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Strategies to Support Children

Helium Balloons on the Ceiling
Nancy P. Alexander
Two floating heliumdren’s interest and took full
filled silvery Mylar® baladvantage of it.
loons, leftovers from a birthIn fact, projects generatday celebration earlier in the
ed by these balloons conday, fascinated children in
tinued for more than a
an early childhood classweek. Children made their
room. Resting lightly and
own books about balloons
motionless against the ceilusing a digital camera to
ing, they would dance, spin,
record the event, then
and bob as if by magic
dictated their stories into
whenever the air-conditiona recorder. A windy day
ing fan switched on. Their
outside stimulated the crebiscuit-like shapes made
ation and use of windsocks.
them even more responsive to
Oral language opportuniPhotograph courtesy of Nancy P. Alexander
the air currents than ordinary
ties developed from obserProjects generated by these balloons continued for more
balloons might have been.
vations of flags waving in
than a week. Children painted, made collages, and creAs the children observed
the breeze and stories of
ated flags, balloons, and other items related to their
the balloons’ movements, interest in moving air.
fans used at home. Chilthe teacher immediately recdren painted, made colognized the motivational value of this unexpected event.
lages, and created flags, balloons, and other items relatHer questioning helped children to understand why the
ed to their interest in moving air.
balloons were dancing. She helped children put their
Teachers can often pre-stage motivating events. But
thoughts into words with open-ended inquiries. The
how many unanticipated opportunities for wonderful disteacher further built upon the chance occurrence by postcoveries occur weekly in daily life with children? A wellponing her carefully planned art and science projects. organized classroom, a flexible schedule, and a ready
Instead, she substituted a pinwheel-making activity and
resource of learning opportunities help teachers respond
other related experiments with moving air. The seed
to and expand upon children’s curiosity. With sufficient
planting and crayon relief listed in her plan book could experience, teachers can and should make the most of the
wait until tomorrow—the children’s interests this day
teachable moments—planned and spontaneous!
Note: Permission is granted to reproduce this article to distribute
were on something else and she wanted to take full advanto parents or to use for staff developed provided credit is given to
tage of that interest.
SECA and Nancy P. Alexander.
A carefully planned day is crucial to a successful early
childhood program, but so is spontaneity and responding
to children’s interests. Because of her years of integrated
Nancy P. Alexander is Executive Director of Northwestern
curriculum planning that relied on a vast mental resource
State University Child and Family Network, in Shreveport,
of activities, this teacher was able to respond to the unexLouisiana. She is the author of Early Childhood Workshops That
pected event. She could adapt spontaneously and incorWork: The Essential Guide to Successful Training and Workshops
porate it successfully into the day’s learning experiences.
published by Gryphon House and is a frequent contributor of
articles and photographs to early childhood publications.
Because she was a careful observer, she noticed the chilShare your Strategies to Support Children with state and local leaders!
Submit practical articles, or requests for topics to be addressed in this column, to SECA.
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When did you last rethink your teaching practices? This Montessori
kindergarten teacher describes how the Reggio Emilia approach
influenced his classroom.

Hundred Language Zoo
Josh Thompson
Many books and stories, articles, and new ideas come
ic conjunction of forces and elements interacting toward
across a teacher's desk each year. Sometimes, an idea a common purpose" (Edwards et al., 1998, p. 68).
catches the eye, looks interesting and promising. More
This dependence upon relationships at a political
often, it gets filed away for future reference. Once in a
level inspired the success, through relationships, of each
while a new idea comes along just
successive layer of the program:
when a teacher and class are ready.
child with parent, parent with
Once in a while a new idea
Teachers seize the moment, impleteachers, teachers with child,
comes along just when a
ment the new strategy and, voila!
child with child, teachers with
teacher and class are ready.
extraordinary learning takes place.
teachers, and parents with parThat's just how it happened when
ents. "As a result, children disone Montessori kindergarten explored the Dallas Zoo cover how communication enhances the autonomy of
with a hundred languages, the Reggio Emilia way.
the individual and the peer group," concluded
The Hundred Languages of Children: The Reggio Emil- Malaguzzi (Edwards et al., 1998, p. 69).
ia Approach to Early Childhood Education (Edwards,
So how do these diverse elements communicate with
Gandini, & Forman, 1998) was picked up on a bookeach other? There is a way, in a top-down organizationtable at an early childhood education conference. The al structure, for the form to dictate the communication,
book was attractive because of the overt emphasis on
creating a linearity that may be efficient, though wholly
community, team teaching, and collaboration, all in an ineffective. In contrast, the Reggio Emilia community
effort to serve the child. This resonated with the author's promotes multiple forms of communication. This crepreferred type of classroom, where multiple adults par- ates a multiplicity of means to say the same thing, or, in
ticipate in the active life of a large, diverse classroom, some cases, the discovery that there is, in fact, one and
couched within a supportive school. Community only one way to express something; hence the hundred
involvement is central and core to the Reggio Emilia languages (see the poem by Loris Malaguzzi).
approach, but there was much, much more.
The process of discovery becomes the communal
property of the individual and the group. Like the formation of synapses in the developing brain, this road of
What Is Reggio Emilia?
discovery and communication may be used again.
Reggio Emilia is a city of 130,000 people in northern
The value placed on communication is clearly highItaly. For more than half a century, beginning within days
lighted
in the relationship between the school and the
after the end of World War II, this community has united behind its schools to communally care for young chil- home. Parents are primary educators of young children,
dren in a system of high-quality early childhood learning and the Reggio community builds upon this primacy by
environments. The founder and visionary of this promoting communication between parents and every
approach, Loris Malaguzzi, attributed the success of this element of the school.
approach to the commitment of the community infrastructure: "Relationship is the primary connecting
dimension of our system, however, understood not merely as a warm, protective envelope, but rather as a dynam-

Josh Thompson, Ph.D., is Lecturer, Early Childhood Education, University of Texas at Arlington. He holds an Elementary Montessori Certificate, American Montessori Society, and was the teacher of this kindergarten class.
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No way.
The hundred IS there.
by Loris Malaguzzi
The child is made of one hundred.
The child has a hundred languages
A hundred hands
A hundred thoughts
A hundred ways of thinking
Of playing, of speaking.
A hundred always a hundred
Ways of listening
Of marveling, of loving
A hundred joys
For singing and understanding
A hundred worlds to discover
A hundred worlds to invent
A hundred worlds to dream.
The child has a hundred languages
(and a hundred hundred hundred
more)
but they steal ninety-nine.
The school and the culture
Separate the head from the body.
They tell the child:
To think without hands
To do without head
To listen and not to speak
To understand without joy
To love and to marvel
Only at Easter and Christmas.
They tell the child:
To discover the world already
there
And of the hundred
They steal the ninety-nine.
They tell the child:
That work and play
Reality and fantasy
Science and imagination
Sky and earth
Reason and dream
Are things that do not belong
together.
And thus they tell the child
That the hundred is not there.
The child says:
No way. The hundred IS there.

Within the school, the communication grid again reflects multiple
avenues rather than a hierarchical
structure. Reggio classrooms are run
by teams of teachers, two teachers in
every classroom. They are co-equal
partners in running the classroom
and are equally responsible for its
operation, inside and out, including
conversations with parents. The
teachers run the school, in collaboration with other teams of teachers,
parents, and the municipal board.
Two specially trained resource
people assist the teachers and the
children, the pedagogista and the atelierista. Somewhat like a mentor
teacher, the pedagogista circulates
between classrooms, and through
different schools. This resource person confers with teachers, models
inquiry and reflection, and focuses
documentation of the children's
work. The pedagogista serves as a
resource for teachers in much the
same way that the teachers are to
serve as a resource to the children.
An atelierista manages the atelier.
The U.S. concept of an art teacher
falls far short in describing the atelierista, who is trained in many artistic media. This person is also prepared to cultivate children's use of
symbolic languages (New, 1993).
The atelierista promotes a multiplicity of means of expression to faciliSix attributes of
Reggio Emilia schools
(adapted from Gandini, 1993, pp.
161-178, in Edwards et al., 1998)
• Amiable

Note. From The Hundred Languages
of Children: The Reggio Emilia
Approach to Early Childhood Education (pp. 2-3), by L. Malaguzzi,
translated by Lella Gandini, 1990,
Greenwich, CT: Ablex. Copyright 1990
by Ablex. Reprinted with permission.
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• Active
• Inventive
• Livable
• Documentable
• Communicative
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tate the children's exploration of a
topic or project. The atelier is a
resource room within each school,
facilitating the multiple media the
children need to explore their
expressions.

Montessori and Reggio
Meet in Kindergarten
These multiple forms of communication became the vehicle for a
Montessori kindergarten, deep in
the heart of Texas, to integrate Reggio Emilia concepts. For a long
time, this classroom had unwittingly incorporated some Reggio principles. Its teaching team works closely
together, each adult caring about
each child, while maintaining clearly defined areas of expertise. Clear
lines of responsibility are drawn and
redrawn, based on constant communication about observations of
children and their work.
Parents were already integral to
the classroom, because they are of
primary importance to the children.
Teachers invite parents to work in
the classroom, to read with children,
assist in snack preparation, and to
interact with their own children and
their children's friends. Children are
trusted to be responsible for their
own learning experience. Teachers
intervene only to prevent harm or
assist children in evaluating their
mastery of skills required to pursue
their line of inquiry.
How the Zoo Trip Emerged
Planning for a field trip to the
Dallas Zoo began during a language
experience session. The 5- and 6year-old kindergartners gathered
around the easel with large poster
paper and markers. The main objective of this group time was simply to

snails help the environment? Where
can we learn more?" Pick up on children's interests, and direct the questions accordingly.
It is also important to encourage
children to ask questions. Support
them as they seek answers through
observation, experimentation (when
appropriate), and by research, such
as interviewing "experts" and
searching through resource materials. Suggest that they record their
findings in drawings, photographs,
recordings, and/or dictations for
adults to write.

Capitalize on
children's interests.

Let the Curriculum Emerge
Teachers always have a wealth of
topics from which to choose for let's
find out centers. Many schools have
prescribed curriculum themes that

President’s Message
(continued from page 2)

group could track the success rate of
the children as well as the retention
rate of teachers in the area. Everyone
from across the nation would want
to see these programs and the results
of their data. This community
would become a model for the country! Wow, I hope someone takes that
challenge and runs with it!
Early childhood education is
being talked about more now than
ever. We must push for major
initiatives such as W.A.G.E. and
T.E.A.C.H. along with funding
from federal, state, and local government while the focus is still on our

lead to extraordinary discovery centers. Others rely on teacher choices.
However the curriculum is structured, a much richer learning environment will emerge when teachers
capitalize on children's interests.
Listen to what they talk about.
Observe what they find on the playground. See what themes are common in their pretend play. Stay
aware of community events, seasonal changes, holidays, and news
reports. Table 1 lists a few topics and
materials that are absorbing for
most young children.
All in all, discovery centers
accomplish two goals:
• They initiate curiosity within
children to learn more about
scientific and social concepts
and
• they extend knowledge at a level
children are able to comprehend.

Discovery areas in classrooms
enhance children's awareness and
inquiry. These skills eventually lead
children to transfer and apply their

industry. Attracting good people to
work in our programs and improving the wages and benefits of our
teachers is very important, but I feel
the issue of getting all early childhood teachers credentialed is critical. What a difference we would see
in the test scores of third graders if
every child had access to high-quality early childhood education.
Please know as SECA President I
will continue to fight for worthy
wages and benefits for early childhood teachers, but my passion is for
every individual working with children to have an educational credential and the knowledge that he or
she is a professional worthy of
respect and admiration.
DIMENSIONS OF EARLY CHILDHOOD

knowledge. Teaching strategies such
as let's find out centers assure experiential learning as children develop
and expand their knowledge and
concepts. Best of all, children and
adults find pleasure in them.
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Table 1. Topics that often appeal to young children.
Topics

Materials to Explore

Related Children's Books

Plants and
Flowers

Potted plants; watering cans; child-size gardening tools;
seed catalogues; seed packets (safe seeds); plastic
and real plants, flowers, fruits, and vegetables; florist's
clay; plastic vases and containers; sterilized potting soil

Flower Garden (Bunting, 1994)
Growing Vegetable Soup (Ehlert, 1987)
Red Leaf, Yellow Leaf (Ehlert, 1991)

Ponds

Pond water; microscope and slides; tadpoles; turtles;
algae; water lilies; magnifying glasses; replicas of pond
life

I Wonder Why Crocodiles Float Like Logs?
(Donati, 1999)
Life in a Pond (Fowler, 1996)
In the Rain With Baby Duck (Hest, 1999)

Stuffed mammals; ViewMaster® and slides; mammal
puppets; mammal bones; wildlife pictures available from
state parks and wildlife agencies; posters; zoo photos;
pictures of children with their pets; classroom pets

Mammals (Burnie, 1993)
Animals Animals (Carle, 1989)
Swimming Mammals (Harris, 1977)

Pajamas and nightgowns; house slippers; pillows;
blankets; sleeping bag; lullaby recordings and player;
posters with night scenes; pictures of nocturnal animals;
flashlights; stuffed animals; nightlight; stars hanging from
the ceiling

Time for Bed (Fox, 1993)
Just Me in the Tub (Mayer, 1994)
Where's My Dreidel? (Schwartz, 1999)
10 Minutes Till Bedtime (Rathman, 1998)

Telescope; binoculars; kites; toy airplanes and space
ships; sky puzzles; umbrella; pictures of comets, meteors,
lightning, eclipses, galaxies; parachute; moon phase
photos; photos of constellations; pictures of sunrises
and sunsets; gold and silver star stickers; large stars
hanging from ceiling

Little Cloud (Carle, 1996)
The Rainbow Goblins (DeRico, 2001)
The Moon in My Room (Wallen, 2002)
Sun, Stars, and Planets (Stacy, 1994)

Transportation toys; safe recycled parts of a bus or truck
(steering wheel, hubcap, nuts and bolts); license plates
from various states; keys; maps; traffic light replica;
outdated driver's license; seats out of a truck or bus;
photographs of buses and trucks

Wheels! (Cobb, 1996)
The Flying School Bus (Reit, 1990)
School Bus Driver (Ready, 1998)

Ant farm; butterfly kit; insect puzzles; plastic insects;
crickets in a plastic tub with a wire mesh cover;
magnifying glasses; spider web; specimens

It's a Good Thing There Are Insects
(Fowler, 1990)
The Very Quiet Cricket (Carle, 1990)
A Picture Book of Insects (Mattern, 1991)

Mammals

Nighttime

The Sky

Buses
and Trucks

Insects

Reptiles

Skins of reptiles, if available; turtle in an aquarium;
lizard in an appropriate cage; pictures of reptiles;
plastic reptile toys; picture cards to classify

Snakes, Salamanders, and Lizards
(Burns, 1995)
Reptiles (McCarthy, 1991)
Wonderful World of Animals: Reptiles
(MacLeod, 1996)

Sounds
and Music

Recordings and player; sound jars; pictures of musical
groups; felt musical staff with various musical symbols to
place on it; rhythm instruments; tone bells or xylophone;
keyboard; drums

The Little Band (Sage, 1991)
The Old Man and the Fiddle
(McCurdy, 1992)
Musical Max (Kraus, 1990)

The Bakery

Cookbooks; recipe books and cards; chef's hat; aprons,
oven mittens; pot holders; dish towels and dish cloths;
wooden spoon; spatula, egg beater; wire whisk; rolling pin;
sifter; measuring cups and spoons; smell jars; pots; pans;
timer; flour and other ingredients, as needed

The Cookie Store Cat (Rylant, 1999)
Ruth's Bake Shop (Spohn, 1990)
Sophie's Role (Heath, 1992)
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involve children in deciding what to
do for a parents' night program. The
brainstorming generated so many
projects and topics of interest that
the teachers followed a number of
them in the ensuing months,
including the trip to the zoo.
The children's list of ideas (Table
1) was developed into a web (Figure
1) to cluster similar concepts and
link related ideas. The process of
webbing was done by the class,
using sticky notes that could be
attached to one group of ideas and
then reattached easily to a different
topic. After much sifting and sorting of ideas, five topics evolved, general themes of similar concepts and
ideas: dramatic play, field trips,
books, class activities, and class
research. These topics were not
preestablished, but evolved out of
the logical groupings of similar
Table 1. List of project ideas
generated by 5- and 6-yearold Texans
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Valentine play
about working together
make hearts
Christmas
singing play
birthday
Chicka Chicka, Boom Boom
(Martin & Archambault,
1991)
Tikki Tikki Tembo (Mosel,
1968)
Rock in (sic) roll
Chines (sic) restaurant
Hickory, dickory, dock
circus
zoo
Critter courtyard
Biblical Arts Museum
Train Museum
Camping
Hurst: Kid's Museum
Discovery Zone
bunny rabbits
Cici's Pizza

concepts and ideas. The logic was
left up to the children. They had to
defend and explain their notions of
logic, why they choose to put certain things together.
Suddenly, the children realized
that, among all the interesting

things discussed, they had generated
more ideas for field trips than anything else. This became the new
center, and the other topics were
placed in proper perspective around
the field trips (Figure 2).

Figure 1. A web clustering similar concepts and linking related
ideas, created by kindergarten children.
Dramatic Play
Valentine play
Christmas
singing play
birthday
Hickory, dickory, dock

Books
Chicka Chicka Boom Boom
Tikki Tikki Tembo

Field Trips
Chines (sic) restaurant
circus
zoo
Critter Courtyard
Biblical Arts museum
Train Museum
camping
Kid’s Museum
Houston
Hurst
Discovery Zone
Cici’s Pizza

Class Research
Rock in (sic) roll
bunny rabbits

Class Activities
working together
make hearts

Figure 2. Focused web, recentered around field trips.
Dramatic Play
Valentine play
Christmas
singing play
birthday
Hickory, dickory,
dock

Class Activities
working together
make hearts

Field Trips
Chines (sic) restaurant
circus
zoo
Critter Courtyard
Biblical Arts museum
Train Museum
camping
Kid’s Museum
Houston
Hurst
Discovery Zone
Cici’s Pizza
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Books
Chicka Chicka
Boom Boom
Tikki Tikki Tembo

Class Research
Rock in (sic) roll
bunny rabbits
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Finally, among all the interesting
field trips, the zoo trip seemed interesting to most children, both in and
of itself, and for all the potential
activities that could be generated in
the revolving topics: dramatic play,
books, class activities, and class
research (Figure 3). These ideas were
generated from many seasons of
inquiry and research with this
Montessori classroom. Many of the
children had been in the same classroom, with the same adults, since
they were 3 years old. They were
accustomed to owning their own
learning and creating an emerging
curriculum.
The class chose to search for
information about zoos in general
on the Internet, using Yahooligans
(this child-friendly search engine is
available online at www.yahooligans.com). The Dallas Zoo Web
site (www.dallas-zoo.org) intrigued
everyone with maps, facts about the
animals, schedules, and links to
other interesting Web sites. The trip
was scheduled and children began
individual research about animals
and zoos.
Children owned their
learning and created an
emerging curriculum.

The links to other Web sites produced a collection of animal stories
and graphics that were printed and
collected in a class book. Many of
the photos were printed as line
drawings. Most were printed in full
color, which the children cut and
pasted into their hand-written stories. Other sources of photographs
included magazines and old books.
A few original drawings were volunteered during this early preparation
16
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Figure 3: Focused web, recentered around one field trip.
Dramatic Play
animal movements
animal noises
relationships
within species
predators
habits
natural
captive, zoo
Class Activities
make books
parts of animals
moms and
babies
draw maps of zoos
find natural habitats
on world maps

Field Trip
to the
Dallas Zoo

stage, but nothing like the explosion
of original art work that came later,
after the zoo trip.
At the Zoo
The trip to the Dallas Zoo happened like so many other field trips
with 5- and 6-year-olds. Subdividing the 25 children among the
adults (two teachers and five parents) provided for low maintenance,
quick roll calls, and plenty of cooperative learning as the adults asked
prompt questions and led smallgroup discussions.
The parents were familiar with the
children's preparations, having been
involved as classroom volunteers and
as readily-available resources for the
children's inquiry at home. The children carried maps of the zoo, and
scheduled their trip around their
interests: large animals, carnivores,
the children's petting zoo, and then,
finally, the monorail over the Wilds
of Africa exhibit.
The children were interested in
looking at the animals for physical
similarities to the photos and drawDIMENSIONS OF EARLY CHILDHOOD

Books
1, 2, 3, To the Zoo
(Carle, 1996)
Color Zoo (Ehlert,
1997)
Put Me In The Zoo
(Lopshire, 1960)
Zoo (Gibbons,
1991)
Class Research
use our new computers
ask librarian
watch videos
watch our class
pets

ings they had made. They also were
looking for animals from different
places. A few children had prepared
a list of continents, and wanted to
see if they could find at least one
animal from each continent. A different group of children were interested in animal families: they counted how many mothers with babies
they found, and noted the youngest
animals there.
After the Zoo
The debriefing after the field trip
started as usual with language-experience group activities around the
easel. That's when the hundred languages emerged. We were discussing
and recording the variety of tools
available to express our experience
when the children began talking
faster than the scribe could write.
They recorded a long list of activities that they could do with materials on hand. They wanted to paint,
draw, make labels, create puzzles,
construct cages with blocks, design
maps, create charades, and make an
animal-sounds tape. The classroom

bilities. The timely addition of new
materials when interest appears to
be waning may spark more curiosity or move children to a higher level
of understanding.
Ask Children to
Contribute Items
Encouraging children to bring
intriguing materials to share in the
discovery center fosters enthusiasm
for the topic. This strategy naturally
invites parents to join in the investigation. When children bring in

objects of interest to them, teachers
have a better sense about how to
plan for upcoming topics. An
adult's introduction of dinosaurs is
greatly enhanced when children
bring in model dinosaurs, request
books about them, wear dinosaur
clothing, or dig for dinosaurs in the
sand—all clear messages that the
time is right for dinosaur study.
Be sure to talk with children and
families about the possibility that
items brought to school may be lost
or misplaced. Children's contribu-

Encourage
children to ask
questions.
tions to the discovery area should be
marked with their names if the
items need to be returned. Expensive or fragile objects should be
examined and discussed only with
attentive adult supervision, then
promptly returned to their owners.

Encourage Questions
Discovery centers inChildren's Books
crease children's awareBlanchard, A. (1995). The dump truck. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
ness about new materials
Bunting, E. (1994). Flower garden. San Diego: Harcourt Brace.
and concepts. Their
Burnie, D. (1993). Mammals. New York: Dorling Kindersley.
understanding is further
Burns, D. (1995). Snakes, salamanders, and lizards. Milwaukee: Gareth Stevens.
enhanced when teachers
Carle, E. (1989). Animals animals. New York: Philomel.
ask them about what
Carle, E. (1990). The very quiet cricket. New York: Philomel.
Carle, E. (1996). Little cloud. New York: Penguin Bantam.
they are observing or
Cobb, A. (1996). Wheels! New York: Random House.
experiencing (Katz &
De Rico, U. (2001). The rainbow goblins. New York: Thames & Hudson.
Chard, 2000), because
Donati, A. (1999). I wonder why crocodiles float like logs? New York: Graymount.
questions advance chilEhlert, L. (1987). Growing vegetable soup. New York: Scholastic.
dren's ability to discover,
Ehlert, L. (1988). Red leaf, yellow leaf. San Diego: Voyager.
Fowler, A. (1990). It's a good thing there are insects. Edinburgh: Children's Press.
organize, and internalize
Fowler, A. (1996). Life in a pond. Edinburgh: Children's Press.
information.
Fox, M. (1993). Time for bed. New York: Harcourt
Marcus, mentioned at
Harris, S. (1977). Swimming mammals. New York: Franklin Watts.
the
beginning of this
Heath, A. (1992). Sophie's role. New York: Four Winds Press.
article, had no experiHest, A. (1999). In the rain with Baby Duck. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick.
Kraus, R. (1990). Musical Max. New York: Simon & Schuster.
ence with or knowledge
MacLeod, B. (1996). Wonderful world of animals: Reptiles. Milwaukee: Gareth Stevens.
about snails. Among the
Mattern, J. (1991). A picture book of insects. Temphis, TN: Troll.
questions a teacher might
Mayer, G. (1994). Just me in the tub. Racine, WI: Western.
ask him and others who
McCarthy, C. (1991). Reptiles. New York: Knopf.
join in this conversation
McCurdy, M. (1992). The old man and the fiddle. New York: Putnam.
Mitchell, M., & Ransome, J. (1993). Uncle Jed's barbershop. New York: Simon & Schusmight be: "What do you
ter.
think is inside the shell?
Pilkey, D. (1996). The paperboy. New York: Orchard Books.
How would you describe
Prelutsky, J. (1984). New kid on the block. New York: Greenwillow.
its shape? How does the
Rathman, P. (1998). 10 minutes till bedtime. New York: Putnam's.
snail shell feel? How do
Ready, D. (1998). School bus driver. New York: Capstone.
Reit, S. (1990). The flying school bus. New York: Golden Books.
you think snails move?
Rylant, C. (1999). The cookie store cat. New York: Blue Sky Press.
What do they do all day?
Sage, J. (1991). The little band. New York: Macmillan.
Why are snails imporSchwartz, B. (1999). Where's my dreidel? New York: Littlesimon.
tant? How can we find
Spohn, K. (1990). Ruth's bake shop. New York: Orchard Books.
out where they live?
Stacy, T. (1994). Sun, stars, and planets. New York: Harper Collins.
Wallen, I. (2002). The moon in my room. Westlake Village, CA: Bent Willow.
When can we most easily
Yorinks, A. (1986). Hey, Al. New York: Scholastic.
find snails? How do
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Frequent walks, children's art,
simple graphs prepared by the class,
photographs contributed by families, or a mural of magazine cutouts
of homes and businesses can also
help children demonstrate their
growing understanding of the
neighborhood.
Find books
related to children's
explorations

Display Children's Books
One critical element that supports the educational value of a discovery area is the availability of literature designed to provide additional
knowledge for curious children.
Find books related to children's
explorations at the library to assure
that content expands beyond a surface level of discussion. Books such
as Uncle Jed's Barbershop (Mitchell
& Ransome, 1993), New Kid on
the Block (Prelutsky, 1984) or The
Paperboy (Pilkey, 1996) extend the
neighborhood theme, for example.
Nature magazines often contain
close-up photographs of plants, animals, and insects coupled with stories appropriate for the age level.
Ranger Rick and Your Big Backyard
are popular in early childhood classrooms. Children's encyclopedias,
Web sites, newspaper clippings, and
museum brochures are some of the
other options for broadening children's horizons.
Appeal to Children's Senses
High-quality discovery centers
are designed with the five senses in
mind, to ensure investigation and
discovery leading to sensory learning (Piaget, 1978). Children should
24
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be able to touch, smell, taste (when
safe), listen, and observe an array of
items. Supervision for these handson experiences is, of course, essential
to keep children safe and focused on
their findings.
Listening to seashells, for example, heightens children's interest in
related objects and activities. Soon
children are pouring sand from pail
to pail as if they were at the beach.
Smell jars, sound jars, or materials
that change over time (a scientific
demonstration showing erosion, for
instance) appeal to children's natural curiosity. Providing ocean water
for children to smell and seafood for
children to taste extends their learning about oceans.
As children become increasingly
aware of the possibilities with any
topic, they begin to ask more, and
ever-deeper, questions. They become
able to research answers for themselves, such as interviewing others.
How to Make Sound and
Smell Jars
Sound Jars
Fill pairs of recycled film canisters
(small ones are fine) with equal
portions of sand, pebbles, pennies, metal nuts, anything that,
when shaken, will produce sound.
Replace the caps, glue them on,
air dry, and challenge children to
find the two sounds which match.
Smell Jars
Place cotton balls dipped in
cologne, rubbing alcohol, prepared coffee, or other odors into
film canisters. Or cover cinnamon
sticks, teaspoons of nutmeg, ginger, rosemary, and other herbs or
spices with cotton balls or fabric
to hide their identity. Children
name the scents, or match the
odors if provided pairs of jars.
Replacing lids is not essential
with smell jars.
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From these discussions, teachers and
children generate ideas for future
projects and investigations (Katz &
Chard, 2000).

Photos courtesy of the author

A few original drawings were volunteered during the early preparation stage, but nothing like the
explosion of original art work that
came later, after the zoo trip.

Engage and Challenge Children
Discovery centers are dynamic.
They support children's broadening
understandings about their world.
Objects placed out for children's
explorations are intended to generate new concepts and questions.
Journals, notepads, or logs, along
with markers, invite children to
record what they observe. Graphs
and child-made charts can show
changes in a plant or in the growth
of a caterpillar. When children
observe and record what they are
learning, they are better able to consolidate their knowledge.
When construction materials are
available, children can build miniature bridges, machines, or other
replicas that represent what they
know and are learning. Hands-on
experiences are essential for preschoolers because of the personal
nature of early learning (Bredekamp
& Copple, 1997; Katz & Chard,
2000). Puzzles and games are suitable in these centers as well, because
they challenge learners. Games or
sets of picture cards to classify can
extend children's knowledge.
Ask children what
they are observing
and experiencing.

Often, just asking children to
talk about what they are observing
and experiencing helps them better
conceptualize facts and processes.
Hendrick (2003) refers to this strategy as an excellent avenue for
stretching the learner's mental capaDIMENSIONS OF EARLY CHILDHOOD
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art shelf, like other elements in a
way it was made, and the viewer
Montessori classroom, contains must walk all the way around it.
highly organized sets of self-help
The layout of the map invited
materials. Crayons, markers, chalk, interested children to expand cerpaper, and cloth are, likewise, ample tain areas. Flamingos were particuand accessible.
larly interesting to one girl, perhaps
Through scaffoldbecause they were
Children built on
ing, children were
pink, but more
their knowledge with
challenged to build
likely because she
new applications.
on their knowledge
found great delight
of these materials
in replicating their
with new applicaform: two ovals,
tions related to their interest in the
one roughly twice as large as the
zoo trip. They had been using the
first, with numerous straight lines,
music area with much creativity for the neck, the legs (some bent,
lately, so they were invited to com- others straight), and the beak. The
pose songs about the trip, or about
multiplication of similar forms, each
individual animals. The class lis- one distinct, prompted others to
tened to audiotapes of Prokofiev's begin naming each flamingo:
"Peter and the Wolf" and SaintDomingo, Pongo, Ringo, and Pinky
Saens' "Carnival of the Animals." were some.
They responded with a tonal symOther students recognized that
phony of animal noises, made from the interest in flamingos may have
rhythm instruments, the piano, and been prompted by the large number
the bells.
of birds in the flamingo exhibit.
Adults invented a number of ani- "How many were there?"
mal riddles, with the clue on one
"Oh, about a hundred."
side of sentence strips and the
"Naw, there were 25 kids, and we
answer on the back, such as "What
were more than they were."
is big, has floppy ears, and stomps?"
"Let's go back to the zoo and
"An elephant." The children then count them."
created many more riddles, some
"No, let's call the zoo and they
more logical than others. "What
can tell us." When they called the
goes underwater and comes up for
zoo and asked, there were 53
air?" "A hippo." "Which animal flamingos on display that day.
sleeps with its shoes on?" "A horse,
Some children found drawing to
of course."
be too confining and restrictive a
The map-making began with a medium to express the qualities of
large scroll of paper (3 feet by 12 animal bodies, not to mention the
feet) laid out on the floor. The five
sense of character and personality
children around the paper began that they wished to explore. Paper
discussing their versions of a map, collage was an obvious first step,
and then began drawing, from their having studied Eric Carle's collage.
own perspective. Therefore, the map The children found that they could
has multiple starting points, with no prepare paper with a variety of
single bottom or top. The children media, paints, crayons, pencils, and
agreed that the final product must then use the prepared paper to cut
be viewed placed on the floor, the
and paste together any number of
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body parts to represent what they
thought and felt about each animal.
Through dramatic play, the children explored the movement of animals, and found ample material,
both written and visual, to supplement their activities. One student
began a study of animal feet, or lack
thereof. His drawings and clay models became a part of the movement
and dance activities, "because they
have feet like us, or at least they know
how to get around without them."
Having planned the trip,
researched about animals and zoos,
gone to the Dallas Zoo, and subsequently explored multiple ways to
express their interests, the children
were now ready to document, to
produce a culminating display of
their whole zoo experience. They
decided that a monorail play would
best portray their experience,
because it would be just like the
monorail they rode at the zoo, and
the viewer could come back at different times and different things
would be on display.
Through this encounter with a
project and the children's active
inquiry, the hundred languages
exploded throughout the classroom.
There is no convincing this class
that there is any other way to learn,
or to "do school."

Understanding What
Happens With Reggio
To better understand what was
happening in the classroom, and
how to participate in and contribute to its future growth, teachers sought more information about
the Reggio Emilia approach. The
ERIC Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education (http://ericeece.org/), spon-

One group of 4-year-olds brought
in hundreds of acorns from their
playground during the fall season.
These were used to count, form sets,
classify, and discover the place-value
system. Explorations such as these are
a backdrop for mathematics learning
as recommended by the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics
(NCTM) and described in The Young
Child and Mathematics, a joint publication by NCTM and the National
Association for the Education of
Young Children (NAEYC) (Copley,
2000). The acorns also led children
to make artistic creations and discuss
the life cycle of plants.
Discovery centers provide opportunities for children to explore and
investigate natural and cultural phenomena, both familiar and new.
During Fire Prevention Week, for
example, offering firefighters' hats,
vests, boots, and other fire-resistant
clothing calls attention to the theme
and promotes dramatic play.
Carpet samples, corrugated cardboard, ceiling and floor tiles, bricks,
and tree bark increase children's
curiosity about textures in their natural environments. Children's know-

ledge of social environments
improves, too, as discussions begin
about where each of these items is
found. Developing lists of other textured items found in their homes or
in their classroom (such as sandpaper, cheese graters, pegboards, or
Lego® tables) assists children to
become more observant of their
world.

How to Design
Effective Discovery Areas
These guidelines are helpful for
developing early childhood discovery
areas that will attract and enhance
children's conceptual development.
Plan for High Visibility,
Easy Access
In a well-designed classroom,
anyone entering the room should be
able to recognize the discovery area.
Place the table near the door or next
to the group gathering area to highlight the scope of the current theme.
Both children and adults should be
able to easily grasp the concepts of
study by observing or touching the
objects available for scrutiny.
The display table
and any open shelves
with displays should
be at appropriate
heights for preschoolers' use. Items are
best stored in clear,
open containers to
assure that children
can easily find what
they are looking for.

Children should be able to touch, smell, taste, listen,
and observe an array of items. Supervision for these
hands-on experiences is, of course, essential to keep
children safe and focused on their findings.

Limit and Rotate
Materials
The purpose of a
discovery area is to
draw attention to,
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and encourage exploration of, materials related to class projects and curriculum goals. Keep curiosity fresh
by adding a new item or two, daily
or weekly. Take away those that have
outlasted their discussion value. The
strength of any topic builds when
children are able to delve deeply
into information and resources.
When textures are introduced,
teachers might want to start with
rough textures. Add softer items
later (such as foam pillows, fabric
swatches, ribbon, cotton batting,
and baby blankets) to extend the
textures study. This provides a foundation for comparisons, a critical
component of Piaget's concept
development theory (Charlesworth
& Lind, 1999).
Ask children to feel the various
textures and record their comments
(either orally with a recorder or by
writing them on a chart). As their
vocabulary expands, they strengthen
their mental representations of rough,
smooth, soft, and hard concepts.
Create a Related Bulletin Board
Learning about "My Neighborhood" is typical in early childhood
classrooms. What might children
find in a discovery area on this
topic? A display of photographs of
their homes and familiar businesses
is a good place to start. Provide
materials (recycled boxes, blocks,
plastic bricks, markers, modeling
dough) that they can use to build a
replica of, or draw, their own neighborhood, too.
A bulletin board with a simple
map could show the relationship of
the school to the neighborhood or to
children's homes. Encourage early
mapping skills by asking children to
draw their ideas about where they
live and the route they take to school.
WINTER 2003
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Wondering how to channel young children's curiosity into hands-on learning?
Set up a Discovery Center and make the most of every experience!

Planning Effective
Classroom Discovery Centers
Laverne Warner
"Hey, teacher, what's this?"
world and provide opportuniqueried Marcus in an excited
ties for children to adapt their
voice.
thinking to their environment
"It's a snail I found in my
(Piaget, 1978).
backyard last night," replied
his teacher. "Have you seen
Discovery Helps
one before? I'll bet you have
Integrate the
snails in your backyard, too."
Curriculum
"Hey, Rosa," says Marcus to
Discovery centers typically
his classmate. "This is a snail."
accentuate the science curricu"I've put out a book that
lum, although they provide
tells more about snails. Would
support for social studies and
you like to look at it?" asks the
mathematics learning as well
teacher. "Our discovery table
(Charlesworth & Lind, 1999).
helps us find all kinds of inforDisplaying fall leaves draws
mation about our world,
children's attention to acorns,
doesn't it?"
sweetgum balls, pine straw,
Discovery tables (or let's
pinecones, and other items
find out centers) are common
during the early part of the
in early childhood learning
school year. These displays
environments (Bredekamp &
often draw attention to the
Copple, 1997; Hendrick,
Photos courtesy of the author
Discovery
centers
provide
opportunities
for
chilchanging weather and climate
2003). Their availability in
classrooms enables children to dren to explore and investigate natural and cultur- of autumn, too.
Plants and buds, flowers,
explore materials and objects al phenomena, both familiar and new. Children's
knowledge
of
social
environments
improves,
too.
cocoons, tadpoles in pond
that relate to a planned study.
water, pussy willows, pansies,
Or they may spontaneously
emerge as Mother Nature presents her seasonal gifts and colorful leaves announce a new season in the spring.
(holly sprigs during winter or fresh dandelions in spring). Children delight in bringing their own contributions to
display, so scientific learning abounds.
The purpose of discovery centers is to provide naturally-occurring phenomena from nature for children to
observe and explore. They may also include commercial
items for children's research on a specific theme or topic
Laverne Warner, Ph.D., is Coordinator and Professor of
(such as magnets or a balance scale). Discovery areas
Early Childhood Education, Sam Houston State University,
Huntsville, Texas. She is currently serving as the Texas Repenable children to form concepts about their physical
resentative to the SECA Board of Directors.
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sored by the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign, is a generous
wellspring of information and referrals. Their link to the Reggio Emilia Web site (http://ericeece.org/reggio.html) led to many insightful
articles, practical explanations by
Lilian Katz, Rebecca New, and Carolyn Pope Edwards, among others.
These are the primary components of the Texas classroom that
had afforded the explosion into
multiple artistic languages:
• The availability of artistic
materials in the classroom created an artistic vernacular. Children were familiar with the
tools and materials, the creative
process, and the expectations
and permissions granted by the
adults. The classroom artistic
milieu set the standard for
active, uninhibited exploration.
• Ample time and space were
provided for projects that could
go on for days, with interaction
of adults, other children, outside resources, and time to
think and feel, and to unify
thinking and feeling into a
more coherent expression.
• School was known as a place of
research, learning, revisiting,
reconsiderations, and reflection.
The children had explored animal studies from many angles
before. The class menagerie
included three finches, a turtle, a fertile hamster couple
(34 baby hamsters in one
year!), a fresh-water aquarium,
and innumerable live bugs
brought into the classroom for
a day, then released. These
nurturing environs invited
many stages of reflection and
perspective taking.
• The children had experienced
numerous group projects
before, and were familiar with
the give-and-take required for
team effort. The gain that came

through self-sacrifice became
evident as partnerships and
cooperation increased their
sources of ideas and inspirations, interpretations and
implementations.

This Montessori classroom in
Texas resembled New's description
of a Reggio Emilia classroom, where
teachers place a high value on
their ability to improvise and
respond to children's predispo-

sition to enjoy the unexpected.
Regardless of their origins, successful projects are those that
generate a sufficient amount of
interest and uncertainty to provoke children's creative thinking and problem-solving and
are open to different avenues of
exploration (New, 1993, p. 4).

Various competing philosophies,
worldviews, and ideologies exist in
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early childhood education today.
One prevalent approach views the
child as a learner who is on a trajectory toward adulthood. This perspective empowers the adult to
dominate and control the life of
children and schools, "for their own
good."
An alternate motive emerges
from an image of the child as a
unique individual, with rights rather
than with needs, as espoused by the
Reggio Emilia approach to early
childhood education. Carlotta
Rinaldi, in The Hundred Languages
of Children (Edwards et al., 1998),
articulates seven characteristics of
this young child. The young child
has potential, and is plastic (mal-

leable). She is growing and is curious, and she retains the ability to be
amazed. Finally, she seeks relationships and desires to communicate.
These components of childhood
surfaced in many ways as the children in one Montessori classroom
explored the Dallas Zoo with their
hundred languages.
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SECA Proposes By-Laws Amendment
As an organization that is governed by and for its members and state affiliates, SECA is committed to ensuring
that the selection of the SECA President represents all states and members. The SECA Board of Directors is proposing a by-laws amendment that will ensure that the SECA leadership represents the will and desires of its membership.
The proposed by-laws amendment changes the election of the SECA President from direct member ballot to
a certified election by the states. The by-laws amendment is designed to enhance the participation of state members and affiliates in the election process, to enhance the nomination process to allow for wider input and nomination of diverse candidates and to ensure equity among the SECA states.
The proposed by-laws amendment will be considered at the annual SECA business meeting to be held during
the annual conference, Saturday, March 15, 2003. The meeting is scheduled for 11:15 a.m. to 12:15 p.m. at the
Myrtle Beach Convention Center.
As required, the text of the By-Laws Amendment is published for membership consideration. If you would like
to receive a copy of the proposed SECA Policy and Procedures that will be implemented with an approved bylaws change, contact the SECA office at 1-800-305-7322 or by e-mail at gbean@southernearlychildhood.org.

Proposed By-Laws Amendment
Article VIII
Section D: Election of the President-Elect shall be by certified ballot and shall occur in a formally recognized
meeting of the SECA Board of Directors. Each state shall have one vote and must conduct a selection process,
certified according to SECA policy, to determine the candidate that will receive the state's vote. The duly elected
state affiliate representative on the SECA Board of Directors will submit that state's vote to the SECA President.
Members-at-Large of the SECA Board of Directors shall represent SECA non-affiliate members. The Members-atLarge will cast one vote for President-Elect on behalf of the SECA non-affiliate members. Non-affiliate members
will receive a mailed ballot and return that ballot to an independent audit firm. The audit firm will certify the vote
tally of the non-affiliate ballots.
The SECA President will cast a vote only in the event of a tie. The Immediate Past President will not vote.
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Put Us On Your
Calendar Now!

Beyond the Basics
Summer 2003 SECA
Professional Development
Opportunities
SECA presents three new professional development retreats to take you "Beyond the Basics." In a retreat environment, you'll have
the opportunity to network, relax,, and learn. Each retreat will have its own unique focus and the locations we've chosen will provide
the ultimate in destination locales. Each retreat is designed to allow you to enjoy your destination, including visits to Nashville's famed
music venues, the Biltmore Estate in Asheville and the River Walk in San Antonio.

Where
and When?

July 10-12, 2003

Let's Dance, Draw, Sing, and
Paint: Incorporating the Arts
Into Your Curriculum

Diversity Among Us:
Serving the Children and
Families of Today

June 25-27, 2003

University of North Carolina at Asheville
Asheville, North Carolina

Trinity University
San Antonio,Texas

Raising Responsible Americans:
Public Policy, Early Childhood
Education and the South

July 24-26, 2003

Nestled between the Blue Ridge and
The South is changing and our early
Great Smoky Mountains, Asheville's
childhood programs don't serve the
mountain scenery and excellent quality
same families they did 10 years ago. Join
Vanderbilt University
of life make it a great place to visit. The
us to learn how to embrace change, celNashville,Tennessee
home of the famous Biltmore Estate,
ebrate the diversity of our families, and
Asheville is recognized throughout the
The South has become a force in
become a valued and successful program
country as an entrepreneurial arts comnational politics, and early childhood
in your community. Trinity's "skyline"
munity.The University of North Carolina
education (Head Start and child care) is
campus is located 7 miles from the San
at Asheville maintains the distinction of
at the forefront of the public policy
Antonio airport and encompasses 117
being the designated "public liberal arts
debate in 2003. Join your colleagues
acres. It is noted for its red brick builduniversity" in the 16-campus University
from throughout the region to get the
ings accented by native live oak trees,
of North Carolina system. This retreat
latest on public policy developments at
well-kept grounds, and sparkling founwill focus on enhancing your program
the national and regional level, network
tains. Set atop a hill, the campus offers a
through quality curriculum, using the arts
with professionals and advocates for
commanding view of historic downtown
as a basis for child development activiyoung children, and return to your
San Antonio and welcomes visitors to
ties, and utilizing that enhanced curricuwork energized and dedicated to
the historic and colorful city. For more
lum to market your program to parents.
improving the lives of children. Visit
information go to www.trinity.edu or
Go to www.ashevillechamber.org or
www.nashvillecvb.com or www.vanderwww.sanantoniocvb.com.
www.unca.edu for more information.
bilt.edu for more information.
These sessions are designed for intermediate and experienced professionals.

What Will It Cost?

How Do I Get An
Agenda and Register
for a Retreat?
Complete retreat agendas and registration
materials will be available February 1, 2003 at our
Website www.southernearlychildhood.org or by
calling SECA at (800) 305-7322.

Have a
great summer
with SECA in
2003!

SECA knows that budgets are tight, and we've
looked for the best sites at the lowest cost possible. We're pleased to offer these professional
development retreats for $325 per person,
inclusive.That's registration, room and meals. You
will be housed on the campuses of the universities, and we'll utilize their wonderful food service
and meeting facilities.
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