




















Empowering Caregivers:
Professionals with

Direct Responsibility for Groups
of Preschool Children
(Kindergarten Teachers, Preschool
Children’s Educators, Animators)

1. Introduction

The role of kindergarten teachers, preschool children’s educators and animators is
crucial to the optimal development of young children. These professionals are critical in
guiding children in the world outside the family, in providing children with appropriate
developmental learning opportunities and in establishing the basis for a successful
education at school and in their future lives.

Children receiving appropriate stimulation at the physical/motor, cognitive, linguistic,
emotional and social levels in the kindergarten or in other structured contexts are the more
likely fully to develop thinking and language, control emotions, cope with stress and
master social skills. When they enter school they are more likely to succeed and the risk of
their dropping out is reduced. As adolescents, they show greater self-esteem and, later in
life, they have a greater chance of becoming creative and productive members of society.

In just one generation, these human gains can help break the cycles of poverty, disease and
violence that affect so many countries.

Competencies of those professionals with primary responsibilities for groups of children
are therefore essential in contributing to the child’s optimal development.

With this background, the present booklet aims at providing an overall framework for
developing the skills and abilities of kindergarten teachers, preschool children’s educators
and animators. It provides information on how children learn, on the role of professionals
in this process and an overview of developmentally appropriate learning opportunities
for preschool children.

The booklet also includes a description of the Kindergarten Teachers’ Training programme
produced in Gaza by Terre des Hommes Italia (Tdh-It) and the Palestinian Medical Relief
Society (PMRS), in collaboration with the Canaan Institute of New Pedagogy and with the
financial support of the European Commission for Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection
(ECHO).!

The training aims at strengthening kindergarten teachers’ competences on Early Child

1 The projects are namely: Psychosocial and nutritional support to preschool-age children and their siblings in Gaza
Strip (ECHO/-ME/BUD/2009/01045), September 2009 to June 2010; and Psychosocial and nutritional support to
preschool-age children and their siblings in Gaza Strip (Phase 2) (ECHO/-ME/BUD/2010/01041), August 2010 to
June 2011
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Development so that they become more effective in supporting child developmental needs. Although
learning activities have been developed to address the specific learning needs of kindergarten teachers in
Gaza, the contents and methodologies used can also be employed to train preschool children’s educators
and animators in similar contexts, or be adapted easily to different contexts.

2. How Children Learn: Learning as Developmental Change?

The developmental work of Jean Piaget® and John Dewey* describe learning as a process in which the child
acts on and interacts with the immediate world to construct an increasingly elaborate concept of reality. This
description is thoroughly embedded in the following developmental concepts:®

e Sequence of Development (human beings develop capacities in predictable sequences throughout their
lives. As people mature, new capabilities emerge).

e Uniqueness of each human being (despite the general predictability of human development, each
person displays unique characteristics from birth, which through everyday interactions progressively
differentiate into a unique personality. Learning always occurs in the context of each person’s unique
characteristics, abilities, and opportunities).

e Sensitive periods (there are times during the lifecycle when certain kinds of things are learned best
or most efficiently, and there are teaching methods that are more appropriate at certain times in the
developmental sequence than at others).

The continuous learning process Piaget refers to - seen as an interaction between the goal-oriented actions of
the learner and the environmental realities that affect those actions - is defined “active learning”. Children
construct their own models of reality, which develop over time in response to new experiences and exposure
to other viewpoints.

Four critical elements characterise the active learning process:

1. Direct actions on objects: active learning depends on the use of materials — natural and found materials,
household objects, toys, equipment, and tools. Active learning begins as young children manipulate
objects, using their bodies and all their senses to find out about the objects. Acting on objects gives
children something “real” to think about and discuss with others. Through these types of “concrete”
experiences with materials and people, children gradually begin to form abstract concepts.

2. Reflection on actions: action alone is not sufficient for learning. To understand their immediate world,
children must interact thoughtfully with it. Children’s understanding of the world develops as they
carry out actions arising from the need to test ideas or find answers to questions. A young child who
reaches for a ball, for example, is pursuing an internal question, such as “Hmm . . . wonder what this
thing does?” By acting (grasping, tasting, chewing, dropping, pushing, and rolling) and then reflecting
on these actions, the child begins to answer the question and to construct a personal understanding
of what balls do. Put another way, the child’s actions, and reflections on those actions, result in the
development of thought and understanding. Thus, active learning involves both the physical activity of
interacting with objects to produce effects and the mental activity of interpreting these effects and fitting
the interpretations into a more complete understanding of the world.

3. Intrinsic motivation, invention, and generativity: in this perspective, the drive to learn clearly arises

\S]

Adapted from Hohmann, M. and Weikart, D. P.,, “Educating Young Children: Active Learning: Practices for Preschool and Child Care Pro-

grams’, High/Scope Press, 1995 (included in the CD-ROM on ECCD of The Consultative Group on ECCD. Washington D.C.: World Bank,

1999)

Flavell, J., The Developmental Psychology of Jean Piaget, Princeton, NJ: D Van Nostrand, 1963

4 Dewey, John, and James McLellan, “What Psychology Can Do for the Teacher”, in John Dewey on Education: Selected Writings, Reginald D.
Archambault, ed., 195-211. New York: Random House, 1964.

5 See Booklet 0, “Working with Early Childhood”, Chapter 2, “Working with Early Childhood: Reference Framework”
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from within the child. The child’s personal interests, questions, and intentions lead to exploration,
experimentation, and the construction of new knowledge and understanding. Active learners are
questioners and inventors. They generate hypotheses and test them out by using and combining materials
in a way that makes sense to them. As inventors, children create unique solutions and products. While
children’s creations may sometimes be messy, unstable, or unrecognizable to adults, the process by which
children think about and produce these creations is the way they come to understand their world. It is
also important to recognize that the errors children make are as important as their successes in providing
them with essential information about their original hypotheses. Thus, active learning is an ongoing,
inventive process in which children combine materials, experiences, and ideas to produce effects that are
new to them. Although adults may take for granted the laws of nature and logic, each child discovers
them as if for the first time.

4. Problem solving: experiences in which children produce an effect they may or may not anticipate are crucial
to the development of their ability to think and reason. When children encounter real life problems -
unexpected outcomes or barriers to fulfilling their intentions — the process of reconciling the unexpected
with what they already know about the world stimulates learning and development.

3. Role of Professionals with Direct Responsibility for
Groups of Preschool Children (Teachers, Preschool Children’s
Educators and Animators)

As caregivers have the responsibility to support children’s optimal development through a variety of
appropriate stimulations at physical/motor, cognitive, language, emotional and social levels, one of their
primary goals is to encourage active learning.

Especially in organised settings such as kindergartens, summer camps and recreational activities, teachers,

preschool children’s educators and animators should systematically work with children in order to:

e Exercise and challenge the child’s capacities as they emerge at a given developmental level

e Encourage and help the child to develop their unique pattern of interests, talents, and goals

e Present learning experiences when children are best able to master, generalise, and retain what they
learn and can relate it to previous experiences and future expectations

Furthermore, in working with young children, professionals should also be able to exercise the

Developmentally Appropriate Practice perspective.® This perspective within early childhood education

envisages that the teacher, the educator, the animator or caregiver nurtures a child’s social/emotional,

physical, and cognitive/linguistic development by basing all practices and decisions on:

e theories of child development (see Booklet 0, “Working with Early Childhood”)

e the individually identified strengths and needs of each child revealed through authentic assessment
(Booklet 1, “Monitoring Development in Preschool Children”)

e the child’s cultural background as defined by their community, family history, and family structure

Years of studies and researches in the pedagogy of young children revealed that there are six main functional
areas of competence for professionals with primary responsibility for groups of children:’

Establishing and maintaining a safe and healthy learning environment
Advancing physical, cognitive and linguistic competences

Supporting social and emotional development and providing positive guidance
Establishing positive and productive relationships with families

Ensuring a well-run, purposeful programme responsive to participants’ needs
Maintaining a commitment to professionalism

SRS e e
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Bredekamp, V.S. and Copple, C., Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs, NAEYC, 1997
Adapted from Beaty, J.J., Skills for Preschool Teachers, Pearson 2010
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Those functional areas are reflected in the Kindergarten Teachers’ Training programme® developed in Gaza
by Tdh-It and PMRS, in collaboration with the Canaan Institute of New Pedagogy.

4. Active Learning and Developmentally Appropriate
Learning Opportunities®

Active learning - fundamental to the full development of the child’s potential - occurs most effectively in
settings that provide developmentally appropriate learning opportunities. Developmentally appropriate
learning opportunities (closely related to the achievement of the Developmental Milestones) for preschool
children are described in the chart below.

DEVELOPMENTALLY APPROPRIATE LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES FOR PRESCHOOL CHILDREN

Language and Literacy

e Talking with others about personally
meaningful experiences

e Describing objects, events and
relations

e Having fun with language: listening
to stories and poems, making up
stories and rhymes

e Writing in various ways: drawing,
scribbling, letter-like forms, invented
spelling, conventional forms

e Reading in various ways: reading
storybooks, signs and symbols, one’s
own writing

¢ Dictating stories

Creative Representation

e Recognising objects by sight, sound,
touch, taste and smell

e Imitating actions and sounds

e Relating models, pictures and
photographs to real places and things
e Pretending/make-believe and role
playing

e Making models out of clay, blocks
and other materials

e Drawing and painting

Initiative and Social Relations

e Making and expressing choices, plans
and decisions

e Solving problems encountered in play
e Taking care of one’s own needs

e Expressing feelings in words

e Participating in group routines

e Being sensitive to the feelings,
interests and needs of others

e Building relationships with children
and adults

e Creating and experiencing
collaborative play

¢ Dealing with social conflict

Seriation

e Comparing attributes (longer/shorter,
bigger/smaller)

e Arranging several things one after
another in a series or pattern and
describing the relationships
(big/bigger/biggest, red/blue)

e Fitting one ordered set of objects

to another through trial and error
(small cup—small saucer/medium cup-
medium saucer/big cup-big saucer)

Number

e Comparing the number of things in
two sets to determine “more”, “fewer”,
“same number”

e Arranging two sets of objects in one-
to-one correspondence

e Counting objects

Space

e Filling and emptying

e Fitting things together and taking
them apart

e Changing the shape and
arrangement of objects (wrapping,
twisting, stretching, stacking,
enclosing)

e Observing people, places and things
from different spatial viewpoints

¢ Experiencing and describing
positions, directions and distances
in the play space, building and
neighbourhood

e Interpreting spatial relations in
drawings, pictures and photographs

Time

e Starting and stopping an action on
signal

e Experiencing and describing rates of
movement

e Experiencing and comparing time
intervals

¢ Anticipating, remembering and
describing sequences of events

Movement

e Moving in non-locomotor ways
(anchored movement: bending,
twisting, rocking, swinging

one’s arms)

e Moving in locomotor ways (non-
anchored movement: running,
jumping, hopping, skipping, marching,
climbing)

e Moving with objects

e Expressing creativity in movement
e Describing movement

e Acting upon movement directions

e Feeling and expressing steady beat
e Moving in sequence to a common
beat

Music

e Moving to music

e Exploring and identifying sounds

e Exploring the singing voice

e Developing melody

e Singing songs

¢ Playing simple musical instruments

Classification

e Exploring and describing the
similarities, differences and attributes
of things

¢ Distinguishing and describing shapes
e Sorting and matching

¢ Using and describing something in
several ways

¢ Holding more than one attribute in
mind at a time

e Distinguishing between “some” and
\\a”"

e Attributing characteristics to
something which that thing does not
possess or classifying it wrongly

8 Although the training has been developed to address the specific learning needs of kindergarten teachers in Gaza, its contents and metho-
dologies can be used to train preschool children’s educators and animators in similar contexts, or easily be adapted to different contexts.

9 Adapted from Hohmann, M. and Weikart, D. P.,, “Educating Young Children: Active Learning: Practices for Preschool and Child Care Pro-
grams’, High/Scope Press, 1995 (included in the CD-ROM on ECCD of The Consultative Group on ECCD. Washington D.C.: World Bank,
1999)
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To enable the children to benefit from the learning opportunities necessary for development, teachers,
educators and animators should:

Gl L=

Organise the environment and routine for active learning

Establish a climate for positive social interaction

Encourage children’s intentional actions, problem solving, and verbal reflection
Observe and interpret the actions of each child in terms of developmental principles
Plan experiences that build on the child’s actions and interests

The chart below summarises the essential features of an active learning setting:

Choice: the child chooses what to do

1. Children initiate activities that grow from personal
interests and intentions

2. Children choose materials

3. Children decide what to do with materials

Materials: there are abundant materials that
children can use in many ways

1. Children use a variety of materials
Practical everyday objects

Natural and found materials

Tools

Messy, sticky, gooey, drippy, squishy materials
Heavy, large materials

Easy-to-handle materials

2. Children have space to use materials

3. Children have time to use materials

Manipulation: caregivers encourage children to

manipulate objects freely

1. Children explore actively with all their senses

2. Children discover relationships through direct
experience

3. Children transform and combine materials

4. Children use age-appropriate tools and equipment

5. Children use their large muscles

Language from the child: the child describes what

he or she is doing

1. Children talk about their experiences

2. Children talk about what they are doing in their own
words

Caregiver’s support: caregiver recognises and
encourages children’s intentions, reflections,
problem solving and creativity
1. Caregivers form partnerships with children
= Put themselves on children’s physical level
= Follow children’s ideas and interests
= Converse in a give-and-take style
2. Caregivers seek out children’s intentions
= Acknowledge children’s choices and actions
= Use materials in the same way children are using
them
= Watch what children do with materials
= Ask children about their intentions
3. Caregivers listen for and encourage children’s thinking
= Listen to children as they work and play
= Converse with children about what they are doing
and thinking
Focus on children’s actions
Make comments that repeat, amplify, and build on
what the child says
Pause frequently to give children time to think and
gather their thoughts into words
= Accept children’s answers and explanations even
when they are “wrong”
4. Caregivers encourage children to do things for
themselves
= Stand by patiently and wait while children take care
of things independently
= Show understanding of children’s mishaps
= Refer children to one another for ideas, assistance,
and conversation
= Encourage children to ask and answer their own
questions
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15" starting up: introduce the Tdh-It-PMRS training programme by saying that the training will
last seventeen days for three hours a day, and it is organised in five thematic modules plus a final
one-day summary:

1.

2.

The Early Child Development Module will last four days and we will discover key areas of the
preschool children’s growth, their basic needs and the key actors for child development.

The Dealing with Preschool Children Module will last five days, and with the support of
the Canaan Institute for New Pedagogy we will explore ways of providing positive motor,
cognitive, linguistic, emotional and social stimulation.

The Working as a Kindergarten Teacher Module will last three days and we will explain the
crucial importance of the teacher and of the kindergarten environment in providing children
with structured individual and group stimulation to foster development.

The Communicating with the Family Module will last one day and we will discuss the importance
of and tools for keeping the family informed of the child’s progress and/or difficulties.

The Dealing with Children in Difficult Situations Module will last three days and we will
explore the causes and consequences of difficult situations in the child’s life (such as family
problems, violence, etc.) and identify solutions to support the child as an individual.

The learning objectives for this training are:

Appreciate the role of the kindergarten, family and community in child development.
Recognise child developmental needs and address them through a variety of structured
pedagogical activities in the framework of the educational plans of the Ministry of Education.
Follow up individual child progress through individual Follow-up Files and report challenges
and successes to the families.

Deal with children in difficult situations, addressing their special needs and developing
combined strategies with the families to support them.

Refer to a network of professionals to share experiences and to get support.

Let’s get started!
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DESCRIPTION OF THE LEARNING ACTIVITIES

SESSION 1: Importance of early childhood

TIME LEARNING ACTIVITY
60 min 1: Key aspects of early child development
60 min 2: Influence of the environment: family, community, kindergarten

Activity 1: Key aspects of early child development

Preparation and material: “post-its” medium size (7.6x12.7 cm) and markers for each participant, flipchart
stand and paper, blue-tack or adhesive tape.

Essential background reading for the trainer: Booklet 0, “Working with Early Childhood”: Chapter 2,
“Working with Early Childhood: Reference Framework”, and Booklet 1, “Monitoring Development in
Preschool Children”: Chapter 2, “Describing Developmental Changes in Preschool Children (from three to
five); paragraph 2.1 Qverview of the development in children from three to five years

5’ instructions: distribute five or more post-its for each participant and ask the group to brainstorm
individually on the aspects of “development”, capturing each aspect on separate post-its. Allow
ten minutes for individual brainstorming.

10’ individual brainstorming

45’ group discussion: ask participants to exchange their post-its with those of their neighbour, then
— sorting out participants — ask them in plenary to read in turn each of the ideas. Arrange the ideas
along the five domains of child development (physical / motor, cognitive, linguistic, emotional, and
social). Continue until all ideas are sorted out.

Comment on and discuss in plenary the aspects that have emerged and also comment on the
possible imbalance between aspects (often the resulting chart has poor social and emotional aspects).
Introduce the concept of the Developmental Milestone'? as defined in Booklet 0, “Working with
Early Childhood”: Chapter 2, “Working with Early Childhood: Reference Framework”; paragraph
2.2.2 Developmental milestones and other core developmental concepts.

Stick the chart on the wall and keep it there for the entire duration of the training.
Activity 2: Importance of the surrounding environment: the sponge metaphor

Preparation and material: 1 big sponge, 3 bowls, 3 watercolours (red, green and yellow), water, three coloured
papers (red, green and yellow) with labels “family”, “community” and “kindergarten”. Before the activity
starts dilute the three watercolours in the three bowls.

Essential background reading for the trainer: Booklet 0, “Working with Early Childhood”: Chapter 2,

“Working with Early Childhood: Reference Framework”

5’ instructions: divide the participants into three groups and give each group one label: “family”,
“community” or “kindergarten”. Assign a different colour to each group. Ask each group to
brainstorm on the way in which the environments they represent affect the child’s development.
Allow twenty minutes for the group-work and ten minutes for each group to present their work in
plenary.

12 Developmental milestones are the major changes or accomplishments in physical, cognitive, linguistic, social and emotional development.
They evolve according to an orderly sequence of steps and appear within a fairly predictable age range. For example, almost every child
between the ages of three and four begins to be able to stand on one foot.
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http://toolkit.ineesite.org/toolkit/Toolkit.php?PostID=1058
http://www.keepingchildrensafe.org.uk/toolkit
http://www.unicef.org/earlychildhood/index_42890.html



http://www.ec.europa.eu/echo



