
I like what Margaret Mead wrote about an ideal 
society having a place for every unique human 
gift.  It’s probably what drew me to the early 
childhood field — the notion that my fellow 
professionals and I could help children discover, 
develop, and ultimately contribute their unique 
gifts to the greater good.  The longer I’ve been in 
our field, though, the more I’ve come to believe 
that before we can truly help children celebrate 
their gifts, we have to first celebrate our own.  
That isn’t always easy.  When the nobility of 
the work we do isn’t readily lauded or even 
acknowledged, it can be discouraging and begin 
to affect the way we feel about ourselves.

Telling our stories helps.  That’s where reading 
Exchange magazine comes in.  It’s full of great 
stories — the “here’s what I’ve learned” and 
“this is what I believe” variety.  Reading these 
stories together as a staff is a great way to 
begin discussions that go deeper than typical 
day-to-day conversations.  

Year ago, as a young program director, I found 
that buying Exchange for every staff member 
was one of the best professional development 
investments I could make.  Discussing articles 
together started us on an amazing journey.  
At first our discussions focused simply on our 
reactions to the articles:  “I agree with what 
she wrote” or “I’m not sure I see it that way.” 
But slowly, over months and years as we talked 
together, a subtle change took place.  More and 
more we began volunteering our own “this is 

what I’ve learned” stories, and sometimes even 
“this is what I do well” stories. 

And then we began having ideas.  Lots and lots 
of ideas.  One person would hand me an article 
by Jim Greenman or Rusty Keeler and say,  “I’ve 
been thinking about what we really need to 
do in our outdoor space now.  I’d like to tell 
everyone my ideas when we’re together next.” 
Another person would stop me, point to an 
article on working with children with challenging 
behaviors and say,  “I’d like to do a presentation 
on this topic at our next staff meeting.” Soon, 
many people began volunteering to share ideas 
at staff meetings.  One person brought in the 
book, Please Understand Me, about the Myers-
Briggs personality indicator and encouraged us 
all to figure out what our individual personality 
types might be.  (Suffice it to say that many lively 
discussions ensued.) Others talked about how 
certain articles touched them and re-confirmed 
their belief in the value of our work.  Reading 
Exchange together both tied us to our larger field 
and helped us discover our own gifts.

So, buying Exchange magazine for each person is 
now a tradition, as is reading ExchangeEveryDay, 
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This issue of Exchange marks the launch of
a new column devoted to public policy and
you. We’ll survey major events and trends
at the state and federal levels and how they
affect you and your work with young
children. 

Have you ever met with an elected
official to talk about the work you do?
Have you ever written or called a
legislator’s office based on an action
alert you received? Do you know the

name of your Congressman and where
he/she stands on child care? Do you
wonder why people keep asking you
these kinds of questions?

“Why does all this matter? It’s all going on
at the capitol and I have a program to run,
children to care for… ”

Elected officials make decisions that
really do impact your day-to-day work
as a child care provider. Many of the
forms you fill out, trainings you attend,
tuition assistance you receive,
benchmarks you strive for, and
processes you adhere to are because of 
a piece of legislation or regulation from
Washington, DC or your state capital. 

Policies and you

As a child care teacher, you have the
best insight, recommendations, and
stories and experiences about what is
really going on in your center or family
child care home, and in your
community. Your experience, training
and education, and daily contact with
children and parents make you a
tremendous asset to the effort to get
better policies for child care. The truth is
you know more about children, child
development, appropriate practice, and
what makes a good program, than

many legislators. Legislators at all levels
have competing priorities. It takes
experts like you, and all of us working
together, to keep them thinking about
child care. 

Got grants? Consider how a particular
state or federal grant helps, for instance,
and what the impact would be if you lost
that grant, or heard the grant was
expanding. Could you benefit? Would it
matter? What would the rules for
grantees be? Could you participate?

What if . . . ? If child care subsidy
eligibility were cut in your state, how
would that impact your program and the
families of your community? What
difference would a change in the market
rate survey process or an increase in
reimbursement rates make in your ability
to provide your services? 

Meeting higher expectations? Expecta-
tions for early childhood programs
continue to increase in states across the
country. Programs have to do more with
less funding, and many initiatives require
new and different standards. Consider
what supports you and your colleagues
need to meet those benchmarks. 

What about pre-K? Are you a child care
provider participating in your state’s
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public policy and you
by Eric Karolak

Eric Karolak is Executive Director of the
Early Care and Education Consortium,
a public policy alliance of America’s
leading national, regional, and
independent providers of quality early

learning programs. ECEC members operate more than
7,600 centers enrolling more than 800,000 children in
49 states and the District of Columbia. Dr. Karolak
previously led the National Child Care Information
Center, the largest federal clearinghouse focused on
child care and early education for low-income families.
He has worked closely with states developing the
technical aspects of child care assistance programs,
quality rating systems, and partnerships across early
childhood programs. He has conducted policy research
and fiscal analysis in the areas of child welfare, child
care, women’s labor force participation, and public
housing, and has testified before several state
legislatures and the U.S. Congress. Dr. Karolak also
has served as an advisor to a national quality
initiative, a non-profit child care center, a local
government commission, and a metropolitan 
United Way.
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Roslyn Duffy is the co-author with
Elizabeth Crary of The Parent’s Report
Card (Parenting Press) and co-author
with Jane Nelsen and Cheryl Erwin of
Positive Discipline for Preschoolers

and Positive Discipline: The First Three Years (Prima
Press). Roslyn, a 17-year veteran director of a child
care program in Seattle, Washington, lectures and
teaches classes for both parents and teachers, and is
a counselor in private practice. She has four children
and three grandchildren. Visit www.RoslynDuffy.com.

can’t make ’em do it:
sleeping, eating, toileting
by Roslyn Duffy

– Solution –
Sleeping, eating, and toileting battles frustrate most adults. Why? It’s simple— we can’t make ‘em do it. Falling asleep (or not) is within a child’s control.The same is true for chewing and swallowing, or withholding and releasingurine and feces. Sleeping, Eating, and Toileting (S.E.T.) create lots of UPSET!

An exhausted adult wants her child to SLEEP! An anxious parent expectsher child to EAT! And most adults are prepared to ELIMINATE diapers,long before children are. 

What can be done? Lots, actually. First, we need cooperation — but that maytake an attitude shift.

Control: Adults first

In our original examples, the phrase ‘gives in’ provides a clue that a powerstruggle is involved. A power struggle results whenever one person tries toget another to act (or not to act) in a certain way.

The truth is: the only person whose behavior we can truly control is — ourown. Everything else requires cooperation — and cooperation is an elusivecritter. This does not mean that we ‘give up’ (another power struggle term)but decide what we ‘Can Do’ — then ‘Do It.’

– Situation –
Sleeping
It is naptime and Marcel’s teacher,
Svetlana, strokes Marcel’s eyelids in
hopes of soothing him to sleep, but every
time she stops — Marcel’s eyes pop open.

Eating
Evangeline has spent the past half hour
coaxing Magdella to ’just taste’ her
salad. Finally, Magdella gives in, accepts
a miniscule bit of lettuce, gags, and then
spits it out. 

Toileting
Harold’s son, Matthew, is the only child
in his toddler class still in diapers.
Tonight, Matthew sat on his potty
through three readings of Curious
George, without results. As soon as the
Pull-Ups® were back on, an all too-
familiar odor became evident. Harold got
out a new diaper.

What problems do you experience? Send a description, a short word “snapshot” of the situation. Each issue, we will address your real-life issues.To assure confidentiality, names of those submitting problems will not appear.Elements of several problems may be combined for this column.Only situations appearing in the column receive responses.

Reprinted with permission from Exchange magazine.Visit us at www.ChildCareExchange.com or call (800) 221-2864.Multiple use copy agreement available for educators by request.

Connie Floyd

just joined

the adminis-

trative team

of Metropoli-

tan Montessori Schools,

Inc.  and will help open

Rice University’s Children’s

Campus (Rice University’s

much anticipated

preschool for children of

faculty, staff, and

students) this summer,

2008. With over 25 years

in early childhood, Connie

has been a preschool

teacher, mentor, teacher

educator, and director of 

a non-profit professional

development program, 

the School Literacy and

Culture Project in the

Center for Education 

at Rice University. 

Patsy 

Cooper

endeavors 

to uncover 

or explain

classroom practices that

do not divorce young

children from their families

or their culture, but

integrate what young

children know (and love)

with what they might know,

and need to know in the

first years of schooling.

Her professional goal is to

help classroom teachers

marry the best education

with the most equitable

one. She has recently

completed a book on

Vivian Paley’s philosophy

of early childhood

education.

Beginnings
Workshop

THE POWER OF STORIES 45

MAY/JUNE 2008     EXCHANGE

Ramon’s story, October 14:

I played in the block center. Build car. Right there

game center. Bus bumpy. Play cars. I like playdough.

Library. Sand table. Play outside. 

The End

Ramon’s story, April 14: 

The Running Big Bad Wolf

A big bad wolf killed all the people. He ate them. He

went to the park and ate the fish. The shark was in

the water. The shark ate the bad wolf. The shark was

playing with him friends. They drink water. The

alligator was in the water, too. They were fighting. 

The alligator won. He went to drink from the water

fountain. He went to the park doing exercise. The

daddy at the water fountain said, “Stop fighting.”

The End

How Ramon, a non-native speaker in a bi-lingual

classroom, went from the first story to the last story

and what he might have learned along the way is the

story we want to share.

We have worked together since 1986, though not

always in the same building, and not always in the

same area or even zip code. Over the years our titles

have changed, as well as our employers, not to

mention our roles and responsibilities. But there is no

getting around the fact that when asked what’s been

keeping either one of us busy for the last 20 years, we

must admit: Houston area early childhood classrooms

and the stories young children tell and act out. The

dictated and dramatized stories comprise Vivian

Paley’s ‘storytelling curriculum,’ which we have been

exporting to teachers’ classrooms for two decades. To

some, it might seem a rather narrow job description.

After all, how much room can other teachers’ class-

rooms, small children, and two fairly ordinary class-

room activities — storytelling and story acting — take

up? Even the materials are limited to mere pen and

paper. Our answer: More than we have space for here.

Recognizing our limitations, then, we offer, instead, a

summary of the storytelling process and a step-by-step

methodology. In addition, since any good idea in early

childhood education is also a good story, we also

include some background as to how the storytelling

curriculum shaped our teaching and professional

biographies. 

Patsy: I had been introduced to Paley’s ‘storytelling

curriculum’ as a kindergarten teacher and graduate

student in Chicago. Paley described the value-added

phenomenon of what happens when you marry these

two usual classroom activities in one of her first

books, Wally’s stories: Conversations in the

kindergarten (1981). It changed my teaching life

because from the start it turned me from teacher into

a student of the stories children ‘bring to school’ and

engaged me in active inquiry about how young

children think and learn. I moved to Texas and

accepted a job to open a small early childhood

program in downtown Houston, called the Trinity

School for Young Children. I decided to make ‘stories,’

as I sometimes called the twin activities, the focus of

both our social emotional and early literacy

curriculum. 

I then set out to hire a team of teachers who would be

willing to learn what stories could teach us about the

children we cared for, and what they could teach the

children about each other, themselves, and beginning

to read and write. 

a storytelling curriculum:

400 classrooms and us — 22 years later
by Connie Floyd and Patsy Cooper
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community-built
playscapes
by Rusty Keeler

Editor’s Note: Before starting a project, make sure you involve someone who knows licensing, regulations, safety standards, and so on to guide the work.
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that great pick-me-up that arrives like a gift on our 
computers each morning.  We now shamelessly 
steal quotes from Exchange for the in-house staff 
communication tool we call ‘Weekly Messages’. 

The best times, though, come when we share what 
we’ve learned with a wider audience.  When I watch 
our staff make presentations at national conferences 
or visit other programs as consultants, I know we’ve 
come a long way from the early days of those first 
tentative discussions.  I’ll be forever grateful that 
during my very first year as an early childhood director 
one of the first presentations I attended at a national 
conference was given by Roger and Bonnie Neugebauer. 

My goal in writing down these thoughts is both to thank 
Exchange magazine and to add my own “here’s what 
I’ve learned” story to its pages.  So . . . here’s what I’ve 
learned about making the most of Exchange:  Don’t 
just read it — discuss it with others! Often!  Then, 
take those discussions further and go make your own 
discoveries. 

Oh . . . and when you do make those discoveries, 
could you please write them down and send them to 
Exchange? Speaking for all Exchange readers, we would 
love to use what you learn as the topic for our next 
great staff discussion. 

Wonder

One person can do amazing 

things.  But there is no limit to what 

a community of people can set in 

motion.  This belief in the power of 

people is the seed that germinated 

into the Nature Action Collabora-

tive for Children (NACC).  

When environmentalists, land-

scape architects, and early child-

hood professionals from around 

the world gathered for the first 

Working Forum on Nature Educa-

tion for Young Children in October 

2006, we just knew that we wanted 

to do something -- and what we de-

cided to do was save the Earth, and 

to save childhood for all the Earth’s 

children.  
Dream big, act small.  We weren’t 

afraid of our ambitious ideas, but 

we were clear that those ideas 

would be built from the actions of 

each individual.  So everyone was 

challenged to do something, and 

most everybody did.  Some of the 

actions were small, like planting a 

garden; and some of the ideas were 

big, like transforming a city.  

Everybody was charged to do 

something, and all those some-

things have added up.  Together 

we have launched the Nature Ac-

tion Collaborative for Children — 

an advocacy group, a community, 

an action tank, an ever-growing 

bunch of people who are commit-

ted to change, change for children.

This initiative of the World Fo-

rum Foundation is empowered by 

the ideas and spirit of people from 

around the world, and from many 

professional groups.  

Our ideas and experiences are 

diverse, which strengthens our 

knowledge-base, our creativity, 

and our outreach.  We believe that 

together we can achieve so much 

more than any of us acting alone.   

Everyone is welcome.  Everyone 

is needed.  Let’s stir things up, let’s 

get our hands muddy and let’s ex-

plore and play with the children 

around us.  Let’s strategize and ad-

vocate for the children we’ve yet 

to meet.  We believe that together, 

with you, we can indeed save the 

Earth and all childhoods.  

What’s to stop us? p

A belief in the power of communityTHE BIMONTHLY NEWSLETTER OF THE NATURE ACTION COLLABORATIVE FOR CHILDREN

OCTOBER/NOVEMBER 2008

ISSUE 1, VOLUME 1

BY BONNIE NEUGEBAUER

and ROGER NEUGEBAUER

�e founding and future of the Nature Action Collaborative for Children

Bonnie and Roger Neugebauer are founders of 

the World Forum Foundation, the parent orga-

nization for many global projects including the 

Nature Action Collaboration for Children.

~The mission of the Nature Action Collaborative for Children is to re-connect children with 

the natural world by making developmentally appropriate nature education a 

sustaining and enriching part of the daily lives of the world’s children.~
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� ‘you are welcome’: an ethical approach to child care by Anne Kennedy 

� a classroom community: where everybody knows your name by Joni Levine

� preschool
curriculum forges a
connection between
protagonists 
by Jenifer Griffith

Youngblood

� building peaceable
classroom
communities:
counteracting the
impact of violence
on young children 
by Diane E. Levin

� training suggestions by Kay Albrecht

A future Out of the Box Training Kit will be based on the article:

A classroom community: Where everybody knows your name by Joni Levine

We all belong to communities — in our families, in our neighborhoods, in our villages, towns, and cities.

In this issue of Beginnings Workshop, Anne Kennedy lays the foundation by helping us understand an

ethical approach to welcoming and to use it in our work. Building classroom community comes next

as Joni Levine walks us through a host of ideas for welcoming and creating community among and

between children. Jennifer Griffith Youngblood shares the ways she and her colleagues expanded

the view of community to include actively involved and interested families. Ideas for building

peaceable classroom communities to counteract the impact of violence on young children

by Diane Levin rounds out the discussion. These articles serve as a template for getting started

and arrive just in time to put them to work as you start a new year . . . so read on!

For reprint permission, contact Exchange, PO Box 3249, Redmond, WA 98073

(800) 221-2864 • info@ChildCareExchange.com.

PHOTOGRAPH BY BONNIE NEUGEBAUER
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“The program has been a bit neglected

for a while.”  

“Without a director or someone in

charge it just hasn’t been the same.”  

With these words, you receive some

vague warnings that something is

amiss, but until you walk in the door,

you never really know what you are

getting into.

This was my experience in April 2005

when I accepted a new director

position. There was an Acting Director

in place when I arrived; I took this to

mean that I would have some time to

adjust to the program, get to know my

staff, the families, and the community.

Was I wrong! What ‘Acting Director’

meant in reality was that someone had

been inhabiting the building, doing her

other job, and counting the days until

the new director would arrive so she

could get out of there! Unresolved

problems were mounting and families

were growing angrier by the day with

staffing, biting, and other issues.

Where was I to start?  

What follows is a bit of what I learned

through this process. I hope it can help

others.

Observation is key

On my second day a parent

approached me with a question

regarding staff:child ratios in her son’s

toddler room. It was a mixed-age

grouping of seven toddlers (ages 2-3)

and five pre-toddlers (ages 18-24

months). The parent wanted to know 

if one caregiver for six children was

acceptable at drop-off time. This is 

an urgent matter. Licensing and

regulations stipulate the minimum

allowable ratios in child care

programs. Looking at past sign-in

sheets and establishing a pattern of

attendance can help you determine

when the ratio will demand a second

employee. This is a simple step to take.

Getting staff members to adjust their

schedules may be a bit trickier. 

That same day one of my employees

walked out of the building at the end

of the day with a snide, “A lunch break

would have been nice today.” This

taught me to never assume that even

though a staffing schedule is in place

that it works. In this case, no lunch or

breaks had been planned for anyone.

Therefore, some teachers got breaks some

of the time. 

Take some time to get to know your

teachers, their styles, and any problems

that may already be brewing. One of the

first things I did was to formally

observe each teacher in my program

and write down my observations. I used

my observations to highlight the good

in my employees whom I would be

working with directly. I also made note

of the teachers whom I did not wish to

keep on my team. Information from

these observations was shared with each

teacher in a private meeting: telling

them something good about what I had

seen them do as well as establishing

performance standards that they would

need to adhere to while working for me.

I believe this set the tone for our work

together. During this time I also made

note of all of the children who appeared

to be developing outside of the typical

range. 

Address organizational 

climate issues 

The next thing to do is assess the

organizational climate in your program.
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taking over a

broken program
by Cari Grabowski

Cari Grabowski has worked in the field

of early care and education for the

past 17 years as a family child care

provider, teacher, and director. She is

also an advisor and representative for

the Council for Professional Recognition and currently

the Director for a Bright Horizons Center in Ashburn,

Virginia.
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Replenishing, Rebuilding,
and Rejuvenating:

The Early Childhood Community Celebrates Together

In August of 2005, a Category Five hurricane named Katrina
came ashore near New Orleans devastating the entire Gulf Coast
region. On June 7, 2008, Exchange magazine and over a dozen of
its talented authors stormed into New Orleans to give back to
our early childhood colleagues in the area.  

Over 400 teachers, administrators, directors, and family child
care providers from the Gulf Coast region joined us for a day 
of professional development, replenishment, and fun, sponsored
by Lakeshore Learning Materials, Bright Horizons, Teaching
Strategies, and Sandra Duncan.

We replenished our enthusiasm for the work we do every day
with relaxation activities, rebuilt and enhanced our professional
skills with stimulating workshops, and rejoiced in the resiliency
of the Gulf Coast early childhood community’s spirit with a
rockin’ group of local New Orleans musicians led by 
Eric Bolivar.

Exchange Magazine authors including Kay Albrecht, Pam
Schiller, Paula Jorde Bloom, Tracey Ballas, Renatta Cooper,
Nancy Alexander, Luis Hernandez, Kevin Carnes, Roger
Neugebauer, Karen Stephens, and Debra Sullivan, along with
Teaching Strategies’ Cate Heroman and Carol Aghyan, and 
Andy Wichlinski and his wife Dana, and Lakeshore’s 
Darryl Thomas, Ron Mohle, and Sue Gaoneach offered
stimulating professional development opportunities.  

Reprinted with permission from Exchange magazine.
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independence; and the teachers have
placed specific materials and activities at
the door that opens into the room to
support these goals.

What do you see as the
door slowly opens?  

Many of the young children (and
parents!) who enter through the door
need just a bit more time, a few more
snuggles, before they are ready to venture
out into other areas of the room. It is here
that parents and teachers can cuddle up
with children over their choice of a good
book, located next to the couch in an
inviting straw basket. On the left is a
small couch, worn by the use of its many
occupants, and adorned with a floral — of
course washable — cover. Some children
prefer an overview of the activities in the
room, so the books are put aside in favor
of conversation that labels the room’s
activities: 

“Oh, look!  Jessica is playing in the dirt
table!”  

“It looks like Juanita is enjoying
painting!” 

“I see that John and Jackie are playing
with the dolls.”  

From this point of security, physical
contact and language allow the child time

Early childhood environments that are
engaging and responsive to the needs of
children and professionals take into
account the incredible diversity that is in
each classroom. Not only is the classroom
comprised of a variety of individuals
with unique ways of viewing and inter-
acting with the world, but all individuals
bring with them their own develop-
mental needs. A good environment,
therefore, will meet this diversity of
needs. Careful attention to all aspects of
environmental design can support this
important task.

Environmental design

Where does environmental design begin?
Much attention has been paid to class-
room layout in early childhood pro-
grams: the placement of areas relative to
one another, and learning center design.
Although consideration of these variables
is certainly important in designing
appropriate environments for children,
families, and staff, something can be

gained by focusing on one small area of
the room, and taking apart what that area
might mean in the larger scope of
children’s needs. By looking at one corner
of the environment — the view from the
door — many important aspects of
environmental design can be examined
and highlighted.

What can be learned from the view from
the door, or entryway, as these areas are
typically referred to? Environmental
design is an important part of supporting
children’s engagement, motivation, and
learning. In order for children to feel
motivated, they need to feel safe and
secure in the early childhood environ-
ment, and an important part of this safety
and security is how well children’s tran-
sitions from the outside world are sup-
ported. The view from the door can give
important information about what the
classroom is all about. The classroom
impacts children, families, and staff as
they step through the door.

The View from Linda, Marian, Carrie,
and Karissa’s Door. Twelve busy infants
and toddlers fill Linda, Marian, Carrie,
and Karissa’s classroom; and develop-
mentally, these children have incredibly
varied needs. Overall goals of the class-
room include supporting the children’s
needs for security, autonomy, and

Xoxoxo
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�the view from the door 
Entryways as an essential aspect of 
environmental design 
by Johnna Darragh

Johnna Darragh is a Professor of Early
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Child Development Lab and Learning

Center. Her areas of interest as a writer and advocate
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design, and Universal Design for Early Childhood
Education.
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While providing training for child care
and preschool teachers and directors,
we have noticed that many child care
providers do not appear to be proud of
their profession. Some preschool or
child care teachers actually appear to be

ashamed that they only work with
young children. This is evident when
we ask, “What do you do for a living?”
Many respond, with head lowered and
in a quiet voice, “I’m only a preschool
teacher” or “I just work in a day care
center.” Unfortunately, it seems they
understand that society does not really
appreciate what they do and have been
negatively affected by that perception.

We, as early childhood educators, find
this attitude to be very distressing.
Furthermore, we think these answers
are not appropriate to the question
being asked and should be changed to
more appropriately describe what all of
us who work with young children
actually do. We suggest that early
childhood practitioners begin to
respond by saying, “We grow brains!”
because that is actually what we are
doing —  growing brains, every day and
in every thing we do. Additionally, this
correct answer, “We grow brains!”
should be shouted out with pride
because it is the most important job in
the world. For these reasons, this article
suggests how early childhood
professionals need to look at their work
in a different light — not just providing
care, but significantly affecting
children’s brain development. We also
include suggestions regarding how to

‘grow’ better brains in relation to
preparing environments and planning
appropriate experiences. 

We often give sessions/workshops on
brain development and early care.
When we stress the importance of what
they do — growing brains — we
immediately see a difference in the
demeanor of the teachers. Members of
the audience look at us with more
interest, listen carefully, make
comments, take notes, and sit up a little
straighter. They begin to take an active
part in the workshop rather than
portraying the attitude they are just
there to get the continuing education
hours they need. Once participants have
said “We grow brains!” a few times and
have digested that concept, one can
almost see their self-image changing. It
is a powerful phenomenon to observe. 

Let’s think about the importance of this
change in attitude for a second. When
we believe our work is important, we
become more determined to do the very
best we can. We try to learn more about
children and about their development.
We begin to think more about what we
do and why we do it. We begin to
believe our jobs can bring about a
change and help children to be
successful in the future. We are
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we grow brains!
by Cheryl J. Rike, Satomi Izumi-Taylor, and Deborah Moberly
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cross-cultural studies of children’s development and
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Deborah Moberly, Ph.D., is an Assistant
Professor in Early Childhood Education at
the University of Memphis where she
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Coordinator and the Director of the Early

Childhood Advancement Institute. She is the Director of
Ready, Set, Grow!, an NAEYC accreditation facilitation
project, and the University of Memphis Head Start
Centers of Learning that provides professional
development for Head Start teachers and administrators.

Reprinted with permission from Exchange magazine.
Visit us at www.ChildCareExchange.com or call (800) 221-2864.
Multiple use copy agreement available for educators by request.

82 PROGRAM SHOWCASE
EXCHANGE JULY/AUGUST 2008

a program showcase
Ludeteca Móvil
by Michael Kalinowski

This Mobile Toy Library is a program that offers low-incomechildren ages 2 to 12 years a space to grow and learn byproviding access to toys, books, and educational materials. It is funded by donations of money, toys, and educationalmaterials. The World Organization for Early ChildhoodEducation (OMEP) Mobile Toy Library started in Paraguay in 2001 with the help of the OMEP World Committee and has been working in low-income neighborhoods of

Asunción and nearby cities ever since. Since it relies heavilyon volunteers, the Mobile Toy Library moves from one centerto another on weekends and is set up in community centers,churches, or schools. Before each visit, we go to the
neighborhoods and explain the importance of play to theparents and other members of the community. Children from 2 to 12 years of age are invited through home visits and posters. 
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Barbara Tokarz, M. Ed, is on the
faculty of HACC-Central Pennsylvania’s
Community College’s Lebanon
Campus and serves as the Education
Department Campus Assistant. Prior

to joining the faculty at the college, Mrs. Tokarz was
the owner and director of a child care center for 23
years. She is active in the NAEYC chapter in Lebanon
County and local planning committees that are
committed to professional development for early
childhood practitioners.

It is center time in the four-year-old class.
Groups of boys and girls are busily engaged
in play in the dramatic play, the art center,
the library, discovery center, and with table
games. The teacher notes that since she has
changed the dramatic play area to an ice
cream parlor, boys as well as girls are
enjoying creating and serving ‘frozen treats’
for their friends. However, an area of
ongoing concern is that the block center has
only boys playing in it once again. Two girls
stand on the perimeter, looking at the
skyscraper that the boys are building and
appearing as if they would like to join in.
However, the boys are using most of the
blocks and are so involved in their building
that they don‘t acknowledge the girls, so the
girls move on to the art center where they
begin painting at the easels. 

As teachers of young children, most of
us have seen this situation, with some
variation, played out in our classrooms.

The absence of girls in the block center
concerns early childhood educators
because block play provides valuable
opportunities for expanding language,
social, cognitive, and motor skills. Lucy
Sprague Mitchell (as cited in Hirsch,
1996) best describes the importance of
block play in saying, “Blocks have been
found to be the most useful tool for self-
education that young children can play
or work with.” This information makes
us question how block play became
primarily a boys’ activity. What steps
can we take as teachers to encourage
girls to become involved in block play?

Choosing play activities

When it comes to choosing the block
center for play, the decision seems to be
based to a large extent on gender and
what toys are considered appropriate
for boys and girls. This attitude is based
primarily on society’s gender expecta-
tions. Although there have been great
strides made towards equality in recent
years, gender stereotypes die hard.
Louise Derman-Sparks (1993) believes
that although a child’s gender is
determined at conception, society has a
significant impact in ascribing gender
roles to children. This process begins
during pregnancy, as traits are ascribed
to the unborn child based upon cultural

perceptions. Babies who are more active
and kick frequently in the womb are
thought to be boys; a quieter child is
thought to be a girl. After birth, parents
decorate and choose clothing for the
child based on gender expectations.  

Children are socialized into what is
considered to be gender appropriate
behavior: the toys, activities, and
playmates that are appropriate for 
each gender. 

� Boys, who in our culture are perceived
to be more active and assertive,
gravitate toward activities that are
deemed to be more appropriate for
them, such as woodworking, blocks,
and active outdoor play.  

� Girls frequently gravitate toward
traditional female activities, such as
housekeeping, puzzles, drawing, and
books.  

� Even when girls are interested in
joining in block building and outdoor
activities, they are often discouraged
by boys through their words and
actions (Dodge, Colker, & Heroman,
2002).  

� In addition, girls see few women in
the building and construction trades

block play: it’s not 
just for boys anymore
Strategies for encouraging girls’ block play
by Barb Tokarz
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