Embedding Learning Opportunities in Everyday Routines

Addressing the needs of young children with delays or disabilities is a challenging, but “do-able” task, especially if the early childhood program is designed to meet the developmental and learning needs of children.  In other words, inclusion becomes easier when the classroom is developmentally appropriate (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).  

In fact, providing a high quality early childhood experience is one of the most important things that teachers can provide to children with delays or disabilities.  Before we talk about special instruction or intervention for children with delays or disabilities, let’s discuss what makes a classroom or early childhood program developmentally appropriate.

What is a developmentally appropriate curriculum?

· Age appropriate—the toys, materials, furnishings, learning activities and expectations for the children reflect the children’s chronological ages and realistic developmental expectations

· Individually appropriate—the toys, materials, furnishings, learning activities and expectations fit each child’s individual abilities and interests.

· Culturally appropriate—do the toys, materials, furnishings, learning activities and expectations demonstrate respect for diverse cultures?

Characteristics of High Quality Early Childhood Programs

Sandall and Schwartz (2002, pp. 23-24) emphasize that teachers of high quality early childhood programs should be able to answer “yes” to these questions:

1. Do children spend most of their time playing and working with materials or with other children?

2. Do children have chances to do different things during the day?

3. Do teachers work with individual children, small groups of children, and large groups of children throughout the day?

4. Are activities meaningful and interesting to children?

5. Are the number of transitions that children are required to make limited?

6. Do children spend time outside playing and exploring?

7. Do teachers read books to children throughout the day?

8. Is the curriculum adapted for children who are ahead as well as those who need extra help?

9. Do the children and their families feel safe and secure within their early childhood program? 

Children are learning all the time and the kinds of things they do everyday at preschool or at home provide a powerful curriculum.  To illustrate that, think about a simple activity like playing with different colors of playdough and playdough utensils.  Now think about a child in your classroom like Brian.  Brian is 4 years old and has lots of trouble communicating other children.  He’s very quiet, although it seems like he wants to interact with other children—he just doesn’t know how.  He has a hard time using words to describe objects and is likely to grab things away from others instead of using words to ask.

Talk to the person next to you and make a list of all of the things that Brian could potentially learn by playing with playdough alongside 2 other children.  Ready, set, GO!  

Activity:

Give participants 5 minutes to make a list of all of the learning opportunities available through a playdough activity. 
 Here are some examples:

· Color names (of playdough)

· Concepts such as big, little, over, under, top, bottom

· Names of playdough utensils (e.g., knife, scissors, cookie cutter)

· Names of things made from playdough (e.g., snake, cookie, eggs)

· Action words describing playdough activity (e.g., cutting, rolling, squeezing)

· Sharing materials

· Asking for materials

· Range of fine motor (F-M) activities (see Action words….above)

· Range of self-help (S-H) activities (e.g. dressing, cleaning up the area, washing hands)

· Engaging in conversations with others

· Engaging in cooperative play

It’s clear that through a simple, everyday activity like playing with playdough, children can learn many different concepts, skills, or behaviors.  The teacher’s job is to figure out which activities provide the best opportunities to learn about or practice certain skills. 

For an example of the broad range of skills that can be addressed in typical, play-based learning activities, click on ‘Pancakes!’
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