Planning Learning Centers that 

Meet the Needs and Interest of Children

What Are Some of the Goals of Emergent Curriculum?

“Once children are helped to perceive themselves as authors or inventors, once they are helped to discover the pleasure of inquiry, their motivation and interest explode.”

Loris Malaguzzi, Founder of the Reggio Emilia Schools, Italy

to inspire delight, curiosity, celebration and inquiry in the classroom.  

to build intrinsic motivation and a long-term love of learning in children.

to help children craft an internal compass to guide them as a learner, rather than relying on instruction and direction from others.

to inspire children to be authors, inventors, illustrators, designers, dancers, singers, actors, etc. and to celebrate their unique talents and abilities.        

to maintain a teaching staff well-versed in the fundamentals of how and what children learn, so they can support and guide learning as it emerges naturally inside the school, in the natural world, and in our community as a whole. 

to provide adequate outside time daily.

to support the varied learning styles (visual, auditory, sensory, and verbal, etc.) in ways that are also aware of gender differences.          

to carry out assessment in the form of student portfolios and documentation of learning.

to honor and welcome children with special rights (aka special needs) into our school community.

to practice supportive social learning rather than punishment.
How Do We Do This?

Daily journals with photos and written evidence of learning for each classroom

Portfolio additions for individual students

Student-led expeditions, inquiries, investigations and program and center  planning 

Activities in the dramatic play, block, science, sensory, literacy and manipulative areas at the school, as well as on the playground. 

Opportunities to experience conflict, negotiation and resolution in a safe setting.

Opportunities to run, jump, sing, dramatize, rough-house, wiggle, write, read, create original work, and YES - hit, kick, yell, throw, catch - all with appropriate targets of course – and nurture, feel, cry, hug, feed, care, wonder and more... 

Why?   

Because this is how children learn.  They do not learn by sitting before a teacher who imparts knowledge.  They learn by doing and self-directing!  And they succeed in the future by learning to love school.  Their delight and spontaneous wonder will always be our first priority.     

Dr. Elaine, Johnson, PhD, «The Way the Brain Learns Best», 2006

How Do I Begin?

Start by modelling the planning process with children. 

Use an interest you have observed the children engaged in as a springboard for discussion (objects from home, such as a book, a favourite toy or an item from nature). 

Introduce a topic using a stimulus object, e.g. a bird’s nest, something from the local environment.

Pose thought-provoking questions — “I wonder how?”, “What might happen if?”, “What could we use to?” — to stimulate interest. 

Record ideas and suggestions on a whiteboard or butcher’s paper, make a list of questions or create a concept web. Each of these tools enables ideas to be recorded simply, added to, or referred to over a few days. Representing children’s thinking in written form or through drawings also helps children to see that their ideas are valued and that writing and drawing have a purpose and can convey meaning. 
What Process Should I Use When Planning an Emergent Curriculum?

Capture an interest (respond).

Find out what the child/ren already know.

Encourage the child/ren (ages 4,5,6) to represent (draw, tell, build, create, 

            construct).

Research (books, other people, internet) to find out more and to refine 

            representation. 

Reflect with children. 

Source:  QKLG Professional development – Emergent Curriculum Planning – frequently asked questions

Building on Children’s Interests

The Plan consists of:

Sparks (provocations) — Sparks can be things, phenomena, conversations— anything that provokes deeper thought. The sparks are what trigger a child (and adult) to want to know more, to investigate further. These sparks can occur at any time. They can be as simple as finding a pebble in one’s shoe, grabbing an idea or story line from a book, or finding a nut on the playground. Young children have these sparks of interest all day long. Document the possibilities.
How?  Talk with the children, listen to them, and observe. For some teachers, it can be difficult to sit back and trust that ideas will naturally emerge. But once teachers become familiar with the process, they begin noticing how easily sparks appear.

Conversations—Have conversations with interested participants 

(Teachers, children, and parents), ask questions, document conversations through video recordings, tape recordings, teacher/parent dictation, or other ways. 

Ask “What do we already know? What do we wonder about? How can we learn more? What is the plan?”

How?  Formal meetings, built into the daily classroom routine, are ideal times for children, teachers to have large group conversations about forming and writing a plan. While one teacher facilitates this meeting, another adult (teaching assistant or parent) writes down ideas, questions, and thoughts about the conversations. The adults later review this documentation to help plan and provide appropriate experiences. 

Lesson plans should include the children’s questions or inquiries as well as the teacher’s; both are integrated into a formal plan.

 Opportunities and experiences—Provide opportunities and experiences in both the classroom and the community for further investigation. 

Document those experiences.

How?  Essential in a good plan is providing, facilitating, and initiating meaningful and authentic opportunities and experiences to help children further understand ideas. The word meaningful is the critical element here. 

More questions and more theories—think further about the process. 

Document questions and theories. In other words, teachers, children, and parents identify something of interest; we discuss what we know about it or what we want to know about it; we experience it or have opportunities to learn about the idea; and then we discuss what we did and either ask more questions or make new theories. We document our understandings throughout the whole process.

How?  During this phase, the teacher carefully outlines the theories and documents new questions. As children raise new questions, they are forced to deepen their thinking about the situation. These thoughts become new sparks or provocations for future plans.

Young children learn best through active participation and experience. When helped, allowed, and encouraged to follow an interest and construct a plan to learn more, children are empowered and become intrinsically motivated.

They fully engage in the experience when it is their own (Jones & Nimmo 1994). Meaningful ideas are intrinsically motivating.

Source:  Hilary Jo Seitz; The Plan – Building on Children’s Interests   Beyond the Journal – March 2006

What Is the Teacher’s Role?

understand how and what children learn and how to recognize moments when they can support children by asking a provoking question, providing a tool, sharing a story, helping seek an answer...  

allow children to develop long-term projects, deep concentration, and the ability to redirect themselves if they are bored or otherwise not engaged in an activity.  This is fundamental to development of the positive associations that will support learning throughout their lifespan;
recognize that critical learning takes place during conflict, during activities often labeled “unacceptable” in the pre-primary school setting, and during the resolution, brainstorming and negotiation process.  

Source:  Dan Hodgins, CAEYC Conference, April 2006

Entering and Sustaining Play

How can we, as providers, help children enter play? How do we support and enhance the play so children stay engaged and have positive experiences?

Entering and sustaining play can be encouraged by taking a close look at the play environment, knowing each child's developmental ability, modeling play skills, and creating a sense of group and community.

Get down to the level of the children you care for and look around (or up!) at the surroundings. Does it look inviting? Is it easy to maneuver? Walk through your play areas and see how many children can fit there. If caring for mixed ages, will the space support this? Pull out materials and see if they fit in the play space. This is a good time to check for too much space. Open paths can often cause running. The space should be comfortable and flow from one area to another, yet each area of play should be well defined.

Think of the play areas you want in your space, such as blocks, dramatic play, sensory motor (sand, water, etc.), art, music, reading and writing, motor skills, science and discovery. Are there enough choices and materials to support quality play in these areas? Are the materials    thought-provoking, interesting, and developmentally appropriate? Having enough material to share and duplicate items for young children is important, as well. The environment is a teacher. Take time to observe how and where the children play in your environment and whether or not changes need to be made.

Tips to enhance the play environment:

Have clear containers that are labeled with pictures and written print for easy finding and cleanup.

Offer stimulating areas of play as well as quiet areas that are cozy.

Display classroom rules in positive, clear ways and discuss often (we walk; we use kind words, etc.).

Display schedule and routine for the day and discuss for familiarity (use pictures with words for young children).

Bring in items that add beauty; something from nature or interesting pictures and music, wind chimes, etc.

Have some items set up and ready to play with when children arrive.

If possible, have an area where children's projects (such as paintings, buildings, etc.) can be saved to work on later.

Tips for modeling play skills 

Encourage toddlers to use their words. Offer phrases to model: "Tell Sally it's your turn." "Let's ask Pete if he's done with the truck." "Ask Sam if he wants a hug." "Tell Anna, 'Please stop. I don't like that.'"

Preschoolers may need guidance in solving conflicts. "It looks like there is a problem. Sam, tell Pete what you wanted to say. Pete, what did you want to say?" or, "This looks like we need to think about it. What can we do? What might be a good choice?"

Encourage children to invite others into play. "Your building looks great! Do you need any help? Who do you want to ask?" "Look, Sally is feeding the babies. Let's go ask her if we can help. Sally, can Anna and I help feed the babies?" "Do you want to paint alone or with a friend?"

Role-play scenarios with little toy people, animals, or puppets. Create situations that occur in the group to help children solve problems. "The elephant took the zebra's truck. What should he do?

Source:  Christina Belinda; Entering and Sustaining Play – Better Kid Care Program

Powerful interactions
The things you say and the things you do when you interact with children

each day make a big difference in their lives. 

They allow teachers to:

1. Build and deepen relationships with each child. 
Here are some simple strategies to help you have powerful interactions with children!

Use “mirror talk” rather than saying “Good job” to show children you appreciate what they do. 

 “Wow, Adam, you scooped up a lot of soap bubbles and put them in the funnel!”
 “You have added a lot more blocks to your high tower since the last time

    I looked at it, Rachel!”

Talk with children one-on-one about topics of interest to them. 

”You know so much about trucks, Jojo. I saw a dump truck yesterday, and I have a 

question for you. Do you know how the driver makes the back tip up?”

“Alicia, do you have any new stories to tell me about your cat Fluffy?”


Show caring and respect. 

Join a child’s activity, with his or her permission. 
Be polite at all times. 
Listen attentively and actively. 
Give children privacy (when safe to do so). Foster independence by giving 
children time to explore books or activities alone before interrupting or directing 

them.

Set limits in supportive, non punitive ways.

Create a safe, engaging environment that invites children to explore and

interact in positive ways. For example, placing three chairs around a table makes cooperation more likely by limiting the number of children working together at

one time.

Involve children in the process of establishing three to five clearly stated rules, 
then engage them in discussions about how the rules apply to different situations. “When we made our class rules, we decided that everyoneshould share toys 

and materials. What do you think we should do when two children want to use 

the same bucket in the sand box?”

Remind children of the rules, as needed, in a calm, direct way: “We walk 
inside. We can run outside.”

Acknowledge and accept a child’s emotions.

“Latoya, are you feeling happy? I see a big smile on your face.”

“Emiko, you seem upset because Simon teased you. Let’s go talk to him so you can feel better.”

2.  To help each child’s development and learning move forward in small steps

Explain the reasons for doing activities, so children become aware of their own learning.

“Sammy, doing puzzles helps you learn to solve problems.”

“Stringing beads helps your eyes and your hands work together, Roxy.”
Ask open-ended questions to encourage children’s thinking and language, then give children time to think about how to respond.

“Addie, how do you think Trixie felt when she realized she didn’t have Knuffle 
Bunny?” [Pause and listen.]  “Have you ever lost a favorite toy?”

 “How did you figure out how many cups to put out for snack, William?” 
Use interesting and varied vocabulary. 

“Look at the wild animals on this page, Rosa. I think the lion looks very dignified. 
The tiger looks fierce. How do you think the cougar looks?” 
“When you cook dinner today, Reggie, maybe you’ll make a pepperoni pizza or 
some roasted chicken or a big cauldron of butternut squash soup!” 

Help children make connections to familiar experiences, ideas, or information.

“Josie, I remember you telling me you like pineapple. The fruit we’re having with 
breakfast this morning is called a papaya. I think you’ll like it just as much as 

pineapple. We’ll see.”

 “Last week you played this memory game with six cards. Would you like 
to try eight cards this time, Suk Won?” 

Repeat and extend what the child says. 
From the dramatic play area, Mia says, “I made the baby toast.” 
“You made your baby some toast? Do you think he would like 

strawberry or peach jam on it?”

Izzy is showing off her new coat. “Yes, Izzy, you have a new coat. 
I notice that it’s thick and has a hood with furry fabric inside.

I think it will keep you very warm when we play outside.” 

Give children specific information about their actions and creations. 

“You are being so careful, Ciera. You are lining up your worms in a 
very straight row.”

 “Carlos, I heard you use some interesting describing words—humongous, scary, and amazing!”

Offer children manageable challenges that nudge them to take the next step.

“Betsy, you made a pattern while stringing those beads together—blue, blue, red; blue, blue, red. Here are some purple ones. How 
can you use them to make a new pattern?”

 “Nathan, it looks like there’s a lot going on in your picture! Tell me what’s

happening, and I’ll write down your words on this card. Then we’ll attach the 

card to your drawing.”

Source:  Amy Dombro, Judy Jablon, Charlotte Stetson; Powerful Interactions Begin With You / Teaching Young Children Vol.4 No 1
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