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New NEXT for TYC Icon!
Look for the arrow icon as you read Teaching Young 

Children. This indicates that the article you’re read-
ing has a training outline appearing in NEXT for TYC. 
NEXT for TYC is a ready-to-use, comprehensive pro-
fessional development guide that accompanies each 
issue of TYC. It is available by digital subscription. 

Learn more by going to www.naeyc.org/tyc/next.

TYC’s annual themed issue 

Our December 2014/January 2015 issue will in-
clude a variety of articles on Playing and Learning 
Beyond the Classroom. We are seeking practical 
articles that share preschoolers’ experiences in na-
ture, on the playground, in the community, during 
field trips, and while using technology to explore the 
world. Ideally authors will show how experiences be-
yond the classroom responded to children’s interests, 
enhanced their skills, and addressed early learning 
standards.

Article proposals for this themed issue are due 
June 1, 2014. Find our proposal submission form and 
further information on writing for TYC at  
www.naeyc.org/publications/forauthors/writetyc.  

Announcing. . . 
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n o w  r e a d  t h i s !

Black Is Brown Is Tan, by Arnold 
Adoff. Illus by Emily Arnold McCully.
[1973] 2004. Amistad.

This classic celebration of all 
families depicts a white father, African 
American mother, and biracial children 
as they share what makes their family 
special. The rhyming text is fun, happy, 
and comforting. Soft pictures show a 
loving family going about their daily 
activities. Black Is Brown Is Tan provides 
a gentle message of familial love.

The Way We Do It in Japan, by 
Geneva Cobb Iijima. Illus. by Paige 
Billin-Frye. 2002. Albert Whitman.

Gregory, whose father is Japanese 
and mother is American, moves from 
San Francisco to Japan when his father 
gets a new job. He notices that some 
people do things differently there, but 
he learns to love and accept both cul-
tures as a part of who he is. Japanese 
words are woven throughout the book, 
along with a simple pronunciation 
key, so teachers and children can learn 
about Japanese culture and language.

Marisol McDonald Doesn’t Match/ 
Marisol McDonald no combina, by 
Monica Brown. Illus. by Sara Pala-
cios. 2011. Lee & Low.

Spunky Marisol, with her multi-
racial background, is told that she 
“doesn’t match.” It takes a teacher’s 
special attention to help Marisol re-

member that she loves her differences. 
With an increasing number of children 
with multiple home cultures, this book 
helps teachers integrate all ethnicities 
in their classrooms. The text is written 
in both English and Spanish.

Over the Moon: An Adoption Tale, by 
Karen Katz. 1997. Henry Holt. 

This book captures the excitement 
and anticipation of a pending adop-
tion, including the phone calls from 
family asking about the new addition. 
Readers also see the family’s relief and 
excitement once the baby is born. Over 
the Moon helps preschoolers learn about 
international adoption and about chil-
dren having physical features that may 
be different from those of their parents.

After reading these books
Create a class book. Make a book 
titled We All Look Special about the dif-
ferent ways that people in the class-
room look. Include differences beyond 
skin color. For example, children have 
different hair colors and face shapes. 
Add the book to the literacy center or 
another popular area. Encourage chil-
dren to look through the book and love 
the features that make them unique. 

Paint self-portraits. In small groups, 
work with children to create self-
portraits. Children can mix skin-toned 
paints to find the shade they think best 

matches their complexion. Even within 
a single race, skin tones vary. Include 
a mirror so children can see their faces 
while they paint. After children have 
finished working, display portraits 
around the room. Teachers may want 
to talk with children about the many 
skin shades—emphasizing that all 
shades of skin are good shades to have.

Explore differences in hair. Children 
may not understand why some people 
have different hair than theirs. Encour-
age a love and acceptance of all differ-
ent textures and appearances by offer-
ing a space for children to explore their 
hair. This station may include combs, 
barrettes, ribbons, and mirrors. TYC

Learning About 
Multiracial Families
It’s important for children to hear and read stories that feature diverse characters. 

These books about multiracial children and families can help preschoolers better 

understand themselves and the people around them. 

Special thanks to Francis Wardle for 
his contributions to this article.
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c o l l a g e

Dear Inquiring Teacher,
It is so very important that teachers and fami-

lies communicate frequently with each other about 
the children. Ideally your program offers a variety of 
formal and informal communication channels. Some 
are program-wide and originate with your director—
newsletters, emails, parent meetings, whiteboard notes 
of general interest, and an open-door policy in the 
front office. Some are group-specific and originate with 
teaching staff: greeting families at arrival and pick-up 
times, asking how things are, and posting and writ-
ing about what happens each day or each week in an 
email. Individual conferences held several times a year 
are opportunities to share information about the child’s 
progress and hear the family’s perspective. 

In the best programs, teachers send weekly individual 
notes to each family about what their child has done, 
not just about what the group has done. These brief 
notes should build on the informal observations you 
already do. Clearly this takes time, so you will need 
administrative support from your director. It’s worth it, 
though. This opens a two-way channel of communica-
tion that builds trust and allows you to provide the very 
best care and education for each child.

When you report on each child’s weekly activities, 
families usually don’t drop in with questions. If they 
continue, schedule a meeting with them. Explain that 
you can always schedule time to talk, but that unsched-
uled conversations interrupt everyone’s learning. Listen 
and respond to any particular concerns. Your program 
should also have written policies about this. Your direc-
tor can help families understand these policies so they 
know how best to get their questions answered. 

Director Danni
 

Dear Director Danni,
The parents of a child in my care come in every day before 

and after school to check on their son’s progress. It’s great to see 

them involved, but the visits often interfere with routines and ac-

tivities. How can I respond politely to their need for information 

without letting their requests interrupt the entire group?

—Inquiring Teacher

Tools for Teachers
Let’s Play: (Un)Curriculum Early 
Learning Adventures, by Jeff A. 
Johnson and Denita Dinger. 2014. Redleaf.
This book contains 39 child-guided learning activities. Au-
thors encourage teachers to offer children play-based explora-
tions. Each activity includes a list of related books and songs 
to use before or after activities, and suggested follow-up ideas. 

Time to Create: Hands-On  
Explorations in Process 
Art for Young Children, by 
Christie Burnett. 2013.  
Gryphon House.
Process art helps children 
think creatively and carry 
out their own ideas. Use this 
book to create process art 

experiences for the preschoolers you work with. It offers many 
kinds of activities including print-making, textiles, and paint-
ing. Time to Create also provides ideas for minimizing mess 
and choosing the right project for your class. 

Too Small to Fail Blog. 
http://toosmall.org/blog
This blog from the Too Small to Fail initiative focuses on 
early learning and best practices for preschool teachers. Each 
post includes information, news, and research about a certain 
topic—such as early literacy 
or closing the word gap. Blog 
authors suggest additional 
articles and research pieces 
to help teachers and families 
build understanding of the 
topic. 
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c o l l a g e

Playing Outdoors and 
Indoors 

Mr. Castañeda says it’s important for us to go 
outside to get away from the indoor germs, to use 
our muscles, and to discover. So all year long, we go 
outside almost every day.

Today we put on our boots and raincoats and 
went for a walk. When we got to a place with a lot of 
trees that’s near our school, we walked through the 
mud in our “forest.” That was harder than walking 
through the puddles. I wonder why that is? When we 
got to a place where we couldn’t hear street noises 
anymore, Mr. Castañeda said, “Shhh. Listen to the 
sounds of the rain. How does it sound when you 
walk?” Then he asked, “Is that different than how 
walking sounds when it is sunny? Do you hear any 
animal noises? What else do you hear?” We looked 
on the ground for leaves and pinecones and collected 
some to carry back to the school. Tomorrow we’ll use 
them for an art project.

We don’t always go on walks in the rain. Some-
times we play games in our outdoor area. It’s harder 
to jump, hop, and kick and throw balls wearing 
heavy rain boots, but it’s still fun to play in the mud 
and rain. Sometimes we get wet, but that’s okay 
because we keep extra clothes at school and can put 
them on when we get inside. 

When it’s way too wet or cold to go outside, we 
use our big muscles indoors. Last week, Ms. Page 
put carpet squares around the room. Tony and I 
pretended they were little islands and jumped from 
one square to the next. Bansari asked what would 
happen if the islands were farther apart. So we kept 
moving them a little farther apart and tried to jump 
to them until Tony, Bansari, and I couldn’t make it 
from one island to the next.

We also dance to different kinds of music, walk 
in a spider web Mr. Castañeda made with masking 
tape on the floor, and play hopscotch with beanbags 
instead of rocks while we are indoors. 

Using our muscles is fun whether we’re 
inside or outside!

It’s a Date

April. Held annually, National Environmental Edu-
cation Week is April 13–19 this year. This is an oppor-
tunity for teachers and children to learn about nature 
and the different plants and animals in their nearby 
environment. Go on a nature walk with preschool-
ers and invite the children to observe and listen to 
the world around them. Take a camera or clipboards, 
paper, and pencils so children can record what they 
see. Learn more about Environmental Education Week 
at eeweek.org.

May. National Physical Fitness and Sports Month, 
celebrated in May, is a time to get outside with chil-
dren and engage in physical activities. Teachers can 
provide a variety of bats and balls and encourage 
children to move and stretch their large muscles. For 
more ideas for staying active throughout the day, visit 
http://healthfinder.gov/NHO/MayToolkit.aspx. 

Trash-Free Tuesdays
Many busy families opt for single-serve snacks, 

paper napkins, and juice boxes when packing their 
preschooler’s lunch. While these items are convenient, 
their packaging is rarely recyclable and often ends 
up in the trash. The Center for Young Children at the 
University of Maryland promotes Trash-Free Tuesdays, 
an effort to reduce waste in the lunches children bring 
from home. Your child care program might initiate a 
similar program. 

Encourage families to buy in bulk, use wash-
able containers, provide a cloth napkin or washcloth 
instead of paper products, and pack a reusable drink 
bottle instead of a juice box. Teachers can lead by 
example by packing their own trash-free lunches. Over 
time Trash-Free Tuesdays could become Trash-Free 
Every Day. For more infor-
mation and resources about 
Trash-Free Tuesdays visit 
www.wastefreelunches.org.
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1 0 X

1 Collect spare change. Decorate 
shoe boxes or use mason jars to 
serve as collection containers, 

and place them by the classroom door. 
Invite children and families to bring in 
their spare coins (or dollars!) to donate 
to the classroom. 

Fund-Raising Ideas for a 
Preschool Classroom
Most preschool teachers would like to raise money to pay for some extras. And many families and 

community members are willing to contribute when asked. It helps to let potential donors know why you 

are seeking their contributions. Explain the focus of your fund-raising—whether it is to purchase needed 

items such as utensils for cooking projects, to pay for staff to attend a conference, or to rent a rototiller to 

get the program’s vegetable garden ready for planting. 

2 Reuse and resell. Work with 
your colleagues to plan a 
school-wide rummage sale. 

Invite families to donate their gently 
used merchandise. Ask local businesses 
to donate excess stock, too.    

3 Get crafty. Start by collecting 
children’s original artwork. Us-
ing a color copier (the school’s 

or one at an office supply store), copy 
and reduce each piece of art to make 
stationery, note cards, calendars, and 
other items to sell to families and the 
community. 

Kristi Kirinch
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kriSti kirinch teaches preschool at The Glen at St. Joseph, in 
Dayton, Ohio. She also works as a trainer at 4C for Children of the 
Miami Valley. She serves on several nonprofit boards and is a member 
of NAEYC’s Teaching Young Children Editorial Advisory Panel.  

6 Plan a benefit night. Many local 
and national chain restaurants 
hold regular benefit nights for com-

munity causes. Contact restaurants that 
you think would be interested in donating 
a portion of the proceeds from a particular 
night to your center. 

4 Arrange a silent auction. Ask com-
munity businesses and families to 
donate items (hand-knitted hats or 

tickets to an event) and services (dog walk-
ing or helping plan a vegetable garden) to 
a silent auction to benefit the program. This 
could take place at the same time as another 
event, such as an open house or family night. 

7 Organize a walkathon or 
bikeathon. Have children and 
families collect pledges for how-

ever many laps they promise to ride or 
walk around the building or a track. Invite 
children to bring their trikes, bikes, and 
scooters to school for the fund-raiser. 

5 Host an art gallery. Throughout the year, collect a 
variety of children’s artwork to display in the art gal-
lery. Frame and display the artwork using inexpensive 

or donated frames (dollar and discount craft stores offer eco-
nomical options). Have an art gallery evening during which 
families and friends can come in and purchase the artwork. 

8 Use the web. Websites like adopta-
classroom.org and donorschoose.
org make it easy for teachers to 

solicit donations for their classrooms. Once 
the page has been created, share it through 
social media, a classroom newsletter, and 
any other available outlets. 

9 Make a splash! Hold a car wash 
with the help of families and older 
children. Preschoolers can decorate 

signs advertising the event.

10 Submit your photos of children for publication. 
NAEYC is always looking for photos of children 
engaged in developmentally appropriate 

activities and interacting with teachers and each other.  
Parental consent forms are required. Payment is made upon 
publication. This can be a good way to create a classroom 
nest egg. Find more information and submission forms at  
www.naeyc.org/publications/forauthors/photoguidelines.
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TYC reader since: 2007 

My teaching style in three words: Reggio-inspired, eclectic, 
playful

Favorite book: Stand Tall, Molly Lou Melon, by Patty Lovell, 
illus. by David Catrow 

What I’m reading now: The Hundered Languages of Children: 
The Reggio Emilia Approach to Early Childhood Education, edited 
by Carolyn Edwards, Lella Gandini, and George Forman 

Words of inspiration: “Our task, regarding creativity, is to 
help children climb their own mountains, as high as possible. 
No one can do more.” Loris Malaguzzi

How I take care of myself: I unwind, de-stress, and stay ac-
tive by exploring nature. I spend a lot of time hiking, garden-
ing, camping, and being outside. The great outdoors is all the 
medicine I need to stay healthy. 

Why didn’t someone tell me: Building relationships 
with families is equally as important as building 
relationships with children. There is this notion in 
some settings that the classroom and the home are 
completely separate. Since each child is a part of 
both environments, what happens at home directly 
affects what happens at school. Families, especially 
those living in high-poverty and high-risk settings, 
need to see teachers as people who genuinely love 
and care about their child. The families I work with 
must be able to trust me. Without relationships with 
families, a teacher is unable to ever fully meet the 
needs of a child.    

My two cents: Whatever you do, do it passionately.  

Proudest accomplishment: In the past two years I 
have devoted a large amount of time to advocating 
for developmentally appropriate standards in early 
childhood and elimination of high-stakes testing. 
Recently, I have had the opportunity to speak at 
many town hall meetings and at my state capitol. I 

am honored to be a part of this movement to reform public 
education. 

When I knew I had to teach: I grew up with educators in my 
family. I started playing school and making lesson plans as 
soon as I was able to write. Teaching was always natural for 
me. It wasn’t until I got married, had children, and enrolled 
them in public schools that I knew I had to teach. After re-
turning to college and entering the early childhood education 
program at the University of Oklahoma, I had the opportu-
nity to study and intern in the Reggio Emilia experience in a 
private Reggio preschool. It was after these experiences that 
I felt called to offer this open-ended, child-driven, play-based 
approach to education in the public preschool setting. 

Future goal: I want to continue my education and obtain 
my PhD in early childhood. I can see myself going into 
research, teaching early childhood education students at the 
university level, and teaching preschoolers for as long as I 
can. I plan to continually work to make a positive impact in 
the lives of young children.  TYC

Nikki Jones is a prekindergarten teacher at ECDC Porter with 

Tulsa Public Schools in Tulsa, Oklahoma. 

Nikki Jones
w h a t  d o  I  d o ?  I  t e a c h !
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Beyond  
“I’m Sorry”

Helping Preschoolers  
Develop a Conscience

g o o d  g u i d a n c eCharles A. Smith

Three-year-old Ramona sees a classmate, Keon, fall off his tricycle and begin 

to cry. She stares at Keon for a moment and then walks over to give him a 

hug. Ramona’s response is the result of a sequence of mental steps. First, she 

notices Keon is crying. She recognizes that what has happened—falling off 

his tricycle and hurting himself—is a problem. Next, she concludes she can 

solve Keon’s problem by giving him a hug. Then she acts with purpose—to 

stop another child’s suffering. In just a few moments Ramona’s developing 

conscience has motivated her to respond positively. 

charleS a. SMith, PhD, is a professor emeritus 
and a parent educator in the School of Family Studies 
and Human Services at Kansas State University, in 
Manhattan, Kansas. He is a former preschool teacher 
and director of a university child development center.  
Visit his website at www.insightofcaring.com.

Children grow up seeking positive 
social interactions. During the early 
years they begin to interpret social 
events, experience compassion, and 
make decisions that start shaping their 
conscience. Sometimes they need help 
in developing compassion, kindness, 
and an understanding of the difference 
between right and wrong. The care and 
guidance of families, teachers, and 
other loving adults help preschoolers 
develop these skills.  

Nurturing a conscience through 
warmth and guidance 

Teachers motivate children to care 
when they 

•	Talk	to	children	at	their	eye	level	

•	Respond	in	comforting	ways,	such	as	
using a calm and gentle tone, when 
children feel sad, angry, or afraid

•	Listen	carefully	to	what	children	say	
and respond in a way that demon-
strates understanding

•	Provide	genuine	affection	when	chil-
dren are upset

•	Show	happiness	at	children’s	arrivals	
and say how much they missed them 
when they were absent

•	Express	playfulness	by	laughing,	
singing, dancing, and high-fiving 
children
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Motivating children to want to care 
also depends on children’s understand-
ing of kindness, respect, fairness, and 
honesty. Teachers strengthen preschool-
ers’ understanding of these values 
when they

•	Set	clear	and	fair	rules	with	simple	
words that reflect principles of caring. 
Hands are for hugging, not for hitting. 
Walking indoors is safer than running. 

•	Enforce	rules	with	immediate,	rea-
sonable, logical consequences that 
reinforce the principles. For example, 
you expect a child who hurts an-
other to care for that child, and you 
ask a child who rips another child’s 
picture to reassemble the drawing as 
best he can. 

•	Show	forgiveness	following	a	conse-
quence. This helps restore the teach-
er’s relationship with the child. For 
example, Mr. Krinsky asks Sara to sit 
in the book corner to calm down after 
she deliberately pushes Ahmad. Later 

Four teaching strategies
These teaching strategies support 

the development of conscience in 
young children.

1 Use books, puppets, and storytell-
ing to show characters following 

their conscience. Children build social 
skills through stories about empathy 
and compassion. By identifying with 
the characters, children feel a level of 
emotional involvement not possible in 
everyday conversation. Children show 
compassion when their facial expres-
sions and body language mirror our 
own as we read or tell the story.  

Some stories teach in a gentle 
manner. James Marshall’s George and 
Martha books about two unusual hippo 
friends are delightful examples of 
stories that entertain while conveying 
important truths about relationships.

Adapted from Charles A. Smith, “Beyond ‘I’m Sorry’: The Educator’s Role in 
Preschoolers’ Emergence of Conscience,” Young Children 68 (March 2013), 76–82.
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he gently puts an arm around Sara 
and says, I care about you and about 
everyone’s safety. Remember, hands are 
for hugging, not for pushing.
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g o o d  g u i d a n c e

2 Plan group activities to nurture 
a caring community. Begin each 

circle time with a consistent chant 
or song to call children to the group. 
Circle time is wonderful because every-
one joins together in close contact as 
equals. Chanting and movement allow 
the children to become closer. As chil-
dren learn the shared ritual, the sense 
of community grows. 

Plan active small group activities 
with core moral themes. For example, 
make a bridge between two rugs with 
a long wooden board. One rug is a 
mountain, the other is safety. A child 
pretends to be hurt on the mountain. 
Another child plays the rescuer who 
has to walk across the board to reach 
the hurt child. Once there, the rescuer 
takes her classmate’s hand and leads 
him back across the board to safety.

ACCESSIBLE
The convenience of distance education

FLEXIBLE 
Start any time on your own schedule 

Become a 
Montessori 
Teacher
... without missing work

Toll-free: 1.877.531.6665
info@montessoritraining.net
www.montessoritraining.net

INFANT/TODDLER EARLY CHILDHOOD ELEMENTARY

AFFORDABLE
Montessori Diploma Programs and Curriculum

VALUABLE 
Enrich or transform your center with Montessori 
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3 Emphasize the impact of  
behavior. When a child hurts 

someone (on the inside or the outside), 
instead of telling that child to say I’m 
sorry, explain the effect of the behavior 
on the classmate. Then give the child 
an opportunity to respond positively 
and repair the wrong.

For example, 4-year-old Mark 
deliberately shoves Jazmine to the floor. 
While Ms. Larson responds to a crying 
Jazmine, Mr. LaRosa gently puts his 
arm around Mark’s waist and says, 
Mark, when you pushed Jazmine down, 
it hurt her. Look at her tears and the sad 
expression on her face. 

4 Expect accountability. When chil-
dren’s behavior is deliberate and 

they know it is inappropriate, a teacher 
can express disappointment. It is also 
important to guide children in repair-
ing the wrong as best they can, offering 
help as needed. 

After emphasizing to Mark the 
consequences of his actions, Mr. LaRosa 
asks Jazmine if it is okay with her if 
Mark gets a washcloth to dry her tears. 
She nods yes. Mark gets a clean damp 

g o o d  g u i d a n c e

Supporting Dual 
language learnerS

Children who are dual lan-
guage learners (DLLs) take most 
of their cues from the actions of 
their teachers and friends. Pay 
special attention to your tone of 
voice, your gestures, and your 
body language. Clearly model the 
kinds of behaviors you want chil-
dren to use. Slow down and use 
eye contact to better understand 
what the child needs and to help 
him understand what you want 
him to learn.

washcloth and a dry towel. When he 
returns, Mr. LaRosa shows Mark how to 
gently wipe and dry Jazmine’s cheeks. 
Instead of forcing Mark to say I’m sorry, 
Mr. LaRosa helps him to be account-
able for what he did. 

If Mark had refused to help, he could 
have watched Mr. LaRosa help Jazmine. 
If she did not want Mark’s help, Mr. 
LaRosa could have emphasized to Mark 
that her rejection was another conse-
quence of what he had done.

Later in the day, the two teachers 
talk to Mark and Jazmine about what 
happened, how it could have been pre-
vented, and how they might act in the 
future. It is best to avoid asking young 
children why questions. Such questions 
put children on the defensive and ex-
pect them to reason beyond their years.

Conclusion
Preschoolers do not fully under-

stand the responsibility for repairing 
a wrong. Simply saying I’m sorry can 
become a magic phrase without mean-
ing. Being sorry, though, means think-
ing about the impact of one’s actions 
and feeling regret for having done it. 
The positive experiences teachers share 
with young children—hugging, touch-
ing, smiling, dancing, sharing, laugh-
ing, and guiding—celebrate children 
and invite them to care about them-
selves and others. TYC

For more on this topic, read the Young Children article 
“Beyond ‘I’m Sorry’: The Educator’s Role in Preschoolers’ 
Emergence of Conscience” at naeyc.org/tyc.



Simply a Day at the Beach

Ian Kahl

As most early childhood educators know, children are in-
spired by the variety found in natural environments. Water-
fronts are uniquely suited for learning because they present 
different kinds of materials that are of interest regardless of a 
child’s personality, temperament, age, or skills. This natural 
setting appeals beautifully to all young minds, which require 
consistent, evolving engagement. 

This is why the program where I work in El Cerrito, Cali-
fornia, went to the Richmond marina for a day trip. When we 
arrived, teachers observed how the setting served the chil-
dren’s cognitive, social, and emotional needs. Some children 

were fascinated by the crabs floating in the shallow water, 
and others examined the similarities and differences between 
the crabs and a dead manta ray found on the shore. While 
some children were deeply curious about the wildlife, others 
were only somewhat interested—which is to be expected in a 
diverse group. The children gathered materials to measure, 
role-played with their classmates, and filled and emptied 
containers. They noticed weight changes in their containers, 
tested their muscle limits, and creatively solved issues of spill-
age and transport. 

FOR THE PRESCHOOL PROFESSIONAL NAEYC.ORG/TYC 13
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I do, you do, we do
At first, I sat down in the sand, 

watching children buzzing around in 
small groups, engaged in solo play, and 
doing other activities. After a while, I 
picked up a plastic cup, filled it with 
sand, and began to build sand towers. 
I could feel the curious eyes of the chil-
dren taking notice. I made one tower, 
then another, and another. Aiden 
asked, “What are you making?” I told 
him that I hadn’t really thought that 
far ahead. “I’m just doing one thing at 
a time to see what it looks like.” 

 I asked if he would like to join me 
in what I called my “undetermined 
project.” He didn’t say yes, he just sat 
down. His curiosity was communicated 
perfectly in his expression. 

Aiden looked at what I had done, 
scanning how I’d arranged and placed 
my towers. He repeated this pattern 
without any direct guidance (reveal-
ing some very advanced pattern, 
sequencing, and spatial knowledge). 
By mimicking me, it was apparent that 
Aiden had internally measured my 
towers to decide which container I had 
used to form them and how far apart 
they were. He recognized that I had ar-
ranged the towers in a curved line and 
arranged his towers the same way.

Building on interests
 Once we had made a complete 

circle of towers, I began carving paths 
about two inches deep connecting one 
tower to another. Still working on the 
last of his towers, Aiden noticed that I 
was adding complexity to our design. 
When he asked what I was doing I 
replied, “I was thinking it was a moat. 
You know, like the kind we talked 
about the other day when we wondered 
why castles have moats. We did some 
research and decided it probably was to 
protect the people inside from catapults 
and stuff.” 

ian kahl lives in Berkeley, California. He 
works at the Willow Street Schoolhouse Child 
Development Program in El Cerrito as the lead 
prekindergarten teacher and program director.

Reflective Questions
Know yourself

 Both this teacher and the children were fully engaged in the sand 
and water play. When have you been as interested in an activity as the 
children you work with? What impact do you think a teacher’s enthusi-
asm might have on interactions with children?

 As you think about your childhood, can you recall a special place 
that provided rich play opportunities? What was it about the place 
that you found compelling?

 Think about what it means to be a teacher. How does this teacher 
support that definition? How does he deviate from it? What does this 
teacher do to support his own playfulness and sense of wonder?

Notice the details of the child’s competence

 Look for specific examples of Aiden’s skills and competencies. How 
did he demonstrate them as he built the sand towers?

 How does the teacher respect Aiden’s competencies? What details 
from the story support your answer?

Seek the child’s perspective

 Why might Aiden have wanted to build sand towers with his teach-
er? What ideas might he be exploring? How does the teacher interact 
with Aiden in ways that support inquiry and discovery?

Examine the environment

 What natural settings in your community are waiting to be ex-
plored? What possibilities do they present that cannot be duplicated in 
a more formal classroom setting?

 How does the flexibility of the materials (water and sand) support 
the teacher and child’s learning together?

Consider multiple perspectives

 How can you invite families to play in nature with their children? 
How can playing in nature with adults support children’s develop-
ment?

Consider opportunities and possibilities for next steps

 Record some of your interactions with children. Study the recordings 
to look for times when your interactions furthered children’s engage-
ment. What did you do to stop or change their play? What might you 
do to strengthen your interactions with children?
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Aiden smiled, remembering our 
discussion. He then began framing his 
sand project in this medieval light. He 
talked softly to himself and to me. It 
was a castle “that needed protection!  
How are we going to do it!?” he asked. 
I told him that I didn’t know. “Let’s just 
see what happens.” 

We gestured, signaled, and used 
subtle facial cues to coordinate building 
an elaborate moat. Once we finished, I 
asked, “What do moats have in them?” 
Aiden paused before answering “Wa-
ter!” He grabbed a bucket and ran to 
the water’s edge. I joined him. 

We filled our buckets and on our 
way back to the moat, he learned about 
weight and spillage. “I think I might 
have put too much in. It’s spilling!” I 
shrugged and replied, “It happens. No 
big deal.” 

Problem solving
Our project was built on a slight in-

cline. Aiden began to pour water from 
his bucket into the moat. We watched 
the water travel down the moat and 
break one of the walls.  

 “Whoa! What happened?” I asked 
him.

 He answered, “It broke the wall 
and some got sucked up into the 
ground.” 

Aiden squinted his eyes—he didn’t 
understand why the moat didn’t hold 
water. I asked if we should repair the 

wall. When he agreed, I asked him how 
we could make it different so that it 
would hold water. We decided to make 
the moat thicker and taller. Without 
any verbal negotiation, we began this 
work on all of the walls—not just the 
broken one. He understood that if this 
problem had arisen with one wall, it 
was going to happen elsewhere. 

 The next time we tried to fill the 
moat, the water flowed around the 
bends of the circle. Most of it got sucked 
into the sand or rested in a pool at the 
lowest point at the bottom of the moat. 

Seeing that the walls of our moat 
were still intact, Aiden exploded with 
excitement and joined me in filling 
another bucket. His outburst led other 
children to watch, and some began to 

fetch their own buckets of water to help 
us fill the moat. The more we poured in 
the moat, the more standing water re-
mained in the channels. The standing 
water required us to keep repairing the 
walls, but the children knew what to 
do. They maintained the structure with-
out direction and even instructed me 
and another teacher on the techniques 
that would be the most successful. 

Extending engagement
When I saw the children’s energy 

levels begin to wane, I suggested that 
we channel the moat into the bay, ex-
plaining “When we pour water in from 
the top, it will first circle the castle. 
Then it will find its way back into the 
bay.” 

Bang! They were reengaged. We ran 
this experiment for quite some time. 
Onlookers and classmates stopped by to 
try it out a few times before returning 
to their investigative play. 

At the end of the day we collected 
our tools and looked at our project. 
Aiden asked, “What do we do now?”  
Knowing that, for children, construc-
tion is second only to deconstruction, 
I suggested that we squish it. We both 
grinned. Jumping over and over, we 
turned our project back into a pile of 
sand. Others joined us in destroying the 
castle. 

I said, “We should do this again 
sometime.” Aiden, wearing a large 
smile, said “Yeah!” TYCp
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e n h a n c i n g  l e a r n i n g  c e n t e r si n d i v i d u a l i z i n g  l e a r n i n g  c e n t e r s

Support children who seem 
uninterested in block play
•	Define the play space.	Sometimes	a	child	who	
seems	uninterested	is	actually	overwhelmed	or	
distracted	by	others	playing	nearby.	Provide	smaller,	
defined	play	spaces	using	carpet	tiles	or	a	small	
blanket	taped	to	the	floor.	Invite	the	child	to	play	in	
his	own	space.	

•	Simplify the choices.	Some	children	can’t	cope	with	
the	many	choices	available.	A	limited	number	and	
type	of	blocks	can	help	them	focus.	They	might	also	
find	it	easier	to	build	with	brightly	colored	foam	
blocks	rather	than	hardwood	unit	blocks.		

•	Offer interesting props.	Think	about	
what	motivates	and	interests	children	
in	other	learning	centers.	If	a	child	
likes	props,	offer	people	figures	and	
traffic	signals	to	draw	her	in	and	
stimulate	her	imagination.	

•	Model what to do.	Children	may	
need	to	see	what	construction	looks	
like	before	they	can	build	on	their	
own.	Your	joy	in	playing	with	blocks	may	encourage	
their	interest.	Invite	a	child	to	join	you.	Narrate	your	
actions	and	thinking	while	you	build.	

•	Observe, suggest, and direct, if needed.	See	what	
could	be	holding	a	child	back	and	then	think	about	
the	best	way	to	address	the	problem.	Offer	sugges-
tions:	I noticed that your tower keeps falling down. Try 
putting a large block on the bottom.	Comment	on	suc-
cesses:	Your tower stayed up. Starting with a large block 
works well.	

Support children who need new challenges
•	Encourage elaborate constructions.	Encourage	
children	to	use	any	or	all	of	the	25	different	sizes	and	
shapes	in	a	full	set	of	unit	blocks.	Suggest	building	
something	complex	and	of	particular	interest	to	the	
children.	Invite	them	to	use	the	level,	ruler,	and	tape	
measure	and	to	make	a	Please	Save	It	sign	with	the	
names	of	the	builders.		

•	Connect block building with literacy.	Invite	a	child	
to	tell	you	a	story	about	his	structure.	Write	what	he	
says	in	a	journal	or	on	chart	paper.	Provide	a	cam-
era,	drawing	materials,	and	supplies	so	children	can	
write	and	illustrate	books	about	their	creations.	

•	Suggest re-creating structures in other formats.	
Children	might	paint,	draw,	take	a	photograph,	
create	a	collage,	or	sculpt	a	clay	replica	of	their	
building.	Pose	questions	such	as,	How is the painting 
of the farm different from the block farm?	and	How is it 
the same?	These	kinds	of	questions	reinforce	learning	
and	stretch	preschoolers’	thinking.			

•	Encourage planning before building.	Provide	large	
pieces	of	paper	and	drawing	tools	so	children	can	
make	blueprints.	Talk	with	them	
about	what	they	will	do	first,	what	
materials	they	need,	where	they	will	
build,	and	so	on.	

•	Form intentional pairs.	This	allows	
children	to	learn	and	benefit	from	
each	other.	For	example,	match	a	
child	with	strong	block-building	
skills	with	a	child	who	doesn’t	quite	
know	what	to	do.	

Supporting One and All in the

Block Center

Laura J. Colker

Almost every preschooler enjoys playing with blocks, although some children need a teacher’s help to 

get the most they can out of block play. To support individuals, teachers can provide specific materials 

and interactions. Here are some strategies you can adapt to support the children in your program.
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e n h a n c i n g  l e a r n i n g  c e n t e r si n d i v i d u a l i z i n g  l e a r n i n g  c e n t e r s

Support all children’s unique characteristics
•	Spend one-on-one time with each child.	Observe,	
listen,	and	ask	questions	to	learn	about	a	child’s	
skills	and	interests.	What	type	of	blocks,	props,	and	
materials	does	she	choose?	What	does	she	talk,	draw,	
and	write	about	while	building—and	at	other	times	
of	the	day?	Use	this	information	to	add	new	props	
and	materials.	

•	Accommodate a child’s needs. You	may	need	to	
adapt	the	environment	and	materials.	For	example,	
some	children	with	a	physical	disability	are	more	
comfortable	lying	on	a	wedge	pillow.	A	child	with	
visual	challenges	might	build	a	block	tower	against	
a	wall.	Work	with	a	special	education	expert	to	give	
each	child	an	optimal	experience.

•	Talk and ask lots of open-ended questions.	
For	example,	you	might	say,	The two blocks 
you put together are the same length as this long 
block. Let’s use the tape measure to see how long 
each block is.	Then	you	might	ask,	What else 
have you noticed about the sizes of blocks?		
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•	Observe and help solve problem, as needed.	If	chil-
dren	are	disagreeing	or	having	a	hard	time	working	
together,	watch	for	a	while	to	see	if	they	work	things	
out.	If	not,	step	in	to	help	them	define	the	problem	
and	come	up	with	solutions.	Graham and Sam, I think 
you want to play together, but you each want to build 
something different. What could you do to solve your 
problem?				

•	Post labels in children’s home languages.	Spell	
the	words	both	correctly	and	phonetically	so	adults	
can	pronounce	and	use	the	words	with	children	in	
conversations	about	their	buildings.	Choose	rich,	
vocabulary-building	words	beyond	block	or	square.	
Offer	more	interesting	words	such	as	match,	build,	
tower,	tall,	short,	shaky,	strong,	top,	and	bottom.	TYC
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p i c t u r i n g  g o o d  p r a c t i c e

Children First is a small nonprofit early education pro-
gram	in	Durham,	North	Carolina.	Founded	in	1990	by	a	
group	of	teachers	and	parents,	the	program	is	governed	
by	a	board	of	directors	comprised	of	parents,	teachers,	and	
community	members.	It	is	staffed	by	two	teachers	who	share	
administrative	and	curricular	duties.	Like	a	family	child	care	
program,	Children	First	is	housed	in	a	residence.	It	serves	12	
children	in	one	mixed-age	group.	Coteachers	Donna	and	
Sarah	offer	children	challenges	that	they	can	reach—with	a	
stretch.	This	helps	children	believe	in	their	genuine	ability	to	
strive	and	achieve.	The	environment	is	open,	available,	and	
appealing	to	encourage	children	to	pursue	their	own	ideas	as	
much	as	possible.		

We	interview	individual	children	as	
part	of	the	parent–teacher	conference	
process.	We	use	the	same	set	of	ques-
tions	for	every	interview,	so	over	time	
we	see	changes	in	the	child’s	communi-
cation	skills	and	perspectives	on	learn-
ing,	friends,	curriculum,	and	the	school	
community.		

donna king, MA, worked with a group of teachers and parents to 
found Children First. She has been teaching, directing, and—most of 
all—learning there for more than 24 years. Her three children, Cara, 
Anna Grace, and Josh, are all Children First graduates.

Donna King

Putting  
Children  

First
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p i c t u r i n g  g o o d  p r a c t i c e

A	rich,	readable,	and	accessible	envi-
ronment	lets	children	make	choices.	They	
can	select	materials,	decide	where	to	play,	
and	take	care	of	their	basic	needs.		

We	teach	with	cameras,	recorders,	and	notebooks	in	
hand.	Documenting	the	story	of	each	child’s	develop-
ment	is	integral	to	our	teaching	practice.	At	the	end	of	the	
day	we	download	the	photographs	and	audio	and	decide	
which	stories	to	write	up	for	the	children’s	portfolios.	The	
portfolios	tell	children,	You are the hero in your own life story, 
and your life story is a story worth telling.

Anything	children	can	do	inside,	
they	can	do	outside—only	louder,	big-
ger,	and	with	more	freedom.	In	addi-
tion,	many	developmentally	important	
activities	can	happen	only	outdoors.	
Large	group	pretending	games	that	
involve	noise,	running,	and	story	lines	
that	move	from	place	to	place	are	typi-
cal	at	Children	First.	
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p i c t u r i n g  g o o d  p r a c t i c e

When	the	learning	environment	satis-
fies	the	senses,	children	are	better	able	to	
relax	and	focus.	When	the	environment	
is	organized,	children	can	make	sense	of	
what’s	available	and	experiment	in	posi-
tive	and	intentional	ways.		

We	divide	the	group	for	lunchtime	
so	children	can	have	genuine	conver-
sations	with	each	other	and	with	a	
teacher.	The	older	children	give	a	daily	
pretending	report	that	keeps	the	teach-
ers	in	touch	with	their	ongoing	play.	
The	children	share	one	good	thing	from	
the	morning,	a	practice	in	cultivating	
gratitude	and	optimism.	They	discuss	
their	ideas	and	opinions	on	a	variety	
of	topics,	including	the	books	read	
together	at	the	table.	

Other	parts	of	the	outdoor	environment	include	
a	water	deck	for	sensory	play;	the	sand	river	for	
engineering	and	pretending;	a	mud	kitchen;	lots	
of	big	blocks	for	building	pretend	play	settings	and	
obstacle	courses;	easels;	unit	blocks;	and	the	alone	
space,	with	a	cloth	hammock	where	children	can	
take	a	break	from	the	action.
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p i c t u r i n g  g o o d  p r a c t i c e

Once	you’ve	been	a	Children	
Firster,	you’re	part	of	the	communi-
ty	for	life.	The	teachers	and	children	
call	graduates	on	their	birthdays	
each	year	to	sing	“Happy	Birthday.”	
In	the	bathroom	hang	photographs	
of	all	the	children	who	have	been	
part	of	Children	First.	Graduating	
children	paint	a	tile	before	they	
leave.	Those	tiles	hang	in	a	long	
colorful	line	above	the	classroom	
windows.		

The	structures	in	the	loft	room	help	children	
build	gross	motor	skills	and	are	great	settings	for	
pretend	play.	The	room	is	a	little	dark,	and	the	
children	control	the	light	fixtures	and	a	projector	to	
match	the	level	of	light	to	their	pretending	ideas.	We	
add	the	monkey	bars	in	January.	By	then	the	chil-
dren	are	ready	for	the	extra	physical	challenge	and	
are	able	to	communicate	with	each	other	to	safely	
manage	their	play.	TYC

We believe that 
•	Children	are	real	people—just	
very	young	ones—who	merit	
the	same	respect	and	consider-
ation	we	give	adults.

•	In	a	mixed-age	group,	older	
children	are	teachers	and	lead-
ers.	With	them,	younger	
children	learn	to	navigate	and	
benefit	from	the	environment	
more	quickly	and	with	less	
instruction	from	teachers.

•	Every	inch	of	the	environment	
can	contribute	to	children’s	
well-being;	children	and	teach-
ers	thrive	in	an	environment	
that	awakens	and	pleases	their	
senses.	

•	Young	children	develop	best	
when	their	days	include	long,	
uninterrupted	blocks	of	time	
for	cooperative	pretend	play	
and	when	there	are	a	wide	
variety	of	open-ended	materi-
als	available	for	that	play.	

•	The	outdoors	is	children’s	
natural	habitat	and	they	
should	be	able	to	access	the	
outdoors	as	often	and	as	freely	
as	possible.		

•	Children	learn	best	in	a	“car-
ing	conspiracy”	of	adults,	
where	the	families	and	teach-
ers	have	a	shared	interest	in	
and	sense	of	responsibility	for	
all	the	children.

•	Every	child	and	family	should	
feel	accepted	and	experience	a	
deep	sense	of	belonging:	I am 
an important part of this place 
and I will always be known and 
welcome in this place.



22 TEACHING YOUNG CHILDREN VOL 7 NO 4

Preschool teachers can create	an	en-
vironment	in	which	children	are	eager	
to	explore	and	learn	about	math.	They	
can	provide	developmentally	appro-
priate	materials	and	opportunities	to	
help	preschoolers	understand	the	topic.	
Math	can	be	a	part	of	daily	routines,	
activities,	and	interactions	in	preschool.	

The	Common	Core	State	Standards	
for	Mathematics	(CCSSM)	are	written	to	
ensure	students	will	leave	school	ready	
for	work	and	college.	In	the	CCSSM,	
two	critical	areas	make	up	kindergarten	
content.	The	first	is	representing,	relat-
ing,	and	operating	on	whole	num-
bers	with	sets	of	objects.	The	second	
is	describing	shapes	and	space	(NGA	
Center	&	CCSSO	2010).	By	the	end	of	

kindergarten,	children	need	to	dem-
onstrate	understanding	by	analyzing,	
comparing,	creating,	and	composing	
these	shapes.	Preschool	teachers	have	
numerous	opportunities	to	help	chil-
dren	begin	to	develop	their	understand-
ing	of	shapes	and	space.

Recognize and compare two- and 
three-dimensional shapes

In	preschool,	children	can	learn	to	
identify	and	name	circles,	triangles,	
squares,	rectangles,	and	ovals.	By	using	
materials	such	as	posters,	blocks,	books,	
and	games,	teachers	expose	children	to	
various	shapes	and	help	them	analyze	
two-	and	three-dimensional	shapes	in	
various	sizes	and	orientations.	

The	following	strategies	and	ac-
tivities	can	help	preschoolers	learn	to	
recognize	and	compare	shapes.

•	Identify	shapes.	Introduce	children	
to	different	kinds	of	triangles,	such	
as	equilateral,	isosceles,	scalene,	and	
right.	After	finding	them	in	the	class-
room	or	outdoors,	children	can	out-
line	the	triangles	with	colored	tape.	

For	example,	they	might	make	right	
triangles	red	and	scalene	triangles	
blue.	

•	Introduce	math	words.	Create	a	
math	word	wall	or	incorporate	math-
ematical	words	into	the	existing	word	
wall—color-code	the	math	words	to	
make	it	easier	for	children	to	notice	
them.	Be	sure	to	write	math	words	in	
English	and	in	children’s	home	lan-
guages.	Teachers	can	use	real	objects,	
photos,	and	black	line	drawings	to	
define	the	words.	

•	Compare	shapes.	Ask	children	to	
identify	different	sizes	of	the	same	
shape.	For	example,	in	the	classroom	
they	could	search	for	rectangles,	such	
as	windows,	doors,	books,	shelves,	
cabinets,	computer	screens,	tabletops,	
and	cubbies.	Next,	help	children	
think	as	they	compare	the	sizes	of	
rectangles.	The door is bigger than the 
cubbies. The cubbies are bigger than the 
book, but they are all rectangles.	En-
courage	children	to	do	the	same	with	
triangles,	circles,	and	other	shapes.

Linda dauksas, EdD, is the director of the Early 
Childhood program at Elmhurst College. She teaches 
courses in early childhood education, including 
assessment, learning environment, methods for 
early childhood special education, and working with 
families and communities.  
Jeanne White, EdD, is the chairperson 
of the Department of Education at Elmhurst 
College. She teaches the math methods courses 
for preservice teachers in early childhood, 
elementary, and special education. 

Discovering  
Shapes and Space  

in Preschool
Linda Dauksas and Jeanne White



FOR THE PRESCHOOL PROFESSIONAL NAEYC.ORG/TYC 23

•	What’s	the	difference?	Explain	the	
differences	between	two-dimensional	
(flat)	shapes	and	three-dimensional	
(solid)	shapes.	How are the book and 
piece of construction paper the same? 
How are they different?

•	Create	a	shape-scape.	Teachers	and	
families	can	collect	three-dimensional	
objects	such	as	cans,	cartons,	boxes,	
and	balls	to	create	a	shape-scape.	
Children	can	use	cylinders	(paper	
towel	rolls)	as	tree	trunks,	spheres	
(balls)	as	treetops,	and	rectangles	(ce-
real	boxes)	as	buildings.	Teachers	and	
children	can	work	together	to	label	
the	shape-scape,	count	the	number	
of	shapes	used,	and	plan	additions	to	
the	structure.	

•	Go	from	3-D	to	2-D.	Preschoolers	
can	dip	three-dimensional	objects	in	
paints	and	press	them	on	paper	to	
make	prints.	Cans,	spools,	candles,	
and	drinking	glasses	work	well.	The	
children	will	see	the	flat	shapes	that	
make	up	the	sides	of	the	objects.	

•	Discover	shapes	outdoors.	Look	
for	manhole	covers,	flags,	windows,	

signs,	and	other	distinct	shapes.	
Working	together,	children	and	teach-
ers	can	take	photos	of	the	shapes,	la-
bel	them	in	the	photos,	and	assemble	
the	photos	into	a	class	book.

•	Learn	new	vocabulary.	Introduce	
words	such	as	thick,	thin,	small,	large,	
long,	short, facet, slide, flip, and turn	
in	English	and	home	languages	
during	meal	and	snack	times.	Offer	
snacks	with	various	dimensions	and	
encourage	children	to	use	compara-
tive	words	when	asking	for	food.	I’d 
like the long carrot, please.	Add	these	
descriptive	words	to	the	word	wall.

•	Play	shape	hokey	pokey.	Have	each	
preschooler	hold	a	shape	and	put	it	in	
the	circle	instead	of	a	body	part.	Put 
your square in. Take your square out. Do 
the hokey pokey and turn yourself around.

•	Play	a	shape	guessing	game.	Have	
preschoolers	play	in	pairs.	Explain	
that	one	child	will	hide	the	shape	be-
hind	her	back	and	the	other	will	ask	
questions	about	the	shape.	Does the 
shape have three sides? Does the shape 
have four angles?

•	Offer	geoband	challenges.	Teachers	
can	offer	geoboards	and	geobands	so	
children	can	create	as	many	different	
shapes	as	possible.	Provide	an	addi-
tional	challenge	by	asking	children	to	
color-code	the	shapes.

Create and take apart shapes 
Once	preschoolers	can	correctly	

identify	flat	(square,	circle,	triangle,	
rectangle,	hexagon)	and	solid	or	
three-dimensional	shapes	(cube,	cone,	
cylinder,	sphere),	they	are	ready	to	cre-
ate	and	then	take	apart	shapes	using	
materials	provided	by	their	teacher.	

•	Make	a	shape.	Offer	toothpicks,	pipe	
cleaners,	straws,	or	craft	sticks	as	
materials	children	can	use	to	make	
into	shapes.	Discuss	the	shapes	they	
make.	That’s a triangle. How could you 
turn it into a square?	

•	Create	new	shapes.	Children	can	
glue	together	two	or	more	shapes	cut	
from	paper	onto	a	blank	piece	of	pa-
per	to	form	other	shapes.	You glued two 
triangles together to form a rectangle.

•	Create	solid	shapes.	Children	can	
roll,	pinch,	and	manipulate	play-
dough	or	clay	to	make	two	or	more	
shapes.	Then	they	can	combine	their	
creations	to	make	new	shapes.			

•	Deconstruct	shapes.	Children	can	
explore	how	to	form	three-dimension-
al	shapes.	For	example,	let	children	
watch	as	you	cut	rectangular	contain-
ers	such	as	cereal	boxes.	How many 
rectangles are there in the box?	Then	
ask	children	to	figure	out	how	to	put	
them	back	together.		

•	Play	with	tangrams.	Have	several	
sets	of	tangrams	and	pattern	cards	
on	hand.	Children	can	start	by	lay-
ing	tans	on	each	pattern.	They	can	
progress	to	re-creating	the	pattern	on	
another	surface	and	making	up	their	
own	patterns.

•	Build	a	hexagon	puzzle.	Cut	one	
hexagon	into	trapezoids	and	tri-
angles.	Invite	children	to	use	those	
pieces	to	fill	in	another	hexagon	of	
the	same	size.	©
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Spatial visualization
Encourage	preschoolers	to	slide,	flip,	or	turn	shapes	to	

promote	problem	solving	and	an	understanding	of	trans-
formations.	These	transformations	are	crucial	to	developing	
spatial	visualization	abilities	and	understanding	geometry,	
which	involves	matching	shapes	through	visualization.	

•	Use	the	correct	terms.	A	turn	is	a	rotation.	A	flip	is	a	reflec-
tion.	A	slide	is	a	translation.	

•	Send	pattern	cards	and	tangrams	home.	Encourage	fami-
lies	to	play,	discover,	and	name	transformations	at	home	
as	they	duplicate	figures	on	the	cards.	Can you rotate the 
triangle to fit the figure? I saw you slide the rectangle.

•	Play	a	transformation	game.	Give	children	dolls	or	stuffed	
toys	and	point	out	the	front	and	back	of	each	toy.	Call	
out	directions—flip your doll up, turn your teddy bear on its 
side—to	see	if	preschoolers	can	demonstrate	the	transforma-
tions.	After	they	master	flipping	the	toys,	have	the	children	
practice	with	shape	pieces.

•	Play	Mirror,	Mirror.	Give	each	child	a	single	set	of	pattern	
blocks	and	a	small	mirror.	Ask	children	to	create	a	design	
with	their	blocks.	Then	have	them	hold	the	mirror	up	to	
each	side	of	the	design	to	see	how	it	appears	to	be	flipped	in	
the	mirror.

After any of these transformations, 
the shape still has the same size, 
area, angles, and line lengths.

Transformations
These are transformations:

Rotation

Reflection

Translation

©
 k

a
r

e
n

 p
h

il
li

p
s



FOR THE PRESCHOOL PROFESSIONAL NAEYC.ORG/TYC 25

Spatial orientation
As	preschoolers	learn	to	identify	

objects,	they	can	use	spatial	orienta-
tion	vocabulary	to	describe	the	relative	
positions	of	objects.	Preschoolers	should	
understand	and	be	able	to	use	position-
al	words	such	as	above,	below,	beside,	in 
front of,	behind,	next to,	between,	on,	over,	
under,	and	inside.	

•	Focus	on	a	word	a	week.	Introduce	
the	word	in	English	and	children’s	
home	languages.	Use	the	word	
throughout	the	day	in	the	classroom,	
in	the	hallway,	and	on	the	play-
ground.	You are sitting beside a friend. 
Place your napkin beside the plate. Stand 
beside your partner.

•	Pair	positional	and	shape	vocabu-
lary. The clock is a circle. It is beside the 
door, which is a rectangle.	

•	Create	a	book.	Invite	families	to	
write	about	a	favorite	activity	using	
positional	words.	We drove next to the 
park, traveled under the expressway, and 
walked over the bridge.	Children	can	
provide	the	illustrations.

•	Use	photo	examples.	Take	photos	of	
the	children	demonstrating	positional	
concepts.	Hong is standing under the 
clock.	Add	photos	and	words	to	the	
word	wall.

•	Play	spatial	Simon	Says.	Give	each	
child	in	a	small	group	a	stuffed	
animal	and	play	Simon	Says	using	
positional	vocabulary.	Simon Says put 
your animal above your head. Put your 
animal under your chair.

•	Create	positional	obstacle	courses.	
Encourage	preschoolers’	use	of	posi-
tional	words	during	play	or	transi-
tions.	Before going outside, climb up the 
steps, slide down the slide, jump over the 
cones, and line up next to the door.	

•	Narrate	actions	with	orientation.	
Use	positional	words	to	describe	how	
the	children	move	from	one	place	to	
another.	You parked your trikes on the 
playground and next to the window. You 
walked under the skylight and over the 
carpet to enter the classroom. 

Conclusion
Preschool	teachers	can	create	envi-

ronments	and	plan	activities	so	young	
children	and	their	families	are	both	
enveloped	and	engaged	in	mathemat-
ics.	Programs	can	feature	numeric	and	
geometric	representations	with	appro-
priate	vocabulary	terms.	Beyond	the	
classroom,	preschoolers	can	discover	
and	enjoy	mathematics	in	their	homes	
and	communities.	TYC

RefeRence

nga center (national governors association center 
for best practices) & ccsso (council of chief state 
school officers). 2010. “Mathematics standards, 
k–12.” Washington, Dc: nga & ccsso. www.
corestandards.org/math.

ResouRces

copley, j. V. 2010. The Young Child and Mathematics. 
2nd ed. Washington, Dc: naeyc.

shillady, a., ed. 2012. Spotlight on Young Children: 
Exploring Math. Washington, Dc: naeyc.

Zubrzycki, j. 2011. “common core poses challenges 
for preschools.” Education Week 31 (13): 1, 20–21.

©
 k

a
r

e
n

 p
h

il
li

p
s

©
 b

o
n

n
ie

 b
la

g
o

je
V

ic

Help children and families find 

shapes in their everyday lives. 

Sign and make copies of the 

Message in a Backpack on 

page 26 to send home. It’s also 

available online (in English and 

Spanish) at naeyc.org/tyc.
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A message from your child’s teacher

In our classroom the children learn about shapes in many daily activities. You can 

help children identify, create, name, and take apart shapes during your regular 

routines, activities, and discussions at home. Here are some ways to help your 

preschooler focus on what makes shapes alike and different.   

Everyday Shapes

On the road
When	you	see	a	yield	

sign,	point	out	that	it	has	
three	sides.	When	you	see	a	
school	crossing	sign,	invite	
your	child	to	count	the	
sides	(there	are	five).	Look	
for	other	shapes,	such	as	
rectangular	doors	and	round	
manhole	covers.						

At the store
Soup	cans	are	cylinders.	Oranges	

are	spheres.	What	holds	ice	cream?	
An	ice	cream	cone!	You	and	your	
child	can	play	a	game	while	grocery	
shopping:	How	many	different	shapes	
can	you	find?	Have	your	child	help	
place	items	on	the	conveyor	belt,	then	
compare	the	items	you’re	buying.	The 
cheese and the bag of carrots are both 
orange. Which one is shorter? We got 
a watermelon and a kiwi. How are they 
alike? How are they different?				

At home
The	recycling	bin	is	full	of	

things	you	can	use	to	talk	about	
two-dimensional	and	three-	
dimensional	shapes.	What shape 
is the paper towel roll? You’re right, 
it’s a cylinder. We flattened the 
cereal box so now it’s a 2-D shape. 
When it was still full of cereal, it 
was a 3-D shape. How would you 
describe the oatmeal container?		

Making shapes 
Provide	playdough	(find	a	

simple	recipe	online)	and	tools	
your	child	can	use	to	make	
all	kinds	of	shapes.	Your	child	
can	turn	a	long	rolled	snake	
into	a	square	or	a	triangle.	
Count	the	sides	together.	Next	
your	child	can	make	a	ball—
or	in	math	terms,	a	sphere.		
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A mosaic tile project
Located	in	Scottsdale,	Arizona,	

Pinnacle	Presbyterian	Preschool	offers	
an	educational	program	that	uses	the	
arts	as	a	tool	for	cognitive,	language,	
and	social	learning.	With	funding	from	
the	Arizona	Commission	on	the	Arts,	
the	preschool	launched	The	Tallulah	
Project.	This	Pinnacle	Church	com-
munity	project	is	designed	to	transform	

the	exterior	walkways	of	the	school	by	
creating	a	mural	of	mosaic	tiles.	The	
community	believes	that	when	we	pro-
vide	interesting	and	beautiful	spaces	for	
children	to	learn,	we	show	them	that	
they	are	important	to	us.		

Tallulah	is	Choctaw	for	running 
water.	The	murals	depict	Arizona’s	
landscapes	and	how	they	are	shaped	by	
water.	A	large	mosaic	tree	greets	fami-
lies	when	they	enter	the	school.	Each	
leaf	carries	the	name	of	a	child,	parent,	
grandparent,	or	even	a	family	pet.	
Etched	into	the	tree	trunk	are	character	
traits,	such	as	compassion,	generosity,	
and	kindness,	that	we	seek	to	develop	
in	the	children	and	in	their	lives.	

Tiles	are	made	in	the	classrooms,	
the	art	studio,	and	at	family	clay	work-
shops.	A	volunteer	parent	committee	

provides	assistance	at	the	workshops,	
glazing	and	placing	the	tiles	on	the	
walls.	Visitors	to	the	preschool	are	
often	surprised	that	the	tiles	are	made	
by	children,	parent	volunteers,	and	
teachers	because	of	the	high	quality	
of	the	mosaic.	The	project	has	brought	
together	families	and	classrooms,	con-
necting	the	community	as	the	people	
create	something	beautiful	and	long	
lasting.

What do children learn through clay? 
Clay	is	an	organic	material	that	is	

naturally	appealing	to	children	and	
adults.	Children	love	to	touch,	squeeze,	
pinch,	mold,	and	create	with	clay.	After	
being	introduced	through	The	Tallulah	
Project,	clay	became	a	learning	center	
in	the	classrooms.	What	makes	clay	so	

Bridging Our 
Communities 
With Clay

Mary Ann Biermeier and Sabrina Ball

Mary ann bierMeier, BA, is an educator 
at Pinnacle Presbyterian Preschool. Over the last 
decade she has devoted her time to early childhood 
education initiatives to resolve the high rates of 
illiteracy in her community and to help children stay 
in school and succeed in life. 
sabrina baLL, MEd, is director of Pinnacle 
Presbyterian Preschool. She is also adjunct faculty 
at Paradise Valley Community College, where she 
supervises early childhood interns. Sabrina serves 
on the board of the Valley of the Sun AEYC.
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inviting?	Is	it	the	supple	and	malleable	
texture?	The	ease	with	which	children	
can	smash	it	down	and	start	over?		
Yes—and	so	much	more.

As	children	work	with	clay,	they	can	
learn	and	practice	new	skills.

•	Social	and	language	skills	grow	when	
children	talk	about	what	they	are	cre-
ating.	They	can	gain	conversational	
and	storytelling	skills.	Clay	can	also	
be	a	way	for	children	to	express	what	
is	happening	in	their	lives.

•	Critical	thinking	skills	are	sup-
ported	as	children	explore	clay.	They	
observe,	experiment,	and	learn	from	
error	and	repetition.	Clay	can	encour-
age	children’s	problem-solving	skills	
when	they	try	to	create	new	designs	
or	structures.	

•	Fine	motor	skills	develop	and	expand.	
Squeezing,	pinching,	poking,	and	
prodding	builds	muscles	in	preschool-
ers’	hands	and	fingers.

•	Science	understanding	increases	from	
playing	with	clay.	Children	learn	that	
clay	is	a	natural	material	composed	
of	soil	and	water.	When	they	add	wa-
ter,	the	clay	becomes	soft	and	sticky.	
They	learn	that	clay	is	pliable	enough	
to	connect	arms	to	a	clay	figure	or	
turn	a	coil	into	a	circular	pot.

Clay,	wire,	paints,	pencils,	pens,	
markers,	and	woodworking	materi-
als	help	teachers	bring	learning	to	
life	through	hands-on	activities.	The	
teachers	give	the	children	time,	often	
over	many	days,	to	explore	and	create	
using	clay.	Most	preschoolers	begin	by	

making	basic	shapes,	such	as	balls	and	
coils,	and	use	them	to	build	animals,	
people,	or	simple	objects.	With	in-
creased	time	and	experience,	children	
begin	to	focus	on	making	their	cre-
ations	look	realistic.	They	create	more	
elaborate	structures,	such	as	houses,	
animals,	people	with	arms	and	legs,	
and	objects	with	enhanced	details.	
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Master of Education 

Early Childhood Education
with Specializations in Teaching & Administration

ACHIEVE ANOTHER  
DEGREE OF SUCCESS IN 
YOUR EDUCATION CAREER
Earn your M.ED. Online & Distinguish Yourself  
as a Professional in the Field

Champlain’s M.ED. combines academically excellent online classes 
with a low residency requirement to deliver an accessible, high-
quality graduate-level education for early childhood educators and 
administrators across the country. The three-day, credit-earning 
residency at the annual NAEYC Conference allows first-year students 
and faculty to optimize their conference experience and build 
lifelong relationships.

REGISTER FOR AN ONLINE INFORMATION SESSION TODAY

CHAMPLAIN.EDU/MED

Books about clay 
For children

The Pot That Juan Built,	by	Nancy	Andrews-Goebel.		
Illus.	by	David	Diaz.	2002.	Lee	&	Low.

When Clay Sings,	by	Byrd	Baylor.	Illus.	by	Tom	Bahti.	
1987.	Aladdin.

The Pottery Place,	by	Gail	Gibbons.	1987.	Harcourt.

The Mud Family,	by	Betsy	James.	Illus.	by	Paul	Morin.	
1998.	Oxford	University	Press.

For teachers

I Am Clay: The Power of Natural Clay in Early Childhood 
Development.	DVD.	2006.	K-Play.	Available	from	NAEYC.

30 Fun Ways to Learn With Clay and Squishy Stuff,	by	
Lorraine	Frankish.	2011.	Gryphon	House.

Preschool Art: Clay and Dough—It’s the Process, Not the 
Product,	by	MaryAnn	F.	Kohl.	2001.	Gryphon	House.

Poking, Pinching, & Pretending: Documenting Toddlers’ 
Explorations With Clay,	by	Dee	Smith	and	Jeanne		
Goldhaber.	2004.	Redleaf.	

To	support	children’s	explora-
tions	and	language	development,	the	
teachers	often	use	open-ended	and	
descriptive	comments	about	what	they	
observe:

•	I see you used balls to make the caterpil-
lar. How did you get the balls to stick 
together?

•	You made a house! What details could 
you add?

•	I see you carefully smoothed the joints. 
This will help your sculpture last for a 
long time.

Clay	play	gives	children	opportu-
nities	to	learn	problem-solving	skills.	
They	learn	to	be	respectful	of	tools	
and	materials.	Given	the	opportunity	
to	continue	their	work,	children	often	
think	more	deeply	about	what	they	
are	creating	and	strive	for	quality	and	
uniqueness.	TYC
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f u l l  S T E A M  a h e a d

sCienCe teChnoLogy engineering art MatheMatiCs

Teacher Jaime invites 4-year-old Connor to the art table to  

work on a painting project. 

“Connor, can you make a picture using the paints here?” 

“No,” Connor says. “I can’t do it right, and my mommy won’t like it.”  

“There is no right or wrong way to make art, Connor. You can paint whatever 

you like and it will be wonderful. It doesn’t have to look like anything real.  

We call that abstract art!”

As	preschool	teachers	and	art	lov-
ers,	we	are	eager	to	expose	the	children	
to	different	forms	and	processes	of	art.	
We	were	surprised	to	find	how	many	
children	were	reluctant	to	try	the	daily	
art	activity.	They	worried	about	mess-
ing	up,	making	a	mistake,	or	doing	it	
the	wrong	way.	We	wanted	to	help	the	
children	find	joy	in	creating	art,	free	
from	fear,	so	we	decided	to	focus	on	
abstract	art.	

Why expose children to abstract art?
Abstract	art	may	seem	like	a	dif-

ficult	topic	to	discuss	in	a	preschool	
classroom,	but	it	is	a	perfect	way	to	
get	children	excited	about	art.	Unlike	
representational	art—which	is	intended	
to	look	like	something	recognizable	
(This is a picture of a flower)—abstract	
art	isn’t	meant	to	resemble	anything.	
It	looks	and	feels	different	to	each	
person.	Abstract	art	can	encourage	
children	to	talk	about	their	ideas,	learn	
about	different	opinions,	and	begin	to	
understand	someone	else’s	perspective.	
Abstract	art	can	also	connect	to	other	
topics,	such	as	math	and	language.	
Children	learn	new	colors,	shapes,	and	
vocabulary	words.	

annie Conner and JaiMe haWks-
MaLCzynski are early childhood teachers 
at Clairbourn School in San Gabriel, California. 
Together they have 17 years of teaching experience.

Preschoolers as

Abstract 
Artists
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Most	preschoolers	are	graduating	
from	the	drawing	stage	often	referred	
to	as	scribbling	and	are	moving	on	
to	creating	shapes	and	line	drawings.	
They	start	to	combine	shapes	and	lines	
to	form	pictures	of	something	specific.	
Soon	they	move	on	to	further	develop	
their	work	and	to	create	recognizable	
forms	and	images.	However,	some	chil-
dren	are	so	fearful	of	failure	that	they	
struggle	to	enjoy	the	process	of	creating.

Annie Conner and Jaime Hawks-Malczynski



FOR THE PRESCHOOL PROFESSIONAL NAEYC.ORG/TYC 31

f u l l  S T E A M  a h e a d

Introducing abstract art
1. Pick an artist.	We	started	by	focus-

ing	on	abstract	artists	well	known	
to	us.	We	chose	artists	we	felt	the	
children	could	connect	with	and	
be	excited	by,	painters	whose	art	is	
colorful	and	inviting.	One	class	of	
3-year-olds	learned	about	Wassily	
Kandinsky.	Another	class	of	4-	and	
5-year-olds	learned	about	Jackson	
Pollock.	We	chose	these	two	artists	
because	we	were	most	familiar	with	
their	work.	Teachers	can	pick	any	ab-
stract	artist	they	are	interested	in	or	
they	feel	children	will	connect	with.

2.	 Show	examples.	In	each	classroom	
we	posted	prints	of	the	artist’s	work	
that	we	found	online	and	posters	
we	borrowed	from	the	school’s	art	
teacher.	We	also	showed	the	children	
some	short	video	clips	of	the	artist	
at	work.		

Vocabulary
Composition, canvas, expres-

sionism, balance, geometric, action 
painting, line, color, shape, space, 
fling, pour

Questions
Use these questions to get chil-

dren thinking about this art activity.

1. How does this painting make 
you feel?

2. What does this picture make you 
think about? 

3. How do you think the artist cre-
ated this piece of art?

4. What shapes can you find in this 
picture?

5. Why do you think the artist 
chose these colors and shapes?

resources
The Artist Who Painted a Blue 

Horse, by Eric Carle 
Come Look With Me: Explor-

ing Modern Art, by Jessica Noelani 
Wright 

San Francisco Museum of 
Modern Art. “Jackson Pollock on 
His Process.” www.sfmoma.org/
explore/multimedia/videos/250

Video. “Kandinsky Draw-
ing 1926.” www.youtube.com/
watch?v=T8yk1Z1224o

Make art inspired by.. . 
Pollock

Set out large canvas frames or 
large pieces of heavyweight water-
color paper in an area where paint 
can be flung freely. Provide cups of 
colorful paint that has been watered 
down so that the paint drips easily 
from the brush without compromising 
the quality of the paint. Offer a long-
handled paintbrush for each color 
of paint. Long-sleeved button-down 
shirts worn backward make great full-
body smocks. Let the children express 
themselves as they fling paint onto 
their canvases!

Kandinsky
Set out small canvas frames 

or heavyweight watercolor paper. 
Encourage the children to draw 
simple shapes and lines using only 
a fine-tipped black marker or black 
crayon. Remind them to work slowly 
and think about what they’re drawing. 
What hidden pictures do they see? 
Later, have the children paint over 
their drawings with watercolors.

other abstract artists
Ilya	Bolotowsky
Sam	Gilliam
Hilma	af	Klint
Julie	Mehretu
Joan	Miró
Mark	Rothko

3.	 Discuss	the	art.	After	a	few	days,	we	
started	talking	with	the	children	to	
learn	what	they	thought	about	the	
art.	In	one	class,	Chloe,	who	had	just	
been	to	France,	saw	the	Eiffel	Tower	
hidden	in	a	painting.	Gene,	whose	
father	is	an	engineer,	insisted	that	
the	hidden	picture	was	really	a	rock-
et.	When	we	compared	the	painting	
with	photos	of	the	Eiffel	Tower	and	
a	rocket,	both	children	saw	what	
the	other	had	seen.	They	didn’t	give	
up	their	original	ideas,	but	for	just	
a	moment	they	took	the	other’s	per-
spective.	Discussions	like	this	were	
common	in	both	classrooms.

4. Consider the creative process.	To	
wrap	up	our	discussions,	we	asked	
the	children	how	they	thought	the	
artist	created	his	masterpiece.	The	
children	had	definite	ideas	and	were	
excited	to	demonstrate	how	Pollock	
must	have	flung	his	paintbrush	
through	the	air.

5. Make abstract art. After	the	discus-
sions	and	analysis	of	the	artwork,	
the	children	could	see	that	each	
piece	was	unique	and	beautiful,	
even	though	it	didn’t	resemble	any-
thing	real.	They	were	ready	to	create	
their	own	Pollock-	or	Kandinsky-
inspired	masterpieces!

Connor,	who	had	been	uncom-
fortable	during	art	activities,	loved	
learning	about	Kandinsky.	He	enjoyed	
finding	hidden	pictures	in	the	artist’s	
works	and	then	creating	his	own	pieces.	
When	we	ran	out	of	the	canvas	and	pa-
per	he	was	using,	Connor	moved	to	the	
writing	table	and	continued	to	create	
abstract	art	using	paper	and	colored	
pencils.	Long	after	the	unit	had	ended,	
his	enthusiasm	for	art	remained.	At	
the	end	of	the	unit,	we	displayed	all	
the	children’s	paintings	in	an	art	show.	
Connor	proudly	showed	his	paintings	
to	his	mom—and	she	loved	them.	TYC
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In	this	quotation,	Will	shares	his	thinking	about	a	nature	
walk	he	took	with	his	class	around	a	stream	near	their	center.	
Will	describes	what	he	knows	about	water	as	he	observes	the	
flow	of	the	stream.	Sometimes	we	hear	that	children	do	not	
spend	enough	time	interacting	with	nature.	Children	need	
direct	experiences	with	nature	to	learn	about	and	appreciate	
the	world	around	them.	We	know	from	Will,	there	is	so	much	
to	learn.	

The more I walk 
around the world,  
the more I learn.

—Will, 4 years old

Stay inspired
The Goodness of Rain: Developing an Ecological Iden-
tity in Young Children,	by	Ann	Pelo.	2013.	Exchange.

Heart-Centered Teaching Inspired by Nature, by	Nancy	
Rosenow.	2012.	Dimensions	Educational	Research	
Foundation.

Early Childhood Activities for a Greener Earth, by	Patty	
Born	Selly.	2012.	Redleaf.

Spotlight on Young Children and Nature, edited	by	
Amy	Shillady.	2011.	NAEYC.

Children	and	Nature	Network	 
www.childrenandnature.org/

The	Children’s	Nature	Institute	 
http://childrensnatureinstitute.org/

That	means	teachers

Take	regular	walks	outdoors	to	notice	the	nature	
around	their	programs.	Even	in	urban	areas,	there	
may	be	various	species	of	birds	and	other	animals	
on	a	classroom	playground.		

Look	and	listen.	Appreciate	the	wonder	of	children’s	
experiences	and	observations	about	the	natural	
world.	Document	children’s	thoughts	to	share	with	
families.

Learn	more	about	what	prechoolers	discover	and	
notice	in	the	natural	world.	Pay	attention	to	the	
children’s	questions	and	listen	for	what	they	wonder	
about.	Learn	the	names	of	the	plants,	animals,	and	
natural	processes	that	they	discover.

Connect	to	nature.	Nancy	Rosenow,	in	her	book	
Heart-Centered Teaching Inspired by Nature,	writes,	
“Children	deserve	to	be	taught	by	people	who	
delight	in	the	wonders	of	the	world	and	are	eager	to	
share	them.”

When	children	connect	to	the	natural	world	and	share	it	
with	others,	they	become	better	stewards	of	the	environ-
ment.	Later	on,	they	are	likely	also	to	build	positive	rela-
tionships	with	one	another.
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Order online at www.naeyc.org/store or call 800-424-2460 option 5  
(9:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m. EST, Monday – Friday)

Teaching Young Children Posters From NAEYC
New! This Affordable Fitness Fun poster will 

encourage everyone to move their bodies and 
stay fit. Both children and teachers will enjoy 

these 10 low-cost or free activities. 

At full size (12" x 36"), these colorful laminated posters 
offer great low-cost activities and ideas and serve as 
reminders of good practice. Support children, families, 
and staff with these easy-to-read resources. 

Member price: $8 • List price: $10

Item #: 469

Item #: 4140Item #: 474 Item #: 478
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