aimed to 

be transparent about our research 

question, letting the children know 

that we were trying something 

new as teachers and asking them 

if they wanted to contribute ideas 

to the research process. For 

example, Marina, the study group 

cofacilitator, recruited volunteers 

from her class to visit the Creator 

Space and asked if she could 

make a video of them exploring it 

and sharing their ideas. 
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The teachers posted their 

documentation on the study 

group’s online platform, then 

viewed and commented on each 

other’s posts in preparation for the 

upcoming monthly meeting. For 

example, after viewing a video of 

the K2s (4-year-old class) exploring 

the space for the first time, one 

teacher commented in a reflection 

post, “I see some children asking 

teachers ‘What can we do?’ I think 

that, like the K1s [the 3-year-old 

class], the children are used to 

having adults prepare activities for 

them, so this process of choosing 

from scratch is new and a bit 

unfamiliar. . . . Is there a balance of 

child- and adult-led provocations/

activities in this space that would 

be optimal? Or should it shift from 

day to day?” Questions like these 

provoked fresh ideas for facilitating 

learning in the Creator Space.

When we met again in April, 

we brought hard copies of our 

documentation for a playful 

hide-and-seek gallery walk in the 

Creator Space—the vignette at 

the beginning of this article. Our 

goals during this activity were to 

(1) look closely at documentation 

together to learn more about 

how children were experiencing 

the Creator Space, (2) engage in 

shared analysis, and (3) consider 

next steps for adapting the Creator 

Space environment to better 

support the children’s learning 

through play. 

Ruth, one of the teacher-

researchers in the study group, 

recalled, “It felt playful when we 

were . . . hiding [sticky notes] 

for people to find. . . . We were 

thinking about the space in a 

way that we wouldn’t if we just 

sat at the table and talked about 

it.” Indeed, through this playful 

engagement with each other’s 

documentation and with the 

space, we identified aspects 

that appeared to be supporting 

learning through play (the array 

of loose parts and the light table) 

and those that seemed to hinder 

it (possibly having too many 

materials and needing more 

display space for children to store 

their works in progress). During 

this discussion, we also expressed 

pride in having created the space 

together: it was constructed based 

on the relationships we have with 

the children we teach. We included 

them in selecting materials, laying 

out furniture, and writing our 

“Essential Agreements” about 

how the space would be used. 

The space felt unique because it 

represented these relationships 

(Malaguzzi 1994).

Taking playful 
learning seriously

When children or adults engage in 

a process of inquiry that is self-

chosen, is personally motivating, 

and has meaningful implications, 

they can lose themselves in the 

inquiry process. Inquiry becomes 

play. It was in this spirit of inquiry 

as play that the teachers in the 

Kindergarten Playful Environments 

Study Group went about their 

journey, experiencing choice in 

the shared decision to pursue 

a research question of interest 

to them, wonder in observing 

the children as they explored 

the new space for the first time, 

and delight in the sense of 

community and satisfaction that 

came with the successful creation 

of the makerspace (which they 

continue to use with their early 

childhood classes). 

In our work as teachers, 

researchers, and teacher-

educators, we take teachers’ 

professional development and 

learning very seriously. This is why 

we aim to activate playfulness in 

the process of teacher research. 

Playfulness can lead to new ideas 

and productive risk-taking. As we 

continue to develop and document 

the playful participatory research 

approach, we hope that others 

will be inspired to try it out, play 

with new ways of engaging in 

teacher research, and share their 

experiences with others.
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Getting Started with Playful Participatory Research 

Want to give playful participatory research a try? Here are some 
suggestions for getting started. 

1. Form a study group: Members could be colleagues or teachers 
at your school or from different schools. If forming a group 
feels like a challenge, start by partnering with one professional 
colleague.

2. Pick a research focus: You can have your own research 
question or you can share a question with colleagues. Pick 
something that you genuinely feel curious about and want to 
explore—that choice is part of what makes this research process 
playful!

3. Document: Collect documentation from your classroom that 
is related to your research question. Include videos, audio 
recordings, photographs, written notes, and samples of 
children’s work. Start small—try to capture a few minutes of 
video or record the audio of one whole-group conversation. 
Review your documentation and pick a small piece (something 
that can be viewed in less than three minutes) to share with your 
study group.

4. Play and discuss: Meet with your study group regularly to 
share and discuss your documentation and to engage in playful 

provocations related to your research questions. For example, if 
you are exploring the use of natural materials in your classroom, 
you might use some of your study group time for a workshop 
using natural materials and the rest of the time reflecting on 
video clips from the children in your classroom working with the 
same materials.

5. Repeat: Continue to explore your research question as long 
as it feels relevant to you. As you go, use a journal, private 
online platform, or binder to track hypotheses, feedback, and 
reflections about your question.

6. Share beyond the study group: When you feel ready to share 
some hypotheses and findings from your research, let your 
colleagues know! We organize an annual celebration of what 
we have learned in our study groups to share our research and 
findings with the entire school community. 

For a set of tools that will guide you through each of these steps, 
visit the Pedagogy of Play toolbox, developed by educators at 
the International School of Billund: www.isbillund.com/en-gb/
pedagogy-of-play/pop-toolbox. 
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Building a Cohesive Multimodal 
Environment for Diverse Learners

Joseph C. Rumenapp, P. Zitlali Morales, and Aquila Manfredini Lykouretzos

Ms. Manfredini, who teaches children ages 

3 to 5 in an extended school year early 

childhood special education program, 

contemplates the curriculum she is 

expected to use this summer. It includes 

a six-week unit on camping that begins 

with the story A Day at Summer Camp, 

by Jen Voight (2014). The children in her 

class have never been camping, but the 

curriculum assumes they have relevant 

background knowledge; words like 

campfire and trail mix are used without 

explanations. 

The children come from a number of 

different cultural backgrounds, and a 

variety of languages can be heard in 

the classroom. Many children speak 

Spanish at home—which Ms. Manfredini 

is able to use to a limited extent—but a 

few speak languages unfamiliar to Ms. 

Manfredini. The children also have a range 

of abilities. There is a child with autism, 

one with Down syndrome, one with 

selective mutism, and a few children with 

developmental delays. 

Ms. Manfredini knows the children have 

many assets and experiences she can 

build on to connect to the curriculum. 

She also knows it will be up to her to 

build bridges from what they know 

to what they need to learn in order to 

meaningfully engage with the content. 

To give all of the children opportunities 

to learn, Ms. Manfredini creates activities 

in which children can participate through 

multiple languages and multiple modes of 

communication, such as speaking, writing, 

drawing, gesturing, demonstrating, and 

using visuals like photographs and videos.

C
hildren bring a wealth of cultural experiences 

and knowledge to the classroom, but sometimes 

what they know and what they can do is quite 

different from what is expected in the curriculum. 
Children’s success often depends on teachers finding 
ways to build new sociocultural knowledge by drawing 

on the children’s prior experiences (Gonzalez 2009). 
Ms. Manfredini seeks to understand the children’s 
backgrounds and draw on their experiences; she 

also supports children in using several different 
communication modes to make and express meaning 

(Kress 2010).

Preschool through Primary Grades
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Considering the learners

As early childhood education becomes more 

accessible to all families, teachers welcome children 

with wider ranges of abilities and of cultural and 

linguistic backgrounds. Some districts use the term 
diverse learners to refer to students with disabilities, 

emphasizing that teachers can teach to the abilities and 

needs of all their students. Taking this idea further, 
some districts have extended the notion of diverse 

learners to include not only students with disabilities 

but also students who are gifted and multilingual. Of 
course, there is overlap among these groups: a child 

could have a disability, be gifted, and also be a dual 

language learner.

Multimodal instruction supports all children, but it 

is crucial for children with disabilities and children 

who are learning English. Since children use multiple 
material and bodily resources (drawing, pointing) 

to express meaning (Flewitt 2006), it can be very 

Multimodal Instruction versus the 

Learning Styles Approach

It’s important to note that multimodal instruction—like 

the instruction Ms. Manfredini provides—is different from 

instruction based on learning styles. The learning styles 

approach claims that each child has a particular mode 

(such as visual, auditory, or kinesthetic) for engaging with 

content that is especially effective—but research does not 

support this claim. Children often do have preferred styles 

or modes of learning, but they do not tend to learn more 

by using their preferred styles. Multimodal instruction, 

in contrast, does not try to match a child to a mode. It 

offers content to all children in many modes, and carefully 

considers which modes will best convey the content. For 

example, to learn about a flower, all of the children would 

see, smell, and touch the flower (and then its parts), in 

addition to listening to read-alouds about the flower’s 

habitat, watching a video of its life cycle, and other 

activities to deepen their understanding. (To learn more 

about this critical distinction, see www.danielwillingham.

com/learning-styles-faq.html.)

http://www.danielwillingham.com/learning-styles-faq.html
http://www.danielwillingham.com/learning-styles-faq.html
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helpful for teachers to attend to the multiple ways 

in which their students interact with the world. 
Creating an environment where children are invited 

to communicate and to learn through multiple modes 

provides different avenues of access for students—much 
greater access than instructional practices that are 

primarily language focused. 

Similarly, exploring different materials in the 
classroom allows children to experience the world in 

different ways (Curtis et al. 2013). While visuals, songs, 
music, tactile activities, and whole-body activities 

are used throughout early childhood education, 

coordinating these forms of communication to 

coherently present a topic or an idea can help orient 

all students to the same learning objectives (Barowy & 

Smith 2008). 

Building a cohesive 
multimodal environment

Let’s take a closer look at the many different ways 
Ms. Manfredini helps the children in her classroom 
understand camping. She begins by bringing a tent 
into the classroom. She then conducts all camping-
related reading activities with the children in or around 

the tent. Ms. Manfredini also includes experiences 
such as making s’mores, sitting around a pretend 

campfire, mixing trail mix, and playing a fishing game. 
Each of these experiences were talked about in the 

stories she read aloud; rather than simply presenting 

the experiences orally and pointing to the pictures 

in the books, Ms. Manfredini uses multiple modes. 
Through her creative yet coherent mix of modes, she 
gives the children many opportunities to deepen their 

understanding and hear and use new vocabulary. 

Drawing from Jen Voight’s story, Ms. Manfredini 
creates a large diagram, taped to the classroom floor, 
that depicts a pathway winding through activities 

that the characters (Omar and Lexi) from the story 
experience during a day of summer camp. Ms. 
Manfredini has cut out and laminated pages and 

enlarged images from the book to tell the story and 

represent the various camp activities in the order in 

which they take place. In this way, the diagram uses 
multiple modes to make a cohesive learning space for 

the children. 

The multiple modes intentionally used in Ms. Manfredini’s 
diagram are colors selected to communicate meaning, 
images such as flags and picnic tables, the large path, 
printed text, and spatial and temporal representations.

Looking at the diagram, children have many 

opportunities to make meaning and build on the 

read-aloud about camping. First, the laminated 
pages of the book spread along the path reinforce the 

sequence of events, helping children recognize the 

beginning, middle, and end of the story. The images 
and colors help children make connections to the story 

by enabling them to point at and touch the objects and 

build their vocabularies. The path itself provides space 
for children to have a whole-body experience as they 

walk through the pages of the story. This multimodal 
approach allows Ms. Manfredini to prompt children to 
retell the story by asking questions like, “What’s next?” 
and “What did Lexi and Omar do after they canoed?” 

Different modes provide scaffolds for learners to access 
topics—particularly meaningful for children who are 
nonverbal and for children who are just beginning 

to learn the language of instruction (especially 

when home language support is not available in the 

classroom). For example, when Ms. Manfredini asks 
students to recall events from the story, she generally 

gives a short narrative prompt with questions in both 
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Spanish and English, a picture, and an accompanying 
gesture. Combined, these linguistic and nonlinguistic 
cues allow for a broader range of interactions to involve 

students. In one activity, Ms. Serena, the speech and 
language pathologist, asks children whether they 

remember what happened in the camping story. 

Ms. Serena holds up a picture of a river running 
through mountains and asks, “This one is kind of 
tricky. Does anyone remember what Lexi did here?” 
When the children respond “Yes,” she asks, “What did 
she do?” The children give a one-word response, “Boat.” 
Ms. Serena repeats the response but provides the more 
accurate term canoe and then encourages the children 

to pretend to paddle a canoe—another way to enhance 
comprehension. “She goes in a boat, in a canoe. Show 
me how to canoe. Paddle your boat.” The children 
eagerly act out paddling canoes. The use of pictures, 
linguistic narration, and gestures gives several students 

opportunities to interact that would not be possible 

through language alone. 

In another example, Ms. Serena asks the children what 
they need for camp. The exchange takes place in both 
Spanish and English: “¿Y qué más en sus pies?” (And 
what else on your feet?), “What do you wear on your 
feet?” Students do not respond until Ms. Serena points 
to a student’s shoe. David grabs it and says, “Shees.” 
(See “Practices to Learn about Children’s Needs” 
for suggestions on how to get to know children and 

their needs.)

In Ms. Manfredini’s classroom, only two students 
respond in direct dialogue. David, for example, 
responds to some questions and follows some 

directions, but he does not engage in multiple turns of 

communication or make eye contact. Ms. Manfredini 
knows this from observing David’s interactions in and 

out of the classroom. She provides many opportunities 
for David to respond by pointing to visuals so that he 

still engages in learning. 

Facilitating multilingual and 
multimodal interactions

While some states require home language support, 
in special education classrooms with dual language 

learners, using language—any language—can be 
quite complex. As much as possible, Ms. Manfredini 
communicates with the children in English, such as “Sit 
right here, right by me,” and in Spanish, “Aquí Marta, 
aquí Marta, aquí conmigo” (“Here, Marta, here, Marta, 
here with me”). 

During breakfast, both Ms. Manfredini and a 
paraprofessional attempt to facilitate conversations 

with children, using both languages. However, 
children’s responses are usually one or two words 

used referentially, such as pointing and naming leche 

(milk). Ms. Manfredini and the paraprofessional, 
Ms. Isabel, persist because they know that languages 
children speak at home can often be a way to connect 

Practices to Learn about Children’s Needs

Getting to know your students Ms. Manfredini’s application in her classroom  

■■ Attend to current developmental levels, prior knowledge 
and experiences, and interests 

■■ Read through observations as documented in students’ 
IEPs and other available records

■■ Create family surveys or questionnaires with questions 
geared to learning more about the specific experiences 
of each student

■■ Note current abilities in language and literacy, which 
can be achieved through careful observations in the first 
weeks of school

■■ Get to know the languages of students (even a handful 
of sentences helps form much stronger bonds with 
children)

■■ Seek out information about students’ cultural practices

■■ Surveys are sent to each family to learn about them, along 
with cultural and linguistic resources

■■ Basic activities, such as morning greetings, yes or no 
questions, and songs, are used to understand how children 
participate and engage in the classroom

■■ Providing space for back-and-forth talk between teacher 
and child helps inform the teacher about the knowledge 
and skills children bring to the classroom and which 
children need added support through other modes

■■ Attending to which modes different children find most 
supportive and which modes are best suited to the content 
they need to learn
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to the home and to facilitate children’s involvement in 

the classroom. Integrating children’s languages and 
dialects into the classroom can be a valuable way to 

encourage language awareness and to develop love 

and appreciation for language (Pandey 2012). Ms. 
Manfredini attempts to involve parents in the process 

by asking about their home languages. One child, 
for example, comes from an Arabic-speaking home. 
Though he only speaks English at school, his parents 
and grandparents talk to Ms. Manfredini about his 
receptive capabilities in each language. 

Rather than simply explain content in one or more 

languages, Ms. Manfredini uses language to create 
cohesion—or meaningful connections—between 
multiple modes of communication. Spanish and 
English are used to help scaffold for children as they 
make meaning from pictures in a story. Ms. Serena 
holds up a picture of a watermelon from the camping 

story: “Let’s see what else Lexi is going to eat [at camp]. 
This is my favorite!” Ms. Serena looks at Marta, getting 
ready to help her identify the watermelon. Marta is 
3 years old. Her family speaks Spanish, but Marta 
does not yet speak in Spanish or English. However, 
Marta understands a great deal of Spanish. “¿Qué es, 
Marta?” (What is it, Marta?), Ms. Serena asks. After 
a brief pause, Ms. Serena answers, “Es una fruta, es 
sandía” (It’s a fruit, it’s watermelon.). In this example, 
we see Ms. Serena’s intentional decision to use Spanish 
so Marta can connect with the story in English and 

identify the picture of the watermelon, giving Marta 

multiple opportunities to learn. 

Teaching in multiple modes facilitates communication, 
but it requires extensive planning and intentionality. 
For teachers, understanding the relationships between 

modes and how different content can best be conveyed 
through different modes can be critical to scaffolding 
meaning-making for children. As teachers examine 
the modes they use, they may find the “Checklist of 
Different Student Needs” helpful. 

The teacher’s role in coordinating 
multimodal resources

When planning for instruction, teachers might consider 
where each student stands in terms of listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing. Teachers should 
also expect instruction to take multiple forms of 

communication presented in a coordinated method in 

order for all children to access the curriculum. Tying 
the curriculum to children’s interests and experiences—
or creating those experiences, as Ms. Manfredini does 
with camping—eases the process of meaning making. 

To end up with coherent multimodal learning 
experiences, teachers need to begin collecting and 

creating learning materials during curricular planning. 
The learning materials will later be embedded 
throughout the classroom environment and activities. 

Checklist of Different Student Needs and Available  
Communication Modes in the Classroom

Do I integrate modes that could be understood by 

■F Children who are blind or have low vision?

■F Children who are deaf or hard of hearing?

■F Children who are learning multiple languages?

■F Children who are from other cultures?

■F Children who have not yet had an opportunity to learn 
concepts and vocabulary related to the topics in the 
curriculum?

■F Children who have specific documentation in an individualized 
educational plan?

■F Children who have emotional or social concerns?

In my classroom, do I incorporate 

■F Sounds and music?

■F Simple images?

■F Complex images or photographs?

■F Gestures?

■F Signed languages?

■F Multiple oral languages?

■F Print?

■F Hands-on and tactile activities? 

■F Easily distinguishable colors?

■F Environmental print?

■F Videos?

Do these modes work together to build cohesion?
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Using Video Revisiting to Encourage Students to Reflect

In addition to providing multiple modes for students 

to use to make meaning, building in time for review 

and reflection by children is an important aspect of 

learning and development. Reflection allows children to 

extend and value their thinking. Reflection has also been 

associated with developing language and learning to read 

(Harle & Trudeau 2006). 

One tool Ms. Manfredini has found helpful is instant video 

revisiting (Forman 1999). The basic process includes 

videotaping interactions between children or between 

children and teachers and then asking the children 

to watch the video and talk about what is happening. 

This strategy is sometimes used to better understand 

what children are experiencing and feeling (Theobald 

2012), but it has also been used to assist children in 

reflecting on their own actions to resolve conflicts and for 

instructional purposes (Hong & Broderick 2003). Instant 

video revisiting can be a form of documentation that 

enables children to further explore new ideas (Hong & 

Broderick 2003). 

Ms. Manfredini and Mr. Joe, a researcher from a 

local university, use this strategy to give children 

the opportunity to review and recall what they are 

learning. David, for example, who does not engage in 

direct discussion, responds very well to visuals. Ms. 

Manfredini wants to create more ways to engage David 

in learning letters; she thinks reviewing a video of a letter 

activity would be a more effective mode for David than 

a discussion. 

After using a tablet to record an activity in which 

students practiced drawing letters in shaving cream, 

Ms. Manfredini gives David the tablet to watch the video 

of himself. While he watches himself draw letters and 

shapes in the shaving cream, he traces his finger on 

the tablet, following what he is doing in the video. Not 

only does David have the opportunity to use tactile 

and visual senses to draw in the shaving cream, he also 

has the opportunity to visually revisit this experience. 

This shows that designing the classroom for the use of 

multiple modes of communication is not merely a way 

to work around verbal communication challenges; it 

can provide a variety of opportunities for language and 

literacy development.

Nico, a child with selective mutism, also makes progress 

by using videos (see Rumenapp, Whittingham, & Hoffman 

2015). After reading a section of the camping story 

that featured the flag with a picture of a campfire on it, 

Ms. Manfredini asks the children to draw a flag. Mr. Joe 

videotapes as Nico draws a dinosaur on his flag. While 

Nico watches himself in the video, he states what will 

happen next. During the part of the video in which Nico 

draws his flag, Mr. Joe points to the tablet and asks, “Nico, 

what are you making in this picture?” As is typical, Nico 

responds with one word, “Flagpole.” He does not verbalize 

connections to the camping story. After prompting about 

whether he recalls the text, Nico remains silent. When Mr. 

Joe brings over the book, however, Nico promptly points 

to the flagpole, which is represented on the video and in 

the book. “What’s on the flagpole?” Mr. Joe asks, and Nico 

correctly refers to the campfire flag depicted in the book. 

With visual, tactile, and audio information, Nico is able 

to make meaning and demonstrate his understanding. 

“Steps for Conducting a Video Reflection Activity” offers 

some suggestions for organizing a reflection activity.

Steps for Conducting a Video Reflection Activity

■■ Foster children’s engagement in meaningful social activities: Consider a read-aloud, dramatic play, a 

puzzle, or some other activity of interest.

■■ Record the activity on a tablet: Let children decide what they would like recorded, including recording 

each other.

■■ Encourage children to review the video individually or in small groups: Consider giving children a 

choice in which clips they want to watch.

■■ Ask children meaningful reflection questions: Consider asking yes-or-no questions as well as 

open-ended questions to encourage all children to respond. Additionally, consider asking them to point 

or make gestures.

■■ Prompt further discussion by asking questions about thinking and knowing: Consider asking 

children questions such as, “What were you thinking when you did that?,” “How did you know?,” 

“Do you remember doing that this morning?,” and “What does that picture mean?,” as well as other 

open-ended questions.
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These materials can include laminated visuals with 
and without text labels, physical objects directly 

related to curricular concepts and vocabulary, and 

technologically related assistance such as apps, 

video clips, and educational games. Cohesion can be 
established by bringing individual children’s knowledge 

together with curriculum and materials through 

structured group activities, individual activities, and 

learning centers. 

Ms. Manfredini, over the course of a year, has learned 
that she can always determine individual needs by 

asking, “How does this child respond?” Any simple 
activity has the potential to offer important information 
about a child, as long as teachers know what to look 

for and why. Once teachers know how children receive 
and express information, they can design lessons 

and activities that combine the most effective modes 
for each child with the modes that are necessary to 

convey the ideas in the curriculum. Multiple languages 
can also be used to make meaningful connections 

between modes and to provide as many opportunities 

as possible to scaffold meaning-making and to create a 
more inclusive approach to education.

While it is tempting to rely heavily on verbal 
communication, teachers will find that all children’s 
understanding, learning, and expression are enhanced 

when they are supported with multiple modes, 

including watching, listening, speaking, writing, 

drawing, touching, and gesturing.
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I 
hate math” is something I used to say all the time. 

Ask a roomful of early childhood teachers, “Does 

anyone here struggle with math?,” and many will 

immediately raise their hands. But imagine if we asked 

instead, “Do you struggle with reading?” No hands 

would go up. Why do we consider these two subjects 

differently? More important, as educators, how do our 
attitudes toward mathematics impact our students?

Research with young learners indicates that a positive 

attitude about math matters just as much as IQ because 

it enhances memory and allows children to engage in 

problem-solving (Chen et al. 2018). We also know that 

children are very sensitive to the attitudes and indirect 

messages teachers and other adults express about math 

ability (Aguirre, Mayfield-Ingram, & Martin 2013). 
One study found that female teachers who exhibit high 

math anxiety pass on their anxiety to their female 

students (Beilock et al. 2010). Long term, this can have 

serious consequences. Despite no evidence of gender-

related differences in ability to do math, women are 
underrepresented in advanced mathematics courses 

and STEM fields. This is just one example of how 
negative attitudes toward math harm children.

Research also shows that early math skills are crucial 

to overall academic achievement. A large study found 

that children’s early math abilities are strong predictors 

of later school success—even stronger than literacy, 

attention, and social and emotional skills (Duncan et 

al. 2007). To help all students experience success in 

learning math, teachers need to have not only a strong 

understanding of the content but also deep knowledge 

of multiple strategies for teaching and of common 

student misconceptions (Hill & Ball 2009). Teachers’ 
aversions to or insecurities about math can be barriers 

to students’ gaining this necessary knowledge.

How can early childhood professionals find joy in math 
so they can pass on that joy to children? I offer some 
practical ideas learned throughout my own journey 

from hating to loving math.

Begin within

To spark joy in our students, we must first find it 
in ourselves. How do you feel about math? What 

experiences in your schooling have shaped these 

feelings? A teacher once told me, with tears in her eyes, 

“When I was in school, girls were not allowed to take 

math classes. We had to take sewing instead.” Another 

shared, “When I first moved to the United States and 
could not speak English, math became my best subject. 

I was very proud of that. But now, with the new ways 

of teaching math, I feel confused and I have a difficult 
time admitting it and asking for help.”

Here’s an exercise you can try: Think of your best 

math-related memory. Where were you? What age? 

What happened, and how did you feel? Now think 

about your worst math-related memory. How have 

these experiences contributed to the way you feel about 

math today? Share your stories with colleagues, and 

listen for clues about barriers to participation in math 

lessons and moments that provided meaningful access 

to learning. How might these apply to you? How might 

they apply to your students?

When I think back on my formative math experiences, 

most are clouded with feelings of anxiety and 

frustration. I do, however, have a proud math-related 

Finding Joy in Kindergarten 
Mathematics

Lauren Solarski
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to be my best math-related memory. As a result of 

intense studying, I was the first student in my class 
to pass all of our multiplication Mad Minutes quizzes 
for fact families 1–12. But in fourth grade, when the 

calculations became more complex, my memorization 
skills no longer held up, and I received my first-ever 
F on a homework assignment. Ashamed, I tore the 

paper into tiny bits, flushed them down the toilet, and 
concluded I was just not a math person. 

Many of the influential women in my life also disliked 
math and instead enjoyed writing. This led me to 

assume that math was a “boy thing” and therefore not 

for me. From that point on, I struggled with numbers, 

formulas, and shapes, always terrified of making one 
fateful mistake that would lead to an incorrect answer. 

In contrast, I excelled in my English classes because 

I felt comfortable learning through conversation and 

creativity. I also benefitted from the routine of writing 
rough drafts, which reduced pressure and increased 

my motivation to improve, as I knew I could go back 

and make changes later. These methods were absent 

from my math classes; as a result, I never grasped the 

concepts behind math procedures until I started again 

as an adult learner.

For this new learning to occur, I needed to change 

my beliefs and recognize that everyone is capable of 

learning math, regardless of age, gender, interests, 

culture, or home language. I missed out as a child 

because of unintended exclusionary messages and 

math teaching methods that were a poor fit for me as 
an anxious student. I did not realize this until I was 
a kindergarten teacher, and I became determined 

to ensure that all of the children in my classroom 

have genuine opportunities to learn math. Instead 

of avoiding math-related workshops, I began to seek 

them out; I owed it to my students. 

Increasing your knowledge

The surest way to find—and to pass on—joy in math is 
to deepen your understanding of mathematics. While 

teaching kindergarten, I participated in professional 

development provided by Erikson Institute’s Early 

Math Collaborative, based on the organization’s Big 

Ideas of Early Mathematics book (2014). It was my 

chance to learn the math content I had missed in my 

own schooling and to see what teaching and learning 

math look like in early childhood classrooms through 

lesson examples and videos of teaching and student 

thinking (available at earlymath.erikson.edu). With 

my new knowledge and the confidence that came 
with it, I was able to draw attention to mathematical 

situations that arose during play, model more 

mathematical language, and adjust the curriculum 

to better fit my students’ interests. One particular 
memory stands out.

Five-year-old Elliott had difficulty sitting with 

the rest of the class during whole group time. 

He would wander off to stare at a fan or find 

light switches to flicker. A scrap of paper could 

entertain him for an hour. He was full of brilliant 

questions. But he had difficulty making friends—

his curiosity was often too much for other 

children. Elliott had been tested for autism twice, 

with both assessments being inconclusive. 

My new mathematics understanding inspired 

me to adjust the curriculum. Math was slated to 

be taught during a whole group lesson followed 

by worksheets in which children could practice 

applying their new math knowledge. Instead of 

using the worksheets, I led small groups while the 

rest of the children engaged in free play using 

math manipulatives. During this time, Elliott often 

chose to play with Linking Cubes. I would glance 

up now and then to see him deeply focused. 

On Fridays, I joined the children in math play, 

jotting notes about their activities and asking 

questions to provoke their mathematical thinking. 

Elliott was busy making “spinners.” He would take 

six Linking Cubes and arrange five in a plus sign, 

with the sixth on the bottom as a base. I decided 

to join him and construct a spinner of my own. 

Unfortunately, mine would not spin. Looking 

at Elliott’s example, I realized I needed to leave 

the peg on the sixth cube pointing down for the 

spinner to rest on. I tried again to twirl my spinner, 

successful this time and amazed at Elliott’s 

Viewpoint, a periodic feature of the journal, provides a 

forum for sharing opinions and perspectives on topics 

relevant to the field of early childhood education. The 

commentary published in Viewpoint is the opinion of 

the author and does not necessarily reflect the view or 

position of NAEYC. NAEYC’s position statements on a 

range of topics can be found at NAEYC.org/resources/

position-statements.

http://www.NAEYC.org/resources/position-statements
http://www.NAEYC.org/resources/position-statements
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tcreativity. My top twirled rapidly, the red and blue 

cubes blending together to appear as a purple 

circle, and Elliott squealed with delight. 

Over the course of a month, other children 

noticed Elliott’s top making and made spinners 

along with him. This evolved into a gleeful game 

in which several players would spin their tops at 

the same time to see which one could remain 

on the table the longest without being bumped 

off by the others. The tops became more and 

more elaborate, and all the while the children 

unknowingly studied force, motion, balance, 

and more. 

When symmetry arose as a topic in our 

curriculum, I replaced the butterfly worksheets 

that were part of the curriculum with a lesson 

about Elliott’s tops. From then on, everyone 

wanted to be Elliott’s friend, and everyone had 

a deeper understanding of the math concepts 

that were demonstrated naturally during their 

spinner play.

Play with your colleagues

Another way to find the joy in mathematics is to 
engage in play with other educators. In my current 

role as a coach and professional development 

facilitator, I witness laughter as well as productive 

struggle as we launch workshops with adult learning 

activities. During a recent session focused on sets and 

sorting, 20 teachers gathered in the front of the room, 

each wearing only one shoe. Their other shoes were 

being silently sorted into three groups by one of the 

participants. We played What’s My Rule?, focusing on 
the shoe attributes that defined each set. With smiles 
and curiosity, the teachers studied each set closely and 

began to share ideas based on color, shape, and style.

“Is it sandals, gym shoes, and flats?” one teacher 

wondered. “I thought that too, but this one isn’t 

a sandal,” another said, pointing out a black 

ballet flat with a decorative buckle across the 

front. “Maybe it has to do with the heel height?” 

a different teacher suggested, inspecting the 

bottoms of a few shoes. Others joined in to see 

if the shoes in the group had similar heels. “Oh, I 

see! It’s buckles here, laces there, and no closures 

over there!” exclaimed another participant.

Activities like this shoe sort are fun for adults and 

translate directly to early childhood classrooms; 

children love using their own shoes! Other activities 

are much more advanced, including my favorite, 

Shepherd’s Counting, which challenges participants 

to make sense of a historic sheep-counting system 

that has number names such as yan, tan, and tethera 

(Hynes-Berry & Itzkowich 2009). This requires 
creative thinking and perseverance because it differs 
from the Hindu-Arabic system we know so well as 

adults. While teachers decode, explain, and create 

symbols for the unusual numbers, they appreciate the 

complexity of our system and how tricky it can be for a 

young child. 

Playful experiences like this remind teachers what it 

feels like to be a young learner. They also allow us to 

exercise the Common Core standard for mathematical 

practice, “Make sense of problems and persevere 
in solving them,” so that we can nurture it in our 

students (CCSSO & NGA 2010). 

These adult learning opportunities can be brief 

activities at the start of staff meetings. Our coaching 
team occasionally begins our time together with 

Which One Doesn’t Belong? activities (based on the 

book by Christopher Danielson [2016] and available 

at wodb.ca). These thought-provoking puzzles feature 
images of four items and have multiple correct 

solutions as to why one item might not belong to a 

set. Everyone shares ideas, with a focus on explaining 

mathematical thinking—not right answers—which 

helps us cultivate growth mindsets.

As a child, I would have benefitted from a math 
culture like the one these adult activities embody, in 

which everyone participates, mistakes are expected, 

and there are multiple ways to approach a problem. 

This is similar to writing multiple rough drafts in 

English class, because it emphasizes the process—
where learning takes place—not just the final product.

Enjoy the math in stories 

Many early childhood educators may struggle with 
math, but most of us love stories. It’s easy to find the 
joy in a book and spread that joy to our students. So 

why not find the math in good books too? A favorite 
among my kindergartners was Ellen Stoll Walsh’s 

Mouse Count. After children became familiar with 

the story, we acted it out together. One child would 

play the hungry snake, 10 other children were cast 

as sleepy mice, and the remainder of the class acted 

as the audience, helping to keep track as the snake 
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our circle served as the jar, intentionally sized so that 
the little mice could feel the space getting tighter as 

the snake added more, then notice the change to less 

as the mice eventually escaped, a few at a time. I drew 

attention to mathematical ideas by modeling language 

such as “Look! Now there are more mice in the jar,” 

and I asked questions such as, “What do you notice 

about the jar now?” 

In the fall, we focused on more and less, then moved 

to plus one and minus one, then to different ways to 
compose and decompose 10. In the math center, we 

did a new take on the snake-and-mouse story. I added 

props I’d found at a dollar store: a sock for the child 

who was the snake to wear on one hand, 10 smooth 

gray rocks for mice, and a clear plastic jar just the 

right size to highlight the changes in number of mice. 
The children greatly enjoyed the continuing play of 

this math-rich story.

Stories are powerful because they put math in 

meaningful contexts. I have taught many students 

who can count to 100 or recite addition and 

subtraction facts but lack the necessary understanding 

behind the procedures. While manipulatives usually 

help if they encourage children to focus on math 

concepts (Willingham 2017), acting out a story can 

be even more powerful because it allows children to 

visualize and experience the way quantities relate and 
change. Plus, stories bring joy because they can be 

shared again and again.

Engage children in math games

My kindergartners loved to play Alligator—our 
version of the card game my grandfather called War, 

which as a child I happily played with him. Repeated 

opportunities to determine which number was larger 

helped me internalize the concepts of more and less, 

and the game context motivated me to play countless 

times. As the students played, they would delight as 

the hungry alligator snatched the card with the largest 

quantity. When one child, James, suggested that 

the alligator must have a tummy ache, the new goal 

became having the card with the least amount.

Alligator can be modified in many ways, which is 
important because children need to be exposed to 

multiple representations of numbers. Many of the 
teachers I work with now use cards with variations, 

including numeric symbols, dots, tally marks, ten 

frames, and fingers to represent the quantities 
(available at buildmathminds.com). With preschool 

children, we use only cards with quantities 1–5. With 

older students, the game can be played with multiple 

cards, so that children have to add up two or three 

cards to determine who has the most or the least. 

Alligator is just one example of the many common 

games that are mathematically powerful and can 

become even more so when enhanced by a teacher 

with strong math content knowledge.

In addition to being fun and motivating, games 

increase access, cooperation, practice, and learning 

for all children. Playing games together prompts 

discussions—and sometimes even passionate 

disagreements—where mathematical precision 

matters. At the same time, games are low risk. If 

you lose, you can just start again. Games allow for 
differentiation, with more advanced students guiding 
their peers. They also provide structure, making 

participation easier for dual language learners. And 

they can be sent home, so children can continue 

playing and learning with their families. Some schools 

even host game nights and invite parents to share 

math-related games from their childhoods as an 

opportunity to promote family learning and share 

cultural traditions.

Like stories, games provide math with meaningful 

contexts and can be enjoyed again and again. They 

also provide an opportunity for assessment. One year 

I taught a very shy student, Aaliyah. If I pulled her 



aside to administer an interview-based assessment, 

she was hesitant or would not answer at all. But if I 

quietly observed her playing a card game with her best 

friend, Naomi, I realized Aaliyah knew more than she 
demonstrated to me when we were alone.

Conclusion

When we think about educating children, we try 

to consider the whole child. When improving our 

professional practice, we must consider the whole 

teacher (Chen & McCray 2012). Like academics in 
kindergarten, growing our content knowledge about 

math is crucial. Like social and emotional skills 

in kindergarten, our own attitudes, beliefs, and 

confidence about math are equally important. So, 
here’s a challenge I will leave with you: The next time 

you’re out to brunch and someone jokes about being 

unable to calculate the tip, or the next time you’re in 

the teachers’ lounge with a colleague who is laughing 

off how bad she is at math, take a step toward ending 
this negative cultural practice. Help others find the joy 
in math as you work to find it in yourself and cultivate 
it in your students. I hope that soon you will join me in 

proclaiming, “I love math!”
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Online Resources for 

Math-Learning Joy 

Browse the websites below and follow these 

organizations on social media for a daily dose 

of inspiration.

Erikson Early Math Collaborative (earlymath.

erikson.edu)—Lesson ideas, videos, summer 

institute, and more. Twitter: @eriksonmath

Mathematically Minded: Learn to Love Teaching 

Math (buildmathminds.com)—Free downloads of 

materials including number cards, online trainings, 

and more. Twitter: @BuildMathMinds

YouCubed at Stanford University (www.youcubed.

org/open-creative-mathematics)—“Open, Creative 

Mathematics.” Twitter: @joboaler

Which One Doesn’t Belong? (wodb.ca)—Activities 

based on the book by Christopher Danielson. 

Twitter: @WODBMath

Photographs: pp. 79, 82, © Getty Images 
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Ms. Tricia notices the children in her 

young toddler room becoming a little 

fussy: Tia keeps asking to be held, 

Mario didn’t eat any of his morning 

snack, and Sydney pushed Fabio after 

he bumped into her on his way to 

the cubbies. Ms. Tricia wonders what 

is going on, but then she notices it’s 

raining hard outside, and remembers 

the weather reports are calling for 

severe storms with possible tornados. 

Just two weeks earlier, a tornado 

damaged many of the homes in their 

community. Ms. Tricia’s own home 

had roof damage, and Mario’s family 

had to move in with his uncle because 

their home was destroyed. 

Ms. Tricia takes a deep, calming 

breath. She does a quick scan of 

her body to see if there is muscle 

tension, and she works to relax her 

tight shoulders. She makes a mental 

note to take time during her breaks 

for self-care—maybe today she can 

dedicate five minutes of quiet time 

to herself during the children’s nap 

time. Ms. Tricia takes another deep, 

calming breath, smiles at the toddlers, 

and reassures them: “It’s raining really 

hard today. Do you remember when 

it rained really hard last week, and 

the wind made loud noises? That was 

scary. But you know, Ms. Tricia is here 

with you, and I am going to make sure 

we are safe in our classroom.” 

Y
oung children are affected when community 
disasters or traumatic events occur (APA 
2008). It doesn’t matter what the event 

is—when a young child’s caregiver is impacted by 
a stressful occurrence, that child is also impacted, 
even without having directly experienced the 
trauma. 

A traumatic event in a community introduces a 
period of great social and emotional vulnerability 
for children because they do not have the ability 
to regulate strong emotions on their own. All 
of the children’s caregivers are likely to be 
upset by a community disaster—including early 
childhood educators—and young children read 
their caregivers’ emotional cues. Early childhood 
educators’ regulation of their own emotions is an 
important part of protecting the young children in 
their care from the potentially negative effects of 
traumatic events.  

How infants and toddlers show their distress is, in 
part, influenced by their individual temperaments. 
Some let the world know they are upset by crying 
loudly and persistently; others react by closing 
their eyes or hiding under a crib or behind a piece 
of furniture. Some children may have a flat affect, 
play less, or become very quiet and still; others 
may show aggression, such as hitting or biting. 
Many young children exhibit a combination of all 
of these behaviors. The developing capacity of a 
child to self-regulate is first and foremost supported 
by a consistent, responsive, warm, and nurturing 
caregiver (Shonkoff et al. 2012). As young children 
demonstrate their feelings of uncertainty or fear 
through their behavior, they need calm reassurance 
to know they are safe. 

The Calm in the Storm 
Supporting Young Children before, during, and 

after a Community Disaster or Trauma  

Julia Yeary
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Meeting young children’s needs 
in a disaster

By making self-care a priority, you will be better 
prepared to meet young children’s emotional 
needs. This practice helps to ensure that you have 
the emotional reserve necessary to provide the 
“calm in the storm” that young children need. You 
can also be a source of calm for children’s parents 
and other caregivers, providing information and 
offering them suggestions about supporting their 
children in simple ways, like quietly, consistently, 
and frequently reassuring them. Here are some 
additional tips for you to consider before, during, 
and after a community trauma.

Before a crisis 

Every day, the little things you say and do build 
trusting relationships with families and children. 
This trust is very important, especially when a crisis 
is looming. Inform families about the center’s plans 
for different types of emergencies to boost trust. For 
example, if your program is in an area that is prone 
to tornados, tell parents about emergency shelter and 
evacuation plans, and the procedures that will be 
followed once the children are in a safe location. 

If your center or program does not already have 
a communication plan, establish one as soon as 
possible and help parents and other caregivers 
understand the importance of keeping their 
emergency contact information current and accurate. 
Since you are not likely to have time to make many 
calls during an emergency, set up an automatic text 
or phone system to send messages to families, or 
create a phone chain so every parent is informed. 
Parents also need a way to contact the teacher or a 
school administration official who can address their 
questions and concerns. 

Along with plans for physical safety, make plans for 
emotional security. Partner with parents to share 
ideas about reassuring and calming their children if 
they become distressed. The better you know each 
child in advance, the better you will be at providing 
the warmth and support each individual needs.

During a crisis 

Be prepared for children to communicate their 
distress or confusion through their behavior. 
Respond with understanding and compassion to 
children’s questions: “I know this is different; we are 
going to the basement because the weather siren says 
we should move to a place that is safe when there are 
big winds,” “We are going to stay here, nice and safe, 
until the big winds pass,” “I know it is really dark. The 
storm made the lights go out. But we are safe together 
here. I can give you a big hug if you would like.” 

Young children may also feel disoriented if, for 
instance, the evacuation interrupted their nap or 
delayed lunch and they are hungry. It’s important 
to continue using aspects of the daily routine (when 
possible) during an emergency. For example, engage 
the children in a simple circle time with familiar 
songs and activities. Let children snuggle close if that 
helps them feel secure. Remind children that their 
parents or other family members will pick them up 
when it is safe, and that they are safe while they’re 
with you.

If you feel your own emotions rising, practice 
mindfulness techniques like focusing on your 
breath. Notice where you are holding tension in 
your body and try to release it. Help the children in 
your care join you in deep belly breathing or other 
calming activities. 

After a crisis 

Following a traumatic event, expect strong emotional 
reactions when children are reunited with their 
parents or other caregivers. Adults will probably need 
a great deal of reassurance that their children are 
okay. Share with parents the messages you have been 
using to help their children feel safe and calm. 

Sometimes in response to worries or fear, a parent 
may say or do something upsetting, such as crying or 
describing details of the crisis in front of children. Pay 
attention to what parents are communicating through 
their words and behavior, working to hear what they 

are feeling. Then pause and reflect so you can respond 
in a positive, constructive way. Let parents know that 
you will always work with them to make sure their 
children feel safe and supported. 
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s Tell parents that it is important for them to practice 
self-care, too. If you notice parents who appear 
stressed, brainstorm together about what would help 
families feel most supported during a time of healing 
and reorganization. Be a good listener for families 
and empathize with their struggles.

Think about it

›› How can you practice self-care and mindfulness 
in the face of a traumatic event in the community? 
Consider practices you use regularly so you are 
better able to handle the strong emotions that 
usually come with a traumatic event.

›› How do the children in your care respond to big 
changes in their routines? How would each child 
respond to loud noises? To moving to a new 
location without warning? 

›› How can you plan ahead to ease the fear and 
confusion associated with an emergency situation?

›› How can you encourage families to reach out to 
their own support networks, such as extended 
family, church groups, or community agencies, for 
reassurance and assistance?  

›› Are there creative ways to check in with families 
following a community disaster to help normalize 
the strong emotional responses that can occur long 
after an event is over?

Try it

›› Plan a time every year to talk about emergency 
planning with children’s families and to make any 
necessary updates to their contact information. 
You can host a “Safety Week” to share ideas for 
home and classroom. Have parents prepare cards 
with tips designed specifically to help their children 
feel safe during a class evacuation. 

›› Include social and emotional readiness—with input 
from families—in your emergency plan. Highlight 
tips for supporting each child’s individual response 
to change. Add reminders to practice self-care 
along with ideas for simple mindfulness techniques 
that can be performed anywhere.

›› Unfortunately, traumatic events happen; but 
the impact of these events lessens when adults 
respond in ways that help reduce children’s fear, 
confusion, and distress. Practicing self-care, having 
an emergency plan, and communicating regularly 
with families help establish a firm foundation for 
effective emergency responses. 
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To learn more about what early care and education 

professionals can do to support young children 

through community disasters, see Shelter from 

the Storm: Resources for Early Care and Education 

Professionals, a guide by ZERO TO THREE and 

Save the Children. It is available for download 

in English and Spanish: www.zerotothree.org/

resources/1662-shelter-from-the-storm-resources-

for-early-care-and-education-professionals. 

Rocking & Rolling is written by infant and 

toddler specialists and contributed by ZERO 

TO THREE, a nonprofit organization working 

to promote the health and development of 

infants and toddlers by translating research 

and knowledge into a range of practical 

tools and resources for use by the adults 

who influence the lives of young children. 

The column can be found online at 

NAEYC.org/resources/pubs/yc/columns.
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Meaningful Assessment and 
Documentation 
How Directors Can Support Teaching and Learning

Debbie LeeKeenan and Iris Chin Ponte

Pay attention.

Be astonished.

Tell about it.

—Mary Oliver, Red Bird

D
irectors have a diverse set of responsibilities, 

and managing them all can often feel like a 

delicate balancing act. You have to provide a 

safe, healthy environment for children and teachers. 

Hire and retain a qualified, diverse staff. Have a solid 
business plan. Understand child development and 

best practices in early childhood education. Establish 

collaborative relationships with families and program 

stakeholders. Market your program. Help out in a 

classroom when you’re needed. Take time to care for 

your own physical and emotional health. Remain calm 

under pressure.

Your overall responsibility is to create a physically 

and emotionally safe educational environment where 

learning and care can flourish for children, staff, and 
families. To do this, you must prioritize your duties and 

tasks on an ongoing basis and focus on what is most 

important at any particular moment, even as you keep 

an eye on the long term. And to do that, you need to 

embrace observation and assessment as basic tools of 

your director’s toolbox. 

Through observation and assessment, you collect 

data that provide evidence of what is working or not 

working in your program and in the classroom. Using 

this information, you and the teachers can make 

informed decisions on improvement plans and goal 

setting. While there are various types of assessments 

(ranging from safety checklists to community surveys), 

this article explores methods for demonstrating 

what children are learning and the many benefits of 
thoughtful documentation.

What are children learning?

When you walk into a classroom, you notice the 

physical environment—how the room is arranged, 

what’s on the walls, what materials and books 

are displayed and how. You see how children are 

interacting with each other and how the teacher is 

interacting with them. While these observations can 

often give you an idea of the program’s quality, this is 

not enough. 

Birth through Kindergarten
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Assessment of children’s work and growth is critical 

for directors and teachers to consider. While it is 

the teachers’ responsibility to focus on individual 

children, you need to keep the big picture in mind and 

develop an assessment plan that connects with your 

program’s values, goals, and curriculum approach. The 

assessment plan should answer the questions “How do 

children show what they know?” and “How can we best 

determine what children are learning and what they 

are ready to learn next?”

Some programs choose standard assessment tools, 

such as COR Advantage and The Work Sampling 

System, to use with children at certain checkpoints 

throughout the year. Such assessment tools are 

commonly linked to specific curriculum models; for 
example, COR Advantage is linked to the HighScope 

Curriculum, and the assessment program Teaching 

Strategies GOLD is linked to The Creative Curriculum. 

These assessments can be time consuming, but they 

are useful in maintaining consistency across the center. 

They also provide a helpful framework for teachers 

who are less experienced with child development and 

assessment, easing the director’s burden in developing 

a system that works for everyone.

Other programs create an assessment portfolio for each 

child. These portfolios can include

›› Children’s work samples from throughout the year

›› Teachers’ observation notes

›› Photos of children’s work

›› Children’s reflections on their work

In some cases, the portfolio moves with the child to the 

next year of her education. In order for the portfolio to 

serve as a comprehensive record of a child’s learning 

and development, teachers should also take the time 

to label children’s work and document the child’s 

thoughts and comments about her own work. In other 

words, a portfolio is not just a collection of work but 

a very intentionally curated compilation that clearly 

demonstrates certain aspects of a child’s developmental 

growth and progress.

Portfolios also offer an opportunity to help children 
reflect on their own learning. A teacher might ask a 
child to review some of his work samples and think 

about which ones he’s most proud of and why, or what 

he learned while doing the activity or work. Teachers 

also ask children to select some of the items to include 

in their portfolios.

Assessment methods

Methods for assessing what children know and can do 

fall on a continuum from formal to informal (Epstein 

et al. 2004). On one end are standardized tests that 

are norm referenced—meaning “a child’s performance 

is interpreted by comparing it to the performance of a 

group of peers, or norming group, who have previously 

taken the same test” (Bodrova & Leong 2018, 18). Such 

tests are often used to obtain and report information 

about children’s development for the purpose of 

program evaluation and funding. Norm-referenced 

screening instruments may be used to identify 

potential sensory, cognitive, or social and emotional 

challenges as part of a child’s ongoing assessment in a 

program. A formal evaluation is often initiated when a 

child’s teacher or family has questions about the child’s 

development and wants to identify potential delays or 

disabilities and make a referral for specialized services.

Authentic assessment appears on the more informal 

end of the assessment continuum. It is the ongoing 

process of gathering evidence about children’s learning, 

development, performance, and understanding that 

is used to guide planning and instruction (Bagnato, 

Neisworth, & Pretti-Frontczak 2010). It involves 

observing and documenting children’s learning in 

the context of their daily activities and routines. The 

table on page 89 identifies the various components of 
authentic assessment. This information is important 

for both directors and teachers to understand. While 

teachers are directly implementing these practices with 

children, you need to make intentional decisions to 

support them in using these approaches appropriately 

and effectively.

What is documentation?

Documentation is the process of systematically 

“observing, recording, interpreting, and sharing” 

evidence of children’s learning (Krechevsky et al. 2013, 

59). Teachers document children’s work in a number 

of ways, including collecting drawing and writing 

samples, taking photographs of a structure made 

outdoors with natural materials, noting observations 

of a child’s processes and interactions, making audio 

or video recordings of dramatic play scenarios, and 



89November 2018   Young Children

Components of Authentic Assessment

Components Some questions to focus on Tools

Monitor

Keep track of the child’s 
learning experiences.

›■ What projects has he 
participated in?

›■ What materials did he use?

›■ How does he approach 
learning?

›■ Checklists

›■ Inventories

›■ Class lists

›■ Journal entries

Observe

Gather information about 
the child by watching and 
listening.

›■ Note general impressions of 
the child.

›■ How does she interact with 
others?

›■ Is she engaged with the 
activity?

›■ Systematic observations

›■ Anecdotal records

›■ Running records (noting all behaviors a 
child exhibits to help determine her thinking 
process)

›■ Audio and video recordings

›■ Photographs

Interact

Find out what the child 
knows, feels, believes, and 
understands.

›■ Ask clarifying and probing 
questions to better understand 
the child’s thinking.

›■ Challenge the child’s current 
thinking and help him move 
beyond where he is.

›■ Questioning techniques (Why do you think 
. . . ? What if . . . ? Tell me more about . . . I 
wonder . . .)

›■ Interviews

›■ Checklists

›■ Response journals

Analyze

Gather and review artifacts 
of the child’s learning; seek 
the family’s input.

›■ What evidence do you have 
to demonstrate the child’s 
learning and progress?

›■ When examining artifacts, 
consider both content and 
process.

›■ What does the child’s family 
see her doing at home and in 
the community?

›■ Written or dictated stories and reports

›■ Writing and drawing samples

›■ Audio and video recordings

›■ Portfolios

›■ Photographs

›■ Rubrics

›■ Family surveys

›■ Conversations with the family at home or in 
the center

Report

Organize the data in a 
meaningful way and share it 
with the family, director, and 
others.

›■ Involve the child in this 
process by asking questions 
(Which drawing of your block 
construction would you like me 
to put in your portfolio? Why 
this one? Tell me more about 
this drawing).

›■ Family conferences

›■ Progress reports

›■ Narratives about the child written by the 
teacher

›■ Self-assessment

›■ Portfolios

›■ Rubrics

Link to instruction

Use the data to inform 
instruction and practice.

›■ Ask questions to improve 
individualized teaching 
strategies (How can I use 
the child’s interest in robots 
to engage him during circle 
time? Would this child be more 
likely to spend longer periods 
of time in the language arts 
center if I included more books 
about foxes?).

›■ All of the above
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transcribing a child’s thoughts and questions about her 

own work. 

To be useful, documentation must be intentional and 

planned. Effective documentation makes children’s 
learning visible in ways that help inform educators’, 

parents’, and policy makers’ understanding of and 

reflection on children’s development and thinking 
processes. While documenting children’s learning is 

primarily a responsibility of teachers, your leadership 

and support of them in this process are critical to its 

usefulness.

Beyond recording and evaluating children’s work, 

documentation has many benefits. It serves as a way to 
revisit experiences and extend thinking for children. 

It helps teachers plan curriculum because it links 

observation, planning, implementation, and assessment. 

For program leaders, it’s also a way to communicate and 

share what is going on in the center and the classroom 

with others (children, families, teachers, and the 

community). Documentation can bring people together 

in a diverse community, celebrate similarities and 

differences, and create a shared history.

Families especially appreciate seeing tangible evidence 

of their children’s learning processes, as in the following 

vignette:

Marisol is a 5-year-old in Penelope’s preschool 

class at Sandy Shore Playgroup. At pickup 

time one afternoon, Marisol’s grandfather, 

Oscar, remarks to the program director, Isla, 

that he doesn’t think Marisol is “really learning 

anything” and that he is worried that she 

won’t be ready for kindergarten. Isla suggests 

that the two of them and Penelope meet to 

discuss his concerns. Before the meeting, Isla 

and Penelope discuss how to best explain the 

program’s curriculum to Marisol’s grandfather. 

As part of this preparation, they also review 

the portfolio and documentation Penelope has 

compiled about Marisol over the last few months 

and select pieces to share with her family.

At the meeting, they give Oscar an overview of 

the program’s curriculum approach and how 

it connects to the program’s learning goals 

and to state standards. What really seems to 

convince him of Marisol’s progress and put 

him at ease are the samples of documentation 

they show him. There is a short story partly 

written and partly dictated by Marisol about 

her thoughts on one of her favorite books, 

Strega Nona, by Tomie dePaola, as well as 

photos showing her creating her own art 

based on the book’s illustrations. Finally, there 

is an anecdotal narrative written by Penelope 

about her observation that Marisol understood 

the story plot and was able to express her 

thoughts orally and in writing (language and 

literacy skills). Penelope also noted Marisol’s 

attention to detail as she carefully mimicked 

the original artwork in her own drawing 

(creative expression and fine motor skills). 

Oscar beams with pride for his granddaughter 

as he pores over these materials, even seeming 

a little surprised at the complexity of thought 

Marisol’s work shows. At the end of the meeting, 

he tells Isla and Penelope that he looks forward 

to seeing more documentation during the year. 

Moving toward a culture of documentation

If the teachers in your program do not already 

document children’s work, they might be resistant or 

feel it is just one more thing they need to work into an 

already full routine. It’s your responsibility to discuss 

the merits of the practice and listen to teachers’ input 

in order to collectively adopt and establish a culture of 

documentation. The following will help you support and 

collaborate with the teachers in this process:

›› Create an atmosphere where teachers feel 

comfortable exploring and experimenting with 

different methods of documentation to figure 
out what works best for them. For example, with 

your encouragement, a teacher might try recording 

a video and taking photos before she discovers that 

writing a learning story—a short, narrative story 
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about what she observed—about the small group of 

children taking apart an old, broken toy to see how it 

works is the approach that best helps her reflect on 
the children’s interests and how she can extend their 

learning.

›› Provide the necessary tools, time, and support. 
To make documentation an integral part of the 

program, teachers need convenient access to tools (e.g., 

computers, digital cameras, printers, display boards). 

Documentation takes time, practice, and focus. If you 

ask teachers to create individual portfolios and high-

quality documentation, they need dedicated time to do 

this work.

›› Offer direction and structure to the process, 
as needed. Some teachers may feel overwhelmed 

with the documentation process or unsure of where to 

start. Provide samples or templates for documentation 

displays, portfolios, and newsletters.

Whether you’re introducing documentation to your 

program or simply trying to improve its effectiveness, 
ask teachers to consider what they are documenting 

and why. The subject and goal should be identified 
first, and then the documentation format can be 
considered—perhaps it works better as an entry in the 

child’s journal rather than a wall display. Determine if 

the documentation will simply be descriptive or also 

include an analysis of what’s being observed. Encourage 

teachers to consider how the documentation can be 

interactive and invite feedback. Will children review 

the documentation and share their thoughts on what 

happened? How might families share their feedback?

Practical tips for facilitating documentation

››  Establish documentation policies and procedures that 

cover confidentiality and uploading, handling, and 
sharing photographs and other files securely.

›› If you expect teachers to use technology, such as 

recording devices and editing software, provide them 

with appropriate training.

›› Facilitate use of the center’s common areas and other 

shared spaces outside of individual classrooms (e.g., 

hallways, reception areas, the staff lunchroom) for 
teachers to take turns using as strategic locations to 

display documentation.

›› Technology can sometimes make it too easy to 

indiscriminately take a lot of photos or record reams 

of dialogue and lose sight of what is important. 

Emphasize quality over quantity. Remind teachers 

to pause before snapping a photograph and ask 

themselves some questions: What is a good photo? 

What kind of documentation is meaningful? Who is the 

documentation for? How can we use our materials with 

care?

›› Documentation does not need to be a time-consuming 

venture. Just taking time to reflect on practice and 
experiences in the classroom is valuable. For example, 

at one center, classroom teachers took turns at each 

staff meeting bringing a piece of student work, such as 
a child’s drawing, to have a group discussion about it. 

If teachers need some prompting, ask questions like 

“What do you notice in the drawing?,” “What do you 

think the child was thinking about?,” and “What are 

your next steps?”

One director explained the process she used to include 

documentation in her program: 

After we made the schoolwide decision to make 

documentation a collective focus, we had many 

workshops and discussions about documentation 

at our monthly staff meetings, head teacher meet-
ings, and retreats. It became a professional de-

velopment priority. I realized it was important to 

create an environment that allowed people to take 

risks, try new ideas, make mistakes, and try again. 

Teachers were given permission to mess around 

and do different things. We gave every class a 
digital camera. It was only then that we realized 

there are no-, low-, and high-tech documentation 

methods, and there are benefits to each. There is 
documentation that is beautifully mounted and 

planned, and there is quick and dirty documen-

tation—the end-of-the-day message written on 

newsprint or on a white board. All kinds of docu-

mentation have value.

You can use documentation to invite input from all 

constituencies. Provide sticky notes and a pencil next 

to a documentation panel so viewers can note their 

reactions and questions about the documentation. For 

example, you might give children the opportunity to 

create self-portraits and answer prompts asking them 

to describe themselves, such as their interests (“I like 

________”) or something more open ended they 

choose to share (“One thing you should know about me 

is ________”). Together, the self-portraits and self-

descriptions can be assembled into a documentation 
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display that celebrates differences and individuality, 
inspires self-esteem, and encourages conversation and 

excitement—both in the center hallways and in the 

wider program community.

While documentation requires you to invest time and 

resources, the benefits show the practice’s worth. It 
serves as an equal exchange among all members of 

the school community and is the representation of a 

loving community that cares for children, families, and 

teachers alike.

Conclusion 

Using a variety of methods to assess children’s learning 

is a vital part of measuring your program’s effectiveness, 
ensuring its continued advancement toward the 

mission and goals you’ve set, and supporting children’s 

development. Work closely with constituents—including 

teachers and families—to understand the different types 
of assessment to help you identify the right ones for your 

program. 

It is best practice to make sure families have reviewed 

the program’s assessment plan and have an opportunity 

to raise concerns about any part of it. Remember that 

“high-stakes decisions about a child” should never 

be based on just one formal evaluation (Riley-Ayers 

2018, 2). A comprehensive, holistic view of the child—

including, when appropriate, culturally and linguistically 

appropriate standardized assessment tools—should be 

used. Documentation can be used to communicate the 

children’s learning and development with families and 

others in a visually based, engaging way.
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The Reading Chair
New children’s books too good to miss  and one forever favorite

Trucks to the Rescue! 

By William Low. 2017 (board book edition). New York: 
Henry Holt. 20 pp. Ages birth to 4.

There is so much packed into this little board book. 

Throughout, readers come across a roadway problem 

on one spread and a truck coming to the rescue on the 

next. When a traffic light is out, a bucket truck comes 
to help. When a broken pipe floods the street, a vacuum 
truck arrives to clean up. 

William Low is a masterful artist. His painterly style 

gives young readers the chance to see clear-cut images 
of trucks rendered with an artful quality that isn’t often 

seen in board books.

This feel-good book full of urgent problems and 
satisfying solutions provides enough depth to occupy 
curious preschoolers.

About the authors 

Isabel Baker, MAT, MLS, is president of The Book Vine 

for Children, a national company dedicated to getting 

good books into the hands of preschool children and their 

teachers. Isabel has worked as a children’s librarian and is 

currently a presenter on early literacy and book selection.

Miriam Baker Schiffer, MFA, is a writer in Brooklyn, New 

York. She consults on book selections for The Book Vine, in 

McHenry, Illinois. Miriam’s children’s book, Stella Brings the 

Family, was published by Chronicle Books in 2015.

The Big Umbrella

By Amy June Bates. Cowritten with Juniper Bates. 2018. 
New York: Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers. 
32 pp. Ages 2 to 7.

Umbrellas are magical objects that provide safe 
retreats during turbulent weather. But what if you kept 

squeezing more and more people beneath one, and 

what if it expanded to shelter them all? In this inventive 
rainy day story set in a big city, an umbrella covers 
everyone, from a ballerina to a person in a wheelchair 
to an imaginary creature or two. This book flouts the 
notion that an umbrella is a single-user object, and 
reminds us that a diverse group can weather any storm 
if they stick together. Beautiful watercolor and gouache 

illustrations capture the dark skies, the bright red 

umbrella, and the colorful energy of the community 

huddling beneath it.
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Owl Bat Bat Owl

By Marie-Lousie Fitzpatrick. 2016. Somerville, MA: 
Candlewick Press. 16 pp. Ages 2 to 7.

Wordless books give children a chance to practice 
narrating stories themselves, boosting their confidence 
and language development. This book is the wordless 
story of two families living on opposite sides of a 
branch. A mama owl and her babies perch atop the 

branch, and a mama bat and her babies make their 

home on the underside, hanging upside down. The 

mothers are wary and protective when their babies take 
an interest in each other. But suddenly, a gust of wind 

knocks all the winged creatures from the tree, and the 

mothers now must work together to rescue their babies. 

Soon enough, the families are friends.

Children are the heroes here, showing their parents 

how to be friendly and take a risk, even as the adults are 
stuck fearing something new or “other.” The charming 

illustrations offer ample opportunity to practice 
reading facial expressions. Try reading the book upside 

down (as the book suggests) to see what it’s like to be in 

someone else’s shoes.

The Runaway Egg

By Katy Hudson. 2017. New York: Random House 
Children’s Books. 32 pp. Ages 3 to 7.

The prospect of a new sibling can cause mixed 

emotions in an older child. In this funny take on 

the ever-topical subject, a chick is tasked with 
keeping an eye on his little brother, who is still 

unhatched. Bored, the big brother takes a nap. 

That’s when two little legs emerge from the egg. 

The egg runs off, with the frantic big brother 
struggling to catch up. It leads his big brother 

on an adventure around the farm before finally 
settling back into the nest just before Mama 

arrives home. 

Children may feel that this book accurately 

depicts infants: they are often either boring or 

nerve frazzling; but one eventually becomes quite 
fond of them despite it all. Hudson’s illustrations 

pop with personality. From the larger-than-life 
farm animals, to the detailed expressions on the 

chick’s face, to the way the egg’s movements are 
captured, this book will delight and amuse its 

audience. 
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Zoo-ology

By Joëlle Jolivet. 2003. New York: Roaring Brook Press. 32 pp.  
Ages 3 to 8. 

This is an exquisite animal-browsing book. Printed on huge pages—
one foot wide and one-and-a-half feet tall—readers have the pleasure 
of looking at scores of bold animal illustrations on each spread. 

Animal groupings are labeled according to traits that are accessible 

to children: hot, cold, feathered, horned, in the trees, in the seas, 

and more. (Classification is an important element of STEM learning, 
too.) Each animal is named, and no further text exists, but readers 
can spend hours examining and comparing the mix of common 

and unusual species. Have you ever wondered about the differences 
between a kudu, an Arabian oryx, a deer, a zebu, a buffalo, and a yak? 
Take a long look! Back matter on the final pages contains a listing of 
all animals in the book, each with its own secret (or interesting detail). 

Keep an eye out for the chameleon, who blends in on each page. T
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Forever Favorites
In each issue we feature a classic book to (re)introduce teachers to  
old favorites.

Abiyoyo

By Pete Seeger. Illus. by Michael Hays. [1994] 2001 (book and CD 
edition). New York: Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers.  
48 pp. Ages 3 to 8.

Singer-songwriter Pete Seeger created this beloved tale decades ago 
when his young children demanded a bedtime story. He adapted it 

from a South African folktale. Paired with Hays’s illustrations, the 
book remains gripping.

The tale involves a father and son who are ostracized in their own 
town for their eccentric ways. The son never stops his pesky ukulele 
playing, and the father’s barrage of magic tricks is annoying. Yet it’s 

these skills—music and magic—that enable the father and son to 
disarm a humongous monster. When the duo saves the townspeople, 
the father and son’s unique habits are viewed with far more generosity. 

Seeger weaves together themes of good versus evil and inclusiveness. Hays deftly renders the 
townspeople’s expressions and the expansive landscape, but it’s his skill at portraying the monster that is 
particularly stunning.  

95November 2018   Young Children

http://www.naeyc.org/yc/permissions


96 Young Children  November 2018

AmazingAwesome Great
Empowering

Interesting

Good

Empowered

Fun

Beneficial
Enlightening

Inspiring

Motivating

Hands-on-learning

Energizing

Educational

Fulfilling

Positive
Fabulous

Hopeful

Useful Wonderful InspirationalWork Life-changing

Encouraging

New

Fantastic

Exciting Incredible

Rewarding

Eye-opening

Purposeful

Participants 

have described 

the Public Policy 

Forum as...

You are an advocate. Whether you’re a student, 
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Play is Beautiful 
CedarWorks produces high quality, 

beautiful playsets that encourage 

active play. Using kid-friendly, 

earth-friendly materials, both our 

indoor and outdoor commercial 

playsets feature modular designs 

and a variety of play accessories 

that can be customized to meet all 

your play area needs.

To learn more call 800-462-3327 

or visit www.cedarworks.com.

Come visit us at 
Booth 1306 

at the 
2018 NAEYC 

Annual 
Conference

http://www.cedarworks.com
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