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do more with less

by Deb Curtis

Imagine not offering babies any toys
until they find their hands for play. My
mind started spinning as I heard Janet
Gonzalez-Mena describe this approach
used by the Pikler Institute in Budapest,
Hungary, where they have documented
over 75 ways that babies learn to use
their hands for play.

This is such a different emphasis than
what I often see in early childhood
programs and homes in the United
States. Babies are regularly surrounded
by colors and images on walls and
fabrics, along with toys that beep, rattle,
and flash. Older children are presented
with a multitude of toys and materials,
together with activities planned and led
by teachers and parents. I share some

of this emphasis, as one of my favorite
things to do is to design and create envi-
ronments for children. Ilove to find and
offer interesting materials for children’s
exploration and learning. I have a
wonderful collection of open-ended
materials that I present as ‘invitations’,
and I always look forward to what
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several books with Margie Carter. Her most recent
passion is spending time with infants and toddlers and
their teachers observing and delighting in this
wondrous time of life.

Seeing children

children do with what I offer. Although I
am always thoughtful to avoid over-
stimulation as well as to ensure the
materials encourage children to be the
inventors of their work, the story of the
Pikler babies and their hands challenged
me to rethink my practice.

What might be the impact of these dif-
ferent approaches on the development

of children’s creativity, initiative, and
self-regulation? In my desire to give
children all they need to grow and learn,
am I giving them too much?
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Boxes and Babies

Fourteen-month-old Rosa is sitting on
the carpet surrounded by a multitude of
interesting boxes that I've offered this
group of babies in the child care center
I'm visiting. She knows better than me,
as she scoots herself away from the big
pile and finds one box with an attached
lid to explore. I watch her work for 20
minutes on the many strategies she can
find to open and close that box. She
struggles with her motor control, but that
doesn’t stop her. I wonder why she isn’t
frustrated, as she never quite gets the lid
all the way open. She lifts and watches as
the lid falls back in place. She listens to
the sound it makes as it closes. She holds

onto the lid and shakes the box. I barge in and show her how to open it all the
way. She wisely ignores me and goes back to her work, partially lifting, watching,
shaking, and listening again. I get bored with her exploration of this box, so I get
another one and offer it to her. She ignores me again and goes back to her work.

I think, “Ok, what's so interesting about this box?” I lean in to get closer to her
experience and that's when I notice what she has already discovered: there is a
slight gust of wind that hits our faces as the lid falls to close!

Reprinted with permission from Exchange magazine.
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Look to children to learn

I always turn to children to be my teach-
ers when I come up against new ideas
and challenges. And, indeed, observing
closely and reflecting on how children
engage in exploration and discovery rein-
forced the notion that children, in fact, do
more with less!

The flexible brain

Researcher Alison Gopnik in her book
The Philosophical Baby (2010) describes the
amazing flexibility of young children’s
brains. She says humans are born with an
undeveloped prefrontal context, which is
the part of the brain that helps us block
out stimulus so we can focus on a task.
We often characterize children’s shifting
focus as a lack of attention span, when

in fact what is really happening is they
have attention for everything. Because
children haven’t yet developed the ability
to block out stimulus, they actually have
the capacity to hear more, see more, and
experience more than adults do.

You can certainly see this at work in Ro-
sa’s investigation of the box. My limited
focus was on the task of opening the lid.
Rosa’s interest was in the many possibili-
ties that the box offered for her explora-
tion, including the breeze she discovered
she could create with her actions. My nar-
row ability to see the many possibilities
in that one box as Rosa did, prompted me
to interrupt her ingenious explorations.
Luckily, at this point in her young life, she
has the disposition to stay with her inter-
ests and use her amazing brain the way

it was intended. How long will Rosa and
other children we work with continue to
pursue their innate interests and abilities
if adults like me keep interrupting their
explorations with suggestions and offer-
ings of more and more things to distract
them?

Self-regulation and initiative

Current research in our professional
literature and many recent reports and
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More with Boxes

My long-time friend and co-worker Rhonda is
visiting me with her five-year-old son Finn. I
always make sure I have some interesting materi-
als to offer him when he visits. Today I present
him with two beautiful piles of tile and wood
pieces. He eagerly plays with these for about 10
minutes, until he notices the large, flat cardboard
box in my hallway waiting to be recycled. I'm a
bit disappointed because I was so excited to give
him the beautiful materials. But then I observe him for the next hour as he is
immersed in play with this box. He plays on top of the box. It’s a surfboard
and a bridge. He stands it up on one side and it becomes a barrier to storm
through. He finds different ways to open the box and keep it open, which is
no easy task because he has no tape. He invents a game of popping out and
going back in the box and plays with this idea over and over again. He gets
inside and we hear his dramatic conversations with the imaginary characters
that are visiting him in there. At one point he asks for some markers; and then
the box becomes his pallet for drawing, writing his name, and then a back-
drop for another elaborate drama that unfolds as he draws.
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articles in the news suggest that Finn has
developed initiative and self-regulation.
According to Hyson (2008), some of the
characteristics of children with these
skills are:

B Shows curiosity, eagerness and
motivation to learn.

B Identifies and clearly communicates
what he wants.

M Delays gratification and has tolerance
for frustration.

M Persists at a task with an ability to
focus and sustain his attention.

I Reasons, plans, and uses flexible
methods for problem solving.

Studies show that children who build
initiative and self-regulation skills have
more success in school and life. In fact
some say that self-regulation is as im-
portant to success as a child’s economic
background (Shute, 2011). This research
causes me to squint my eyes and think
about my practice: What do I do that
may impact children’s opportunity to
develop these skills?

B Do I offer too many materials?

B Do I jump in too quickly?

B Do I plan too many things for children
to do, leaving them with little time to
develop their internal resources?

I think we sometimes have the idea

that self-regulation comes from getting
children to follow the rules and routines
and to sit still and listen. We spend a lot
of time on behavior and group manage-
ment skills where we use rewards such as
stickers or special privileges or punish-
ments like time-out. We plan almost all of
the activities and offer materials invented
by others on behalf of helping children
focus and learn. Yet these are all examples
of externally driven strategies that may
distract and deter children from their
natural eagerness to learn and motivation
to be competent, contributing members of
our group.

Supporting children in developing
self-regulation isn’t an easy task in our
complex world and work. I continu-
ally remind myself of the importance of
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slowing down to really see children as I
discovered in the following story.

Block dance

A number of years ago I was confronted
with my restricted point of view when

I was consulting in a program that had
very limited resources and few materials
for children to play with. The program I
worked for had funding to help the teach-
ers assess their environment and order
more materials to enrich the children’s
experience. Before the addition of new
materials, I had the pleasure of observing
these children do so very much with so
little.

The children had access to an open,
carpeted area with a small collection of
cardboard blocks. One afternoon, as the
children woke up from their naps, one by
one they slowly took the blocks off the
shelf and began to play, until there were
nine children negotiating this very small
space and small collection of blocks. One
of the children built a simple tower add-
ing blocks until it got tippy and fell over.
Another child noticed the blocks that had
fallen and picked up some of them to use
in her tower. She, too, built a structure
that eventually fell over. Another child
who was working nearby saw the blocks
and took some to add to her building. In
another corner a couple of children were
connecting five or six blocks together,
taking turns, continually rearranging the
blocks over and over in harmony and
simplicity, but always differently.

I was stunned! There were no outcries
when blocks were taken. No complaints
about not having enough. No lack of ideas
to explore. The children were engaged in a
graceful dance of give and take, using this
limited supply of blocks in remarkable
ways. I witnessed these kinds of gracious
interactions among the children during
many visits to this program.

A Simple
Patch of Grass

This is our space. It
measures about 40 feet
by 40 feet, although it
could be more or less,
I'm not exactly sure.

A chain link fence on
three sides and a brick
wall on the fourth side
define the boundar-
ies. Our space has one
maple tree in one corner with a tiny garden that we created a few years back.
There is a stone walkway that leads from the gate to the front door and there are
three small benches made of cut logs. To see this space on its own — without the
presence of children — it seems cold and barren. The grass is patchy at best, the
ground uneven and mucky. But an amazing thing happened when we added a
group of toddlers to the space — it was almost as if they breathed new life into it!

We began to notice that the toddlers were finding things — items that we couldn’t
even see; things we didn’t even know existed in that space until the children
brought them to us. We found sticks, maple ‘keys’ (those fun seed pods also called
‘helicopters’), pebbles, and leaves. The toddlers used the items as props in their
play, and also as tools to further their exploration. Strange things began to happen.
The toddlers didn’t ask us for toys when we went into the yard; they were almost
silent at times as they picked at the earth or busily collected items. They seemed

to be working more collaboratively in this space than they were indoors, and they
were surprising us with their resourcefulness (one of our two year olds resolved to
put a small rock on top of her pile of leaves to prevent them from blowing away!).
We found bugs, snails, and worms, and the toddlers quickly developed a great
respect for these living creatures. I am absolutely awestruck each day when we
take our toddlers out to this space. The effect that the space has on their moods,
their behaviors, their reactions, and their cognitive processes is incredible!

Shelly Brandon
Toddler Educator, London Bridge Childcare Services, London, Ontario Canada

At some point the teachers and T worked
together to order more materials. When
I eagerly arrived to see how things were
going with the new things, I discover-
ed the teachers hadn’t put any of the
new materials out yet. They were still
wrapped in plastic in boxes in the cup-
boards. I suggested we take a variety of
things out for the children to explore.

I was shocked when offering these

new materials provoked very different
behavior in the children. This time, even
though there were plenty of materials,
rather than their usual collaborative
play, there was conflict. Children vied
for their turns and took things from each
other. There were loud complaints and
hurt feelings.

World Forum International Mud Day ¢ June 29, 2011 — Ao ce!
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As I reflect back on this experience, I
wonder if offering children less leads
them to invent more cooperative, in-
novative ways to work together. Does
abundance breed greed? Does simplicity
grow generosity? This certainly was the
case with this group of children.

Preliminary Program—
www.naeyc.org/institute

Workday

What happens at the NAEYC Institute...
® Pre-Institute Workshops
® National Summit: Professional Development Leadership Team

® Opening Plenary with Lilian G. Katz

® Research Symposium Sessions

® Featured Sessions; 1- and 2-Hour Sessions

® NAEYC Exhibits & Marketplace; Attendee Raffle
® Networking Reception

® Spotlight Forum

In our giant consumer, capitalist society
there are many interests competing for
the dollars and ideas we use in our work
with children. Much of what is offered
is very seductive. We all want the latest
materials, curriculum, or techniques

to ensure we give our children all they
deserve. Yet, I
want to be cau-
tious and look for
inspiration from
children, places
such as the Pikler
Institute and from
other teachers like
Shelly Brandon
whose story of a
patch of grass (see
sidebar) is such a
great reminder of
the importance of
slowing down and
delighting with
children in the
ordinary places we
spend our days.

® Research Poster Session
® Closing Plenary with Laura C. Morana

Her story reminds us that we as teachers
can do so much more with less, just like
the children do.
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