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Chapter 1

Classroom Factors:
Prepare the Soil for Growth

When teachers start to view themselves as gardeners, they begin to see that
their role 1s not to fix children who present challenges, but instead to adapt
classroom environments so that more children are likely to succeed. These
approaches proactively address challenging behaviors, since sometimes
these behaviors are communicating that classrooms are not appropriate for
how children learn and develop. When teachers create environments shaped
around children’s needs, they can decrease incidents of challenging
behaviors and increase learning.’ These approaches benefit all children in
the classroom and make it more likely that all children will thrive and less
likely that challenging behaviors will occur.

Young children have not yet formed the ability to articulate, or even
understand, the motivations behind their behaviors. When asked, “Why did



you do that?” children may reply with a blank stare, an “I don’t know,” or a
shrug of the shoulders. In most cases, these are not signs of defiance or
apathy, but reflections of the truth.

A three-year-old will not walk into a classroom and say, “Listen, it was
a rough night at home last night. Mom and Dad were arguing, and our
family dinner turned into a shouting match. Nobody read me a story before
bed, and this morning the tension was still so thick you could cut it with a
knife. Mom stormed off to work without even giving me a kiss. So I’'m
probably going to need you to cut me some slack today.” Instead, that child,
when asked to stand in line, may dissolve into a tantrum or lash out angrily
at the children near her. When asked why she behaved in such a way, she
will not only be unable to articulate her motivations, but will not understand
them or connect them to the situation that may be bothering her.

Young children usually do not know why they behave in certain ways,
but their behaviors communicate to us that something is amiss. It is up to
the teacher to translate children’s behaviors to understand the reasons
behind them. Often behaviors are telling us something about the classroom
environment. For instance, the child in the previous example may need
changes to her environment to help her feel calm and supported. Once the
behavior is understood, teachers can adapt the environment so the child will
be more likely to thrive.

In this chapter, we will examine ten factors in early childhood
classrooms that, depending on how they are addressed, can contribute to
challenging behaviors. These factors include aspects of the physical
classroom environment as well as the social-emotional environment created
by a teacher’s response to students’ needs. After introducing each factor, we
will look at how it can impact children’s behaviors and how teachers can
transform it to help children be more successful. Adapting teaching
practices and classroom spaces in response to children’s communications
creates the highly supportive environments and nurturing and responsive
relationships highlighted in CSEFEL’s pyramid (see figure 1).

Factor 1: Appropriateness of Expectations

“To love someone is to strive to accept that person exactly the
way he or she is, right here and now.”—AMister Rogers



Many demands are put on children every day in the classroom. Some of
these expectations are developmentally appropriate, and children can meet
them without incident. Some of these expectations are inappropriate, and
children may respond to them with challenging behaviors. The definition of
an appropriate expectation is one that children are physically, emotionally,
and cognitively ready to meet. When we focus on creating environments
built around appropriate expectations, we benefit all children in the
classroom.

The first step in addressing this factor is to examine each expectation by
asking the following questions:

1. Is the expectation appropriate for children’s level of development?

2. Is the expectation appropriate for a particular child in the current
situation?

3. Is the expectation needed for children’s safety or well-being?

Examples of Inappropriate Expectations in Early
Childhood Classrooms

Following are some examples of common expectations that are often
developmentally inappropriate in early childhood classrooms.

Circle Time

Ms. Kaitlyn facilitates a circle time that usually lasts fifteen minutes.
After leading an active song, she asks the children to sit “crisscross
applesauce” while she leads them in counting to ten in Spanish. Next, she
lays out some pictures of fruits and vegetables for children to sort. She
ends the group experience with another song before having children say
which centers they are going to play in first.

Periodically, she has to deal with children who struggle with sitting
still or who meddle with the children sitting around them. But generally,
children sit passively during this part of the day. However, since four-
year-old Brian joined her class, her circle times have not gone so well.
She spends ten minutes convincing Brian to join the group. When he is
on the carpet, he will not sit still. Instead, he would rather pull hair or
kick others and seems to enjoy when they react strongly. When Ms.



Kaitlyn tries to control or correct Brian, he runs around the classroom
yelling and sometimes throwing toys. Circle time and the other children
are forgotten as Ms. Kaitlyn has to deal with Brian. If she does manage to
corral him, the other children have lost interest and she must spend extra
effort to get them focused back on circle time.

Ms. Kaitlyn’s focus in this situation is on “fixing” Brian so he sits
during circle time and participates like the other children. She is focused on
having him conform to her expectations of behavior. This is not wrong. She
wants Brian to be able to function in a classroom setting, and she thinks that
by placing these expectations on him she is helping him. However, what if
instead of focusing on “fixing” Brian, Ms. Kaitlyn took on the role of a
teacher-gardener and examined the classroom environment she has created
to see how it might be contributing to his behavior? By shifting her
expectations, she can create an environment in which Brian can be
successful.

Let’s look at Ms. Kaitlyn’s situation through our three questions:

1. Is the expectation appropriate for children’s level of development?
We can say that typically, children in a prekindergarten classroom can
sit and pay attention and can participate in a large group for a short
period. So for most children, the expectation that children participate in
a fifteen-minute circle time seems reasonable and appropriate.

2. Is the expectation appropriate for a particular child in the current
situation?
In this case, it is important to differentiate between the group and the
individual. While it may be reasonable for a typical four-year-old to sit
and participate in circle time, Brian is showing through his behavior that
the expectation may not be appropriate for him, especially given that he
is new to the classroom. Ms. Kaitlyn might consider that asking Brian to
sit and participate in circle time may not be appropriate for him and that
this expectation is the reason for his behavior.

3. Is the expectation needed for children’s safety or well-being?
Many times, teachers set expectations without really considering the
reasons behind them. Why do we ask children to sit “crisscross
applesauce”? Is it unsafe for them to sit in another position? What if,
instead, your rule for circle time was that children could participate



however they were comfortable (in a chair, lying down, standing) as
long as they didn’t bother anyone else?

A bigger question may be if the expectation that children even come
to circle time is one that is needed for their safety or well-being. While
many teachers believe that children are better served if they participate
in all aspects of classroom life, this expectation may not be appropriate
for all children at all times.

In this instance, Brian is not benefiting from being required to
participate in circle time. When Ms. Kaitlyn requires him to be there, he
communicates that this expectation is not appropriate for him through
his challenging behaviors. If Ms. Kaitlyn removes this expectation and
lets him play in the classroom while she leads circle time, the behaviors
may be avoided. Brian may follow along with circle time from another
part of the room and eventually come to the gathering on his own when
he 1s ready. Additionally, the other children would benefit from the
circle time experience instead of having to wait while their teacher’s
attention is diverted by Brian’s behavior.

When looked at through this lens, it becomes obvious that, in most
cases, the expectation that all children always come to circle time and
sit in a particular style does not benefit their safety or well-being.
Hence, this requirement is inappropriate in the early childhood
classroom. Upon this realization, some teachers express concern that if
they remove this requirement, none of the children will want to
participate in circle time activities. If this is the case, the bigger concern
1s that your circle time may not be engaging and interesting to children.
We will talk more about that in chapter 2.

ASK “WHY NOT?”

OO OO OO

On a tour of a center, | noticed a sign posted on three walls in the classroom that
simply said, “Why not?” When | asked about the sign, the teacher explained her

philosophy. Whenever she finds herself about to say “no” to a child or correct a
behavior, she first pauses and asks herself, “Why not?” If the expectation she is about
to impose on a child is not based on the child’s safety or well-being, she instead
engages with the child or stands back to observe the situation. She stated that since
implementing this strategy, she has noticed that children are more engaged,
challenging behaviors are down, and she has been surprised by what she has
learned about the children.




What would change about your job if you replaced expectations for children’s
behavior with a “Why not?” philosophy?

Waiting
We know that children are not designed to wait. The typical child has an
attention span of one to two minutes more or less than her age.® So, the
typically developing three-year-old has an attention span of one to five
minutes. When we put children in situations in which they must wait more
than that, they may react with challenging behaviors.

Most teachers recognize that children are not designed to wait, and they
create their daily routines to reduce waiting. Yet in many classrooms,
waiting creeps unnoticed into the day. Some examples include:

Prepping for outside. The teacher must put sunscreen on each child before
going outside. After choice time, she has children sit in a circle so she can
make sure to get it on each one. By the time she has completed this task,
children have been sitting and waiting for about thirty minutes.

Instead, in this situation, the teacher might put sunscreen on children
during choice time. She could call children to her one by one to go through
this routine. This way, all children are protected from the sun and no one
has to wait. She can also take advantage of the one-on-one interaction to
give individual attention to each child.

Running by the clock. Lunch is scheduled for noon. As children come in
from outside at 11:30, the teacher has them wash their hands and sit at their
tables so he can put out cots. Lunch is a couple of minutes late and arrives
at 12:05. By the time the teacher serves the food, children have been
waiting at the tables for more than twenty minutes.

A common tendency is to run the classroom by the clock instead of by
what 1s happening in the life of the classroom that day. In this situation,
children could be allowed to play until lunch is coming through the door. At
this point, they could wash their hands and head to tables to eat.

Family-style meals in which children serve themselves make for even
less waiting. The teacher sets the food in containers on the tables. Once
children have washed their hands, they can set their places, sit down, serve
themselves food, and begin to eat.



Waiting for pickup. As the end of the day nears, teachers begin to focus on
making sure their rooms are ready for the following day. They may gather
all children on a carpet and ask them to remain there with a book or a
basket of manipulatives until they get picked up to go home. By the time
the last child leaves, he has been sitting on the carpet for more than thirty
minutes.

It is not an appropriate expectation that children prematurely disengage
with the classroom to fit the needs of a teacher’s schedule. Instead, it is a
teacher’s duty to interact with children as they explore the classroom until
the end of the day. It is unrealistic to expect children to sit in one area with
limited materials for a long time.

Waiting is one of those expectations that many teachers theoretically
understand to be mappropriate for young children. Yet without realizing it,
teachers often introduce waiting into the daily routine. When faced with
challenging behaviors, teachers can take a step back and make sure an
expectation around waiting is not the culprit.

Self-Control

Young children are learning how to make their way in the world. This
includes learning how to control their bodies and impulses. At times, these
impulses may contrast with the expectations teachers place on children.

Let’s look at how these expectations for self-control may creep into
classroom situations and impact children’s behaviors.

Standing in line. Before going outside, Ms. Ramona requires her
toddlers to line up quietly. Naturally, as toddlers lack the ability to control
their impulses, this time of day is challenging. By the time she gets the
stragglers lined up, those who were already in line have become bored
and have started to play, lie down, or leave the line altogether. Ms.
Ramona becomes increasingly frustrated and says things like, “We will
not go outside until everyone is ready.” She wastes an inordinate amount
of time trying to have children meet an expectation for self-control.

Instead, Ms. Ramona could have children gather at the door. Making
sure they are all with her, she could move the group outside without
requiring them to stand quietly in line before going through the door. By



changing the expectation from “all children must stand quietly in line” to “I
will get the class outside as quickly, safely, and efficiently as possible,” the
challenging behaviors that resulted from children not being able to meet this
expectation disappear.

Sitting quiet and still. Mr. Jacob values the importance of early literacy
experiences, and he wants to make sure all children benefit from his daily
storytimes. To make sure all children can see and are paying attention,
the teacher has taped Xs on the carpet. He requires that all children sit on
an X with their legs folded and their hands in their laps. Often, he must
interrupt the story to reprimand children who are restless, wiggling
around, and bothering others. These children indicate their inability to
meet this expectation for self-control through their restlessness.

Child development expert Jean Piaget tells us that children are sensory-
motor learners. They learn as they move and experience the world through
their senses. We limit their ability to learn when we put expectations on
them for bodily self-control. Expectations of self-control can be especially
challenging for young boys. There is contradictory evidence on how
testosterone might impact the ability of young boys to exhibit bodily
control, yet surges of this hormone are thought to compel boys to action.’
While a teacher is saying “crisscross applesauce” to a wiggling child, his
body may be screaming, “I have to move!” In this situation, the bodily
impulses will often win out, and the resulting movement may appear as a
challenging behavior to a teacher.

As discussed previously, it is not necessary for children’s safety or well-
being that they sit in a particular way during group experiences. Teachers
eliminate many challenging behaviors when they remove this expectation
for self-control. Instead of sitting quiet and still, children can be expected to
choose a position that enables them to pay attention to the teacher while not
disturbing others. When children can sit comfortably, stand up, or pace,
they are meeting their own developmental and learning needs. This will
lead to gatherings that are much more meaningful and peaceful for
everyone involved.

Teachers come into classrooms with many expectations for how
children should behave. These expectations may be cultural, formed by a
teacher’s own experiences as a young person, and they often emerge from



the best of intentions. Teachers want children to be successful in
educational settings and in society. However, no matter the genesis of these
expectations, they may be inappropriate for children’s development. When
a teacher is faced with challenging behaviors, it’s essential that she examine
her expectations to make sure that they are not at the root of the behaviors
and, if necessary, reframe them to be more developmentally appropriate.

EACH STAGE OF CHILDHOOQOD IS
COMPLETE IN ITSELF

OOOOOOOOLOOOO OO OOOOOOOCOOOOLOOOOOOOLOOOOCOOLCOOOOLOOOOCOOOOOOOOOOOOCOOOOOO

At times, teachers put pressure on themselves to get children to behave in certain
ways because “they are going to have to do it next year.” This is the hallmark of a
developmentally inappropriate expectation. We do not let teens who are too young to
drive handle a car because “they are going to have to do it next year.” Instead, we
provide them with education and experiences so that when they are old enough to
drive, they can do so successfully.

In the same way, we do not get a three-year-old ready to be four by treating her
like she is already four. She will be a successful four-year-old when she is four. Now,
it is her job to be three. Childhood is not a disease we need to cure as quickly as
possible. Each stage of childhood should be valued and enjoyed.

The late, great Bev Bos had the following quote from J.C. Pearce hanging in her
center: “Every stage of development is complete in itself. The three-year-old is not an
incomplete five-year-old. The child is not an incomplete adult. Never are we simply on
our way. Always we have arrived. Enjoy now.”

Factor 2: Space Design

“Design is the application of intent—the opposite of
happenstance, and an antidote to accident.”—Robert L. Peters

The environments in which we find ourselves send messages to our brains
about how we should behave. An important part of a classroom
environment 1s how teachers use furniture and equipment to define spaces.
The design of the classroom environment is so important in how it impacts
children’s behaviors and learning that it’s referred to in Reggio Emilia as
the “third teacher.”® As Jim Greenman so eloquently says in his book
Caring Spaces, Learning Places: Children's Environments That Work,



“Space speaks to each of us. Long corridors whisper run to a child; picket
fences invite us to trail our hands along the slats. Physical objects have
emotional messages of warmth, pleasure, solemnity, fear; action messages
of come close, touch me, stay away; or identity messages of I’m strong, or
I'm fragile ... Spaces do more than speak—they load our bodies and minds
with sensory information.”

When teachers are faced with challenging behaviors, they need to look
at the messages the space might be sending children, who spend forty to
fifty hours a week in the classroom.

Examples of Problematic Space Design

Let’s look at some common ways classroom design can contribute to
challenging behaviors.

Static Classroom Arrangements

In Ms. Pam’s classroom, the dramatic play area is extremely popular. Her
classroom management system tells children that only three kids can be
in the center at a time, but this always seems to cause problems.
Sometimes children push others in their rush to be the first ones in their
favorite center. Tantrums and arguments ensue when it is already full and
children can’t get in. At times children try to sneak in, only to be greeted
by a chorus of “no” and “I’m telling” from those already in the center.
Ms. Pam, frustrated by the behaviors she sees in this popular center, often
ends up closing it in an attempt to teach children that their behavior 1s not
appropriate.

After reading an article about the impact of classroom arrangement
on children’s behaviors, Ms. Pam decides to step back and observe how
children are using the space. She also invites a coworker to observe and
give her some ideas. After discussing their observations, the teachers
notice that many of the challenging behaviors are due to the current
popularity of the dramatic play area. After school, Ms. Pam and her
director rearrange the space to make her dramatic play center bigger so it
can accommodate more children. She then evaluates other centers to
make sure that all of them have interesting materials for children to
explore. She also incorporates more pretend play opportunities in the



other centers so children find their interests reflected throughout the
classroom. For example, she adds paper dolls and small furniture to the
block center. She adds dishes and pretend food to the sensory table. She
also makes sure that there are opportunities for pretend play when
children are outside.

When the children return to the classroom the following day, they are
excited to find their new space. They spread out around the room to
investigate the new additions to the learning centers. Those still drawn to
the dramatic play area find more space to move around, and more
children can join in the play. By shifting her focus from punishing
children for their behaviors to looking at what may be causing them, Ms.
Pam discovers ways to set children up for success.

In the face of challenging behaviors, teachers need to take a step back
and see how children are using centers and how the spaces might be
contributing to these behaviors. In some instances, slight shifts in setup
might extinguish problems by making the spaces more conducive to how
children currently use them.

Cramped Learning Centers

Just like Ms. Pam, Ms. Kanessa struggles with challenging behaviors in
one of her centers: the block center. Even when only two children are in
the center, fights seem to break out in this area. Because of the narrow
layout of the center, children often bump into each other’s structures.
They become frustrated and often lash out angrily when a structure
comes toppling down. When children fight, Ms. Kanessa sends them into
other centers or even closes the block center, but nothing she does seems
to make a difference in children’s behavior.

Once again, this center is not set up for children’s success based on how
they are using it. Young kids often struggle with impulse control. When
someone bumps them or the structure they have so carefully constructed,
they will often strike out in frustration. Because the block center is so
narrow, those collisions are bound to happen. Ms. Kanessa can look at her
classroom as a whole and find a way to restructure it so the block center
allows more space for building.



Spaces That Encourage Running

“Walking feet” is rule number two on a posted list of rules in Ms.
Gloria’s preschool room. Despite this and constant reminders to use
“walking feet,” children run laps around tables that are lined up on one
side of the classroom. Large undefined spaces scream “Run!” to a child
who would like nothing more than an excuse to run, run, run through life.
Running is not a challenging behavior in itself, but it can be dangerous in
the classroom. In Ms. Gloria’s classroom, accidents are common as
children often bump into each other or collide with furniture as they run
around.

If running often occurs in a classroom, the teacher’s first step is to
rearrange furniture and equipment so it cuts off the running paths. There are
two classroom arrangements that can lead to running. The first is a large
open area set aside for circle and group times. The other is an arrangement
in which tables are lined up cafeteria-style on one side of the classroom.
Both setups provide running tracks for children and can lead to
overcrowding in other centers as they are squeezed into the remaining
space.

Open Learning Centers

Learning centers with open boundaries often create pathways that cause
children to disrupt each other’s play, which may lead to confusion and
fighting. Here’s an example:

Four children are working hard in the dramatic play center to set up a
picnic for themselves and their babies. Because the center is in front of
the bathrooms and sinks, other children cross over the picnic blanket,
scattering the dishes and interrupting the picnic play. Cries of frustration
turn into cries of pain as one of the picnickers pushes another child into a
shelf because he kicked over her baby on his way back from the
bathroom.

With this classroom design, conflicts should be expected. Some centers,
such as the block and pretend play centers, are more conducive to social
and constructive play that, unfortunately, can easily be interrupted.



Challenging behaviors will decrease when classrooms are arranged so that
centers are large enough for this type of play and situated where other
children do not have to pass through them to get to other parts of the
classroom.

Furniture Placement

Ms. Keisha is frustrated because her toddlers seem to be more interested
in dumping all the toys from the shelves instead of playing with them.
She spends her time scooping manipulatives back into baskets instead of
interacting with children. By the end of free choice time, the classroom is
in chaos. All the toys are on the floor, and children are throwing them or
running around uninterested in the materials in the classroom.

In her classroom, Ms. Keisha has arranged the furniture so that all the
shelves are on the carpet, facing each other in a large square and two tables
are placed on the tiled section of the room. Upon closer examination, it is
easy to see how this arrangement contributes to how children are using the
materials. The shelves form a rectangular play space on the carpet. As
children remove the toys, they are crowded together and have no guidance
as to how they are expected to use the materials. In the absence of these
physical clues, children either quickly drop their selected toy to find
something else or play with the toy in an inappropriate manner. And as
children are limited to the small space on the carpet, they often bump into
each other and interfere with each other’s play. With some simple furniture
rearrangement, Ms. Keisha can define learning centers for children, spread
them throughout the classroom to lessen physical confrontations, and help
children understand the expectations for using the materials.

Teachers can use their furniture arrangements to help children
understand how to use learning centers. It is tempting to place tables close
together on tiled areas so that it’s easier to supervise and assist children as
well as clean up after them. But when tables are arranged in this way,
children are less likely to use them during play since they are not placed
next to a shelf with accessible materials. Likewise, when shelves are all
grouped together, often on the carpet, children may not understand how
various toys can be used differently—for example, some used on the floor,
some used on tables, and some used while standing. Also, shelves placed



close together in one section of the room force children to play in close
proximity to one another. With this arrangement, children watch how others
are using the materials and may copy behaviors that look like more fun,
such as throwing or dumping toys.

Instead of automatically thinking “tile beneath tables for eating” and
“carpet beneath shelves in centers,” teachers can look at their classroom as
a blank canvas. Tables and shelves can be placed where they make sense,
not how the flooring suggests. An arrangement in which tables and shelves
are paired with purpose throughout the classroom can help children
understand how to use materials.

For example, a manipulatives shelf placed next to a table sends the
message that children can use the materials from the shelf on the table,
instead of throwing them in the air or dumping them on the ground.
Likewise, a block shelf placed on carpet and facing a wall indicates to
children that they can build with the blocks on the floor. Also, spreading out
the shelves and facing them in different directions helps children understand
that different play happens in the separate areas created by the furniture
arrangement. Additionally, this disperses children across the classroom so
they are not playing so close together.

In Ms. Keisha’s classroom, rearranging the furniture to create clear shelf-
and-table centers reduces the challenging behaviors that leave her
frustrated. For example, she moves one of the shelves next to a table on
the tiles. On this shelf, she places art materials that she wants children to
use on the table. Next, she moves one of the tables next to a shelf on the
carpet and places puzzles and other manipulatives on this shelf so
children use them on the table instead of the floor. She turns the other
shelves so they are facing in opposite directions and defines a block
center and a pretend play center. By spreading out and defining the
centers, Ms. Keisha helps her children understand how to use the
materials, thus eliminating the challenging behaviors that resulted from
this factor.

In all the examples in this section, the challenging behaviors could have
been avoided through intentional and appropriate classroom arrangement.
Teachers can use furniture, floor coverings, and learning center



arrangements to communicate behavioral expectations and help children
meet these expectations in the classroom.

Factor 3: Material Options

“Sometimes the best learning environment for students isn’t a
bunch of devices powered by Wi-Fi. Sometimes it’s a huge pile
of cardboard powered by pure imagination.”—Krissy Venosdale

Many children spend upwards of forty-five hours in a classroom each week.
With this much time in a space, it is important that teachers pay attention to
what they provide to occupy children’s time and interests. If children aren’t
engaged by classroom materials, they will seek out mental and physical
engagement elsewhere. The ways they find to amuse themselves may
appear as challenging behaviors, although in reality, children are just
communicating that the materials in their classroom are not appropriate in
some way.

Types of Problems with Materials

The messages about classroom materials that children are sending through
their behaviors can typically be grouped into three categories: the materials
are too few, too many, or developmentally inappropriate.

Too Few Materials

When classroom shelves are empty, children will look for ways to keep
their brains and bodies occupied, which may be perceived by teachers as
challenging behaviors.

When you look around Ms. Symone’s two-year-old classroom, the lack
of materials is evident. Most of her shelves have only two or three toys,
puzzles are missing pieces, books are ripped and incomplete, and the
dramatic play area is just a simple plastic kitchen set and a couple of
naked baby dolls.

Not surprisingly, challenging behaviors are frequent in this
classroom. Children bite as they fight over materials. During free



playtime, children climb on and jump off the tables and shelves. They
often fall and hurt themselves as they run around and trip or crowd each
other. No matter how Ms. Symone reacts to these behaviors, children
continue to act disruptively in the classroom.

In this instance, children will continue to exhibit these behaviors as long
as activities for them in the classroom are insufficient. While it may not
always be possible to buy lots of new materials for a classroom, teachers
can make or find many items to enhance children’s play environments (see
figure 1.1 for ideas). Children are less likely to resort to challenging
behaviors for entertainment when classrooms are places of wonder filled
with interesting materials to explore.



Figure 1.1 Teacher-Made and Found Classroom
Materials
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Sensory bottles: Add any combination of liquid and solids to clear, clean plastic
bottles. For example, you might fill a bottle with clear hair gel and add beads. Or, fill the
bottle with a mixture of water and oil and add paper clips. Securely seal the bottles by
hot-gluing the tops closed before giving them to children to explore.

Musical bottles: Add any material that makes noise to clean plastic bottles. Securely
seal the bottles before giving them to children.

Building materials: Bring in cardboard boxes and tubes, egg cartons, plastic cups,
and wine shipping containers. (Note: Because of their unique shape, wine bottles are
shipped in interesting cardboard cartons. Those cartons can add variety to children’s
construction or art projects. Ask your local wine shop for empty cartons.)

Daily life materials: Ask families to send in their old clothes, cell phones (with SIM
cards and batteries removed), old plastic dishes, clean empty food boxes and spice
jars, and other kitchen materials for pretend play.

Fabric strips: Cut up old towels and sheets into pieces. Children can use them for
dancing, dress-up, and art.

Magazines, newspapers, catalogs, and ads: Pictures from these can be used for art,
memory games, and sorting activities.

Homemade puzzles: Attach pictures to pieces of cardboard. Cut these into pieces to
make puzzles.

Homemade playdough: Make playdough using the following recipe. Add different
colors, spices, and textures (rice, oats, grass) to the dough to vary the sensory
experience for children.

* Mix 2 cups flour, %2 cup salt, 2 tablespoons cream of tartar, and 2 tablespoons oil in
a large mixing bowl.

» Add food coloring (optional) to 174 cups hot water. Add the water to the dry
ingredients.

« Stir continuously until it becomes a sticky, combined dough.

+ Allow the dough to cool, then take it out of the bowl and knead it vigorously for a
couple of minutes until all the stickiness is gone. If it remains a little sticky, add a
touch more flour until it is just right. (Note: If the playdough is too sticky, it will be
messier and not as much fun.)

Water play: Children love playing in water (as evidenced by their fascination with
toilets!). If you do not have a sensory table, you can fill bins or large bowls with water.
Add soil, soap, ice, toys, measuring cups and spoons, and the like to provide different
experiences.

Shoes: Ask families to send in old shoes. Children can use them to sort, make
patterns, paint, play dress-up, and stack, among other things.

Jar and bottle caps: Add a collection of jar and bottle caps to your math center.
Children will use them to sort, make patterns, seriate, and make lines and shapes. Add




L index cards with shapes and letters to extend the play.

Too Many Materials

On the flip side, challenging behaviors can also be the result of classrooms
stuffed with too many materials. Children can become overwhelmed when
there are too many choices. They are more likely to be engaged and use
materials appropriately when they can see their choices clearly.

A formula teachers can use to make sure their learning centers are
neither over nor understocked is that a learning center should have three
choices for each child who can be in the center at a time. So, if four
children can be in the math and manipulatives center, there should be
twelve choices for activities. This formula ensures that each child can find
something to do and is not overwhelmed by the sheer number of choices.
Instead of having everything always out and available, the teacher can
rotate materials so children are continuously surprised by what they find in
the classroom.

Developmentally Inappropriate Materials

Along with the number of materials, the developmental level of the
materials is also important. Challenging behaviors can be a result of
developmentally inappropriate material choices in the classroom. When
children are neither sufficiently engaged, challenged, nor entertained, they
may express that through their behaviors.

MATERIALS ARE TOO EASY OR LACK INTEREST

Toward the end of the day at an early learning center, the three-year-old
children left in Ms. Tatiana’s classroom are moved into Ms. Terry’s two-
year-old classroom so Ms. Tatiana can go home. Ms. Terry dreads this
time of the day because two of the children who come into her classroom
are often difficult for her to manage. Instead of playing with the toys as
the other children do, they prefer to throw the toys or dump them all on
the floor and kick them around. Unfortunately, the other children see this
and lose interest in their activities, instead emulating the disruptive
behaviors. Upon investigation, Ms. Terry finds that these two children
only exhibit these behaviors in her classroom. They are engaged and



properly use materials when they are in their own classroom. Out of
frustration, she often resorts to sending the two children to the director’s
office. Despite this and many conversations with the children’s families,
the behaviors persist.

Ms. Terry’s attempts to change the children’s behaviors will not be
successful until she figures out what the behaviors are communicating and
fixes the factors causing the behaviors. In this case, the older children are
not interested in or challenged by the materials in the two-year-old
classroom. They are bored with the material choices, so they find different
ways to entertain themselves. Upon realizing that the lack of age-
appropriate materials is causing the challenging behaviors, the director and
Ms. Terry look for solutions. They create boxes of materials that will be
more engaging for the older children, yet are still safe for the younger group
to use. For example, one box may contain a special smelly version of
playdough and many interesting tools for exploring it. Another box might
have interesting and open-ended manipulatives that only come out at the
end of the day. When the three-year-olds are blended into the younger
classroom, Ms. Terry brings out these materials. She also has conversations
with Ms. Tatiana to understand more about the two children who have been
engaging in challenging behavior. Once she understands their interests, she
plans specific materials and activities to appeal to them.

Challenging behaviors in response to a lack of interesting materials are
especially common in classrooms hosting school-age kids (ages six and up)
for after-school care. Often, centers place children in this age group in
rooms that are used, most of the day, for younger children. Or, classrooms
are pieced together from furniture and materials harvested from other
rooms. School-age children have a lot of energy after being in school all
day and are looking for ways to release that energy, have some fun, and
engage in interesting activities. When these opportunities aren’t present,
they often react with challenging behaviors, which may include swearing,
defiance, and picking on others. When teachers provide environments that
are specially designed to engage school-age children physically and
mentally, these behaviors are less likely to occur. See figure 1.2 for ideas.



Figure 1.2 Incorporating School-Age Materials into Early
Childhood Classrooms
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Note: When incorporating materials for school-age children into young children’s classrooms,
make sure that all materials are safe for all children or that the younger children cannot access
inappropriate materials.

INTEREST ENHANCEMENT IDEAS
CENTER
Blocks ¢ Boxes

* Recycled materials (egg cartons; fabric pieces; cardboard tubes, boxes,

» Fabric

» Stones

* Pieces of wood

 Pictures of interesting buildings to inspire children’s structures

and sheets)

Dramatic play

* Allow children to decide how to set up the area for pretend play and let
e Children can decorate large pieces of cardboard (unfolded boxes) to

* Set up a stage and let children put on performances.
» Designate an area as a photo booth. Children can set up various

them find the materials they need.
make backdrops for scenarios.
backdrops and gather props. They can either pretend to take pictures or

draw pictures of each other, or staff can take actual pictures of them in
the photo booth.

Games

» Use wall space to create large vertical versions of children’s favorite
* Bring in special visitors to teach children games like chess, checkers,

* Host tournaments of popular games.

games, for example, Tetris and Connect Four.

mancala, cribbage, and so on.

Science

* Invite families to send in old appliances like vacuums. Cut off the cords
¢ Include natural items, such as leaves and rocks from children’s

* Provide some appliance owner’s manuals to give children a peek into

* Build a “potion station” and provide containers and safe liquids (baby

and challenge children to take apart the machines and reassemble them.
neighborhoods, for great additions to this center.

the inner workings of the complex machines they might see in their
homes.

oil, baby shampoo) and solids (soil, flour, cornstarch) for children to
miXx.

Art

* School-age children can make amazing pieces of art with almost

* Add recycled materials, such as cardboard, fabric pieces, magazines,

anything. Make sure you have the basics (paint, paper, glue) available.

corks, wire, tops and lids, yarn or string, old jewelry, and so on.




Writing

Post interesting story prompts to inspire children’s creative writing. For
example, “I was surprised to wake up to find my arms were replaced
with wings.”

Post weekly riddles to challenge children’s thinking.

Ask children about people they admire. Find addresses for those people
and encourage children to write letters to them.

Under your supervision, challenge children to research a historical
figure and create a social media account (Facebook, Twitter) for him or
her.

Engage children in building a word wall. Pick a child every day to look
through the dictionary and find an interesting word to add to the wall.
Can the other children guess what it means?

Challenge children with word games. Write the word big on a large
piece of paper. Invite children to write different words they could use
instead of big. How many words can they add to the list?

Have word searches, crosswords, and other word games available.

Movement

School-age children need opportunities to move and exert energy after
spending all day in school. You can creatively add in materials that
allow them to safely use their large muscles in the classroom:
» Rolled-up socks and boxes provide opportunities to throw.
» Beach balls hanging from the ceiling allow children to jump and
hit.
» Two-liter plastic bottles filled with marbles, nuts and bolts, or rice
provide weights for lifting or shaking.
» Rolled-up newspapers provide ripping challenges.
» Noisemaking items mounted slightly out of children’s reach on a
wall can provide them with safe jumping goals.
» A posted picture of a treadmill control panel, a rectangle made
from black tape on the floor, and a timer can create the illusion of a
treadmill and a safe place to run in place.

Clubs

Implement a club program in your school-age classroom. Clubs allow
children to meet with others who share their interests and to explore new
topics.

Children can sign up to be part of a club that meets once or twice during
the week.

The club can be guided by the children themselves. Or, an adult may
want to share a hobby with children for a designated period (for
example, three months).

Some ideas for clubs may be a sport, a foreign language, knitting, chess,
art, exercise, babysitting, and so on.

Rotate club offerings so children can explore many different topics.

General
classroom

School-age children do not want to spend their time in a “baby space.”
Ask for their help in designing their classroom. What posters or pictures
can they bring from home to decorate the space?

Have a “design our room” challenge and give small groups of children a
section of the classroom to design.




REPETITIVE MATERIALS

Seeing the same materials in the classroom day in and day out can cause a
similar lack of interest in children. Teachers can rotate materials so children
will often find something new as they explore the interest centers. To
maintain children’s interest and pique their intellectual curiosity, the Reggio
Emilia approach challenges teachers to use provocations. Provocations are
open-ended materials integrated into the classroom that reflect children’s
current interests or extend a project or thought. For example, in spring when
children are observing the world in bloom, placing interesting flowers or
plants in the art center may inspire their drawing and painting. If children
have been to the beach, a teacher might add sand and shells to a sensory
table to engage them and extend their thinking. These materials might
provoke an idea or spur a question that leads to investigation. When
teachers provide provocations that reflect children’s interests and rotate
materials often, there is no need for children to use challenging behaviors to
communicate their boredom with a stale or unengaging classroom
environment.

MATERIALS ARE TOO CHALLENGING

At times, children’s behaviors may be communicating not that materials are
too easy or lack interest, but that they are too challenging for children’s
developmental level. Psychologist Lev Vygotsky talks of children’s zone of
proximal development, that sweet spot where children can engage in
activities on their own without adult support. This zone bridges what
children can do by themselves and what they are unable to do. Sometimes
teachers think that providing children with challenging materials will lead
to increased learning. However, if children cannot engage with the materials
on their own, not only will they not learn, but they will become increasingly
frustrated. This frustration will often be displayed in tantrums or misuse of
the materials. Thus, teachers need to know the developmental levels of the
children in their classrooms and provide both materials they can use without
adult help as well as some they can use with support. As any group of
children will have varying levels of development, materials that will meet
different children where they are must be available. Open-ended materials
that can be used in a variety of ways are most likely to meet the diverse
learning needs and interests of all children in the classroom.



When children spend most of their waking hours in a classroom, it is up
to their teachers to provide a wide enough variety of materials to engage
and challenge them. Sometimes challenging behaviors may be
communicating that there are too few or too many materials or that the
materials are not appropriate for the children in the class. When teachers
provide just the right amount of materials that stimulate and engage
children’s brains and bodies, children will no longer need to engage in
challenging behaviors to communicate about this factor.

Factor 4: Teacher Responsiveness

“An ideal culture is one in which there is a place for every
human gift.” —Margaret Mead

Children are naturally egocentric. Egocentrism is defined as having little to
no regard for interests, beliefs, or attitudes other than one’s own; self-
centered. With young children, egocentrism is to be expected. It is due to
their brains not being fully developed and their lack of social experience
and understanding. When classroom teachers are not responsive to
children’s needs and interests, children may communicate their lack of
engagement through their behaviors. This lack of responsiveness in the
classroom can be seen in two ways: how teachers plan their lessons and
how they incorporate students’ interests in the classroom.

Lesson Planning: Themes vs. Projects

Themes have been common in the preschool world for many years. When
asked why they use themes in lesson planning, teachers often say they
haven’t given it much thought. Themes are so pervasive in early childhood
classrooms that many teachers might think they are a required component
of a curriculum. Teachers can use themes to organize their ideas: Themes
help teachers know when to sing the songs, facilitate the art projects, read
the stories, and plan the small-group experiences that are related to the
current theme. A theme-driven curriculum also serves to assure families
that teachers are addressing a variety of topics over the course of a year.
However, themes, while useful to a teacher, have very little benefit for
children since they are not necessarily responsive to children’s interests. For



example, if a child is interested in the worms that surface after a rainstorm,
more learning will happen if a teacher delves into the world of worms rather
than spending energy trying to get the child engaged in the current theme of
community helpers.

The Project Approach

One alternative to a theme-based curriculum is the project approach. This
approach, detailed in the wonderful book Engaging Childrens Minds: The
Project Approach by Lilian Katz, Sylvia Chard, and Yvonne Kogan, builds
in-depth investigations from children’s interests, questions, and curiosities.
Instead of basing curriculum on external elements, such as the calendar or
what adults think children should be studying, teachers plan lessons based
on what they notice about children’s interests.

The project approach is an intricate dance between teacher and student.
The teacher notices what engages children and plans classroom experiences
and material enhancements for them to investigate their interests. During
these activities, teachers interact with children and have conversations with
and observe them to understand their thinking and the questions they have.
These new understandings are then used to plan activities to further the
investigations. The duration of the project is determined by children’s
engagement, lasting only as long as children are interested and learning and
spinning in different directions based on children’s curiosities.

This approach assumes that children are capable learners and honors the
knowledge and experience they bring to the classroom. Instead of following
a predetermined course of study that focuses on covering as many topics as
possible, the project approach uncovers layer after layer of a topic that is
interesting to children. By observing children and planning curriculum
based on those observations, a teacher creates a classroom that is responsive
to children’s learning needs. Let’s look at an example of the project
approach in action.

During the first weeks of school, Ms. Lizzy plans open-ended
experiences that allow her to get to know children and that allow children
to get to know each other and the classroom. She takes advantage of this
period to observe children and figure out what experiences and material
enhancements she might use to engage them. She notices that many of
the children are fascinated with the sinks and toilets in the classroom and



that the water table is popular, so she decides to build a study around
water. She starts the study with a KWL chart to find out what children
already know about water, what they want to know about it, and what
they learn through the study. She uses this information to plan learning
experiences that build on children’s knowledge and address some of their
questions.

At first, the study focuses on exploring water and its properties. As
she interacts with children, Ms. Lizzy hears many of them talk about how
water is used in their homes, so she takes the study in that direction.
Children spend the next couple of weeks washing play clothes and baby
dolls, cleaning parts of the classroom, planting and caring for plant seeds,
and following simple recipes that have water as an ingredient. During
this time, Ms. Lizzy notices that many children show great interest in
different aspects of the clothing they washed, so she begins to incorporate
new experiences that delve into the world of clothing and uniforms.

This cycle of observing children, planning experiences, interacting
with children, and planning new experiences based on new knowledge is
the basis of Ms. Lizzy’s curriculum decisions. Each year is different, as it
unfolds based on the unique needs and interests of each group of
children.

Another important difference between the project approach and
classroom themes 1s how widely the topic of study permeates the learning.
With themes, teachers tend to reflect the theme in all aspects of the
curriculum: songs, fingerplays, artwork, stories, small-group activities, and
games. With the project approach, teachers reflect children’s interests in
certain aspects of the curriculum, but they don’t feel the need to tie every
experience to a particular course of study. Let’s revisit Ms. Lizzy’s
classroom for an example of this.

While Ms. Lizzy incorporates children’s interest in water and clothing
into some of the activities and material enhancements, she also continues
to plan regular open-ended experiences to engage children. For example,
she places step stools and boxes in the block center, not because they are
related to the water study, but because she wants to challenge children to
build on different levels. Along with planning some experiences to
further children’s interest and understanding of the current topic, she also



plans some experiences because they support children’s general learning,
because they reflect the interests of individual children, or just because
they are fun and appropriate for children.

RESOURCES FOR THE PROJECT
APPROACH

OO OO OO OO OO OO0

You can learn much more about the project approach and how to implement it in your
classroom through any of the following resources:

* The Project Approach website: projectapproach.org

» Engaging Children’s Minds: The Project Approach by Lilian G. Katz, Sylvia C.
Chard, and Yvonne Kogan

* “The Project Approach to Teaching and Learning” by Sylvia C. Chard
(communityplaythings.com)

Reflecting Students’ Interests in the Classroom

Environment

Of course, it 1s highly unlikely that all children will be interested in the
same topic at the same time. When planning curriculum, teachers can create
a responsive classroom by intentionally considering the varied interests of
the children in the group. Teachers can create an atmosphere of caring and
inclusiveness by reflecting children’s diverse interests in how they enhance
the classroom. Some children may be enthralled with the latest princess
movie, so add a castle cutout to the block center. If a child is in love with
horses, nothing says “I notice you and care about you™ like adding a book
about horses to the library or singing a horse song at circle time. A dynamic
classroom changes to reflect the revolving interests of the children within.

As teachers, we can spend a lot of time and energy trying to get children
interested in what we want to teach. Or, we can figure out what they are
interested in and dive into the learning with them. When teachers are
responsive and classrooms are dynamic, children are more engaged in the
learning. A child who feels like a valued part of the classroom community
is less likely to feel disenfranchised and is, therefore, less likely to resort to
challenging behaviors.


http://projectapproach.org/
http://www.communityplaythings.com/resources/articles/2013/the-project-approach-to-teaching-and-learning

Factor 5: Sensory Stimulation

“I love church buildings, particularly cathedrals, and I like
living in spaces that remind me of music or evoke that creative
energy.”—Laura Mvula

Join me for a minute for a quick trip. Travel with me through Times Square,
the New York City destination emblematic of New Year’s Eve revelry and
raucous celebration. Even if you have not been there in person, you
probably have seen it on TV as the ball drops to kick off a new year.
Imagine you are standing in the middle of the square. What do you notice?
You might describe the scene with words like colorful, bright, busy,
crowded, tall, cold (as in lack of nature as opposed to temperature), and
noisy.

Now, picture in your head the typical early childhood classroom. How
many of the words used to describe Times Square are also applicable to the
classroom?

Colorful. So many classrooms are filled with primary colors. From the
furniture to the carpets to the materials that fill the shelves, we seem to have
decided that a child’s world should be awash in color.

Bright. In many of our classrooms, bright fluorescent lights glare overhead.
In some states and provinces, those lights are required to be on all day, even
during naptime.

Busy. In Times Square, flashing billboards and entrancing displays fight for
your attention. It is hard to know where to focus; there is so much to take
in. That same busyness can be found in many classrooms. Walls, backs of
doors, and shelves are covered with charts, posters, labels, student artwork,
and teacher- made displays. With so much to see, children often do not
know what truly merits their attention.

Crowded. It may not feel like the classroom is crowded if you are an adult
standing above children. But for a child who must share space, materials,
and attention with many others of the same size, it may often feel like you
are in the middle of a dense crowd.

Tall. In Times Square, imposing skyscrapers tower overhead. In early
childhood classrooms, the walls, windows, displays, and shelves reach high



above young children’s heads. This adds to their sense of smallness in a big
adult world.

Cold. The buildings of Times Square are constructed of metal, glass, and
concrete. Neon lights, asphalt streets, and cement sidewalks add to the
mechanical and cold environment. Any sense of nature is overpowered by
the coldness of the facades. In some early childhood classrooms, plastic and
shiny surfaces contribute to a nature-deprived environment. Nature, if there
1s any at all, might simply be a plant on top of a shelf or a small pet tucked
away 1n a cage in a corner. Richard Louv, author of Last Child in the
Woods, discusses in depth the price we pay as a society for raising children
in a world in which they will best remember the smell and feel of plastic.

Noisy. In many classrooms, noise is a constant. Children’s voices rise to
compete with background noises like music or the sounds of battery-fueled
toys. Early childhood environments, like Times Square, are filled with
sounds that range from excited to frantic.

There are many ways an early childhood classroom might resemble
Times Square. If you have ever been to Times Square, or to any large,
crowded urban area, you know the energy is palpable. Upon entering the
environment, a person’s brain is flooded with messages. These messages
cause the body to react in a variety of ways—from shutting down and
fleeing the environment to excitedly diving in and embracing the chaos.
Whether or not the energy of Times Square is attractive to you, there is no
doubt that the sensory overload causes people to behave in ways they
wouldn’t in other environments. It is a place, for example, where a woman
in a sweatshirt that reads “Minnesota’s Nicest Grandmother” may channel
her inner pro wrestler and push other tourists out of her way to get to a cart
of cheap sunglasses and purses. While this is not how she would behave at
home, the sensory overload to her brain causes an increase of adrenaline,
and her behavior reflects this altered state of mind.

In the same way, children’s challenging behaviors can be
communicating that they are experiencing sensory overload in a classroom.
If we are asking children to spend eight to ten hours a day, four to five days
a week, in Times Square, we should not be surprised when they shut down
or strike out in response to the environmental stimuli flooding their brains.
When teachers create a learning space that provides less chaotic sensory
input to the brain, challenging behaviors decrease.
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