
  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        


        



        Designing Creative Learning Environment

      


      The physical environments and experiences provided for children, indoors and out, have a powerful impact on their present and future (Greenfield, 2004; Ulrich, 2004).

    


    



    2.0 Introduction


    Designing physical space for young children is a challenging task as they are active and curious learners. Physical space for young children’s activities will vary from centre to centre in urban as well as in rural areas depending upon the availability of total space and number of children in the center.


    Nowadays the new understandings coming from neuroscience are emphasising the importance of providing emotionally secure and supportive environment for young children’s learning and development. Children need to feel safe, secure and confident. Stress can destroy brain cells and make learning more difficult. A good quality physical environment positively affects children’s learning and development in many ways. Well-designed environments support exploration, give young children a sense of control and enable children to engage in focused and self-directed play. Good environment makes parents and care-givers feel welcome and involved. Poorly designed environments, on the other hand, discourage these activities. And because well-designed environments engage children in activities, they minimise problematic behaviours such as aggressiveness, etc. A quality ECE environment is expected to provide secure relationships with teachers and other care-givers.


    In order to ensure that all children benefit from rich experiences in early childhood, the preschool teachers are faced with the task of creating a stimulating and emotionally secure learning environment for their young children. Children are active learners and to develop the necessary skills and readiness they need to feel accepted. A safe and attractive play environment encourages young children to develop necessary skills and competence. Preschool teachers therefore should provide young children with a wide range of materials, apparatus and equipments. Another important point is regarding organisation of materials and equipments in classroom. Very often we see that in some ECE centers children are overwhelmed with the wealth of material and equipment yet little learning takes place, whereas, there are some other ECE centers similarly equipped but the material is so well organised and placed that opportunities for learning and exploration are maximised.


    In this chapter we will focus on the main issues of the learning environment for young children where they can explore and develop their individual interests. The chapter has been organised under following headings:


    2.1 Organising Indoor Environment


    2.1.1 Setting the indoor environment with Activity Areas


    2.1.2 Suggested guidelines for physical setting of an early childhood classroom.


    2.1.3 Storage for children’s belongings


    2.1.4 Effective usage of available indoor space


    2.1.5 Classroom displays


    2.1.6 Organising circle time


    2.1.7 Evaluating activity areas


    2.1.8 Classrooms adaptations


    The indoor learning environment is an important and powerful teaching tool for early childhood centers. If the teacher sets up the environment of the ECE center with the knowledge of how her children learn and develop, it can positively support the teaching and learning. The environment of the ECE center communicates to young children what is expected of them. The well maintained and organised indoor environment develops young children’s confidence to express themselves, to make decisions, to actively explore, to discover and to develop and practise skills. An appropriate indoor environment can be created by dividing a large classroom into several activity areas.


    
      
        Practitioners who understand child development and how children learn, and who aspire to support children’s individual growth and development, construct environments which are adaptable and communicate a sense of respect and purpose (French and Murphy, 2005).

      

    


    2.1.1 Setting the Indoor Environment with Activity Areas


    The early childhood classroom should be divided into distinct activity areas so that children have clear choices of activities and materials, and they can work in small groups. The number and sise of the activity areas in a given classroom will depend upon the sise of the room and the number and age group(s) of the children. This would also help to satisfy the developmental needs of children. While planning and creating activity areas, think about the kind and amount of space required. For example, the block building area must be large enough for 6-8 children to work together and safely build their creations. These areas must be orderly, on the child’s level and should be inviting. The sise of the room may limit the use of all areas at one time. And when there are more areas the physical setting becomes more crowded and complicated. If this is the case a separate ‘Activity Resource Room’ may be created nearby to further set up these activity areas. The children can easily come to this ‘Activity Resource Room’ for free indoor play (since it is in the close vicinity of the preschool) once in a day for about 40 minutes. This Activity Resource Room will have different activity areas that would become laboratories for child initiated learning through play.


    
      
        Small group activities in well defined activity areas help children focus on specific activities and help them understand behaviours that are expected in these areas (Prescott).

      

    


    It is a good idea to have a carpet or a durrie or linoleum flooring as it reduces noise as well as it is comfortable to sit on. Each area should have a variety of materials in plenty so that several children can use them at the same time. In the art area, for example, one child might be working with play dough or plasticine, another painting at the easel and two or three children doing free-hand drawing with crayons, whereas some others might be scribbling with coloured pencil on the running board. Activity areas that are arranged properly facilitate children to work independently. Children also learn from each other. Activity areas and working in small groups provide them with opportunities for natural and frequent interactions. Small group activities also teach children to solve problems, make decisions, express themselves, become more independent and learn from their peers. And because children develop at different rates, appropriately designed activity areas are able to meet the needs of young children with a wide range of abilities. The versatility of activity areas encourages children to interact with materials at their own developmental level.


    
      
        An Early Childhood Classroom May Have The Following Activity Areas


        • Dramatic Play area


        • Block Building Area


        • Literacy and Library area


        • Mathematics /Manipulatives area


        • Art area


        • Science or Discovery area


        • Music and Movement area

      

    


    (a) Dramatic play area is usually set up in a corner. Children find a link between home and school in these dramatic play areas. The space for dramatic play should be clearly defined. Boundaries can be formed by the walls of the room or by furniture or shelves. The furniture or shelves should be low enough to permit adults to see over them at all times. Dramatic play areas provide opportunities for role play, pretend play, trying out and acting out familiar and imaginary experiences. Playing ‘House-House’ or ‘Doctor-Patient’ seems to be the most popular themes for young children.
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          Figure 2.1


          Play provides opportunities to get along together

        

      

    


    In this area children take out their pent-up emotions and feelings while enacting different roles. They also use various tools and utensils. Although they play in small groups (cooperative play), a few spend their time in stirring, mixing in the saucepans while other are engaged in patting the doll etc. The dramatic play area can be located adjacent to blocks because both areas are active and somewhat noisy.


    
      
        Basic Material Required


        • doll house


        • play store


        • play utensils


        • dress-up clothing


        • doll clothes


        • dolls (male & female)


        • bed for dolls


        • make-believe groceries


        • clay fruits and vegetables


        • empty cans and containers


        • measuring spoons and cups


        • old sunglasses


        • magazines, play table and chairs


        • child’s sise table and four chairs


        • a full length mirror


        • play telephones (2), clock, and a plastic basin.

      

    


    (b) Block building area provides excellent opportunities for problem solving and mathematical learning. Blocks are essential for children of all ages. It provides possibilities for the exploration of concepts such as shape, sise, weight, number, spatial awareness and so on. It also improves eye-hand coordination and helps children learn how to clean up and keep things back. Blocks are the best example of constructive and cooperative play.


    
      
        Basic Materials Required


        • large hollow


        • blocks


        • unit blocks


        • colourfully painted blocks


        • cardboard blocks


        • foam blocks and blocks made with empty juice/milk/oil cartons.


        • Children have to plan


        • make judgements and construct together.

      

    


    Children often combine block play with dramatic props such as dolls for block houses, toy car on the block bridge, toy animals in block houses and so on. The teacher should encourage children to explore the blocks, build structures and engage in dramatic play. Playing with blocks develops small and large muscles. While setting up block activity area select an area which is free from too much noise. The number of blocks and the amount of space needed for block area depend on the age and number of children in the class. Blocks are displayed in open shelves at an appropriate height so that children can remove and replace them easily. The block shelves should also be marked clearly with pictures and words (as it encourages emergent literacy) so that children easily know where to find and replace blocks.
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            Figure 2.2 Playing with dolls is a common theme
          


          
            that occurs in the dramatic/dolls area.
          

        

      

    


    (c) The Literacy or Library area means a print-rich environment. The literacy area should be smaller and more intimate, and this can be done with rugs, small cushions, chairs and a table for writing and drawing (readiness activities).
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          Figure 2.3 Blocks building–any time favourite of


          young children

        

      

    


    Preferably the area should have rugs, small chairs and a small table. The books should be attractively displayed on the rack. The type and level of books should be according to the age and interests of the children such as graded story books for emergent readers, poetry and rhymes collection, non-fiction books about animals, vehicles, alphabet books, number books, class created books and so on. Toy telephones, puppets, story cards, etc., may be placed to encourage conversation among children. Flannel Board and cutouts of favourite stories and rhymes should also be available in the literacy centre. Magnetic letters, sandpaper letters and writing templates are important material for literacy corner. Samples of children’s work with their names on it must be displayed at their eye level. In short, the area should surround children with a meaningful print-rich environment to encourage emergent literacy.


    
      
        Basic Materials Required


        • a writing area


        • variety of papers (lined and unlined)


        • notes


        • signs


        • greeting cards


        • thick coloured pencils (easy to hold)


        • markers


        • crayons


        • thick sketch pens


        • slates


        • takhtis


        • chalks


        • old typewriter and book rack


        • picture books


        • number calendars


        • story books


        • information books


        • pop-up books number and story books.

      

    


    One can also create a small listening corner in the literacy area by equipping the area with tape recorder and audiotapes of stories and rhymes. Children can choose to listen to a story on cassette while looking at the pictures of a story book.


    (d) Mathematics/Manipulatives Area: Young children must have lots of opportunities to handle and manipulate concrete objects to experience mathematical concepts. Manipulatives are small materials that require children to use their eyes and hands to do something, such as, puzzles, pegs, nesting toys, lotto and legos etc. Manipulatives are usually used by children individually rather than in pairs or in groups. Concrete items of daily use such as bottle caps, pebbles, shells, and buttons are ideal for counting and classification. Egg trays provide excellent container for sorting small items. A few set of cards such as picture cards of different categories are very useful for sorting activities. Manipulative area should include a range of puzzles that encompass the skill levels of all the children. In the mathematics area children learn to sort, classify, order, count and compare. Especially in ICDS centres, where there are children of different ages in one class, it is all the more necessary to provide materials for different levels of skills so that all children get a feel of joyful learning.
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          Figure 2.4 Children enjoying writing readiness activities

        

      

    


    Open shelves should be used to display the materials and be clearly labeled. The area should have enough space for several children to use their materials comfortably and simultaneously without interfering with each other. Materials from everyday life have as much potential for revealing number concepts to young children as other learning tools.


    (e) Art area brings joy, excitement and satisfaction to the young children. In this area children become intensely involved while they explore different media. They paint with brushes and with their fingers. A high quality art education programme for children provides them creative experiences through a variety of materials. Children also look at their art and talk about art. Preferably each day children should have a choice of whether they want to draw, paint, construct, cut or paste. The art activity area plays a significant role in a comprehensive ECE programme by contributing to all areas of development. Tearing, cutting and pasting provide individual activities to children and provide small muscle development. They also learn about tactile experiences. Young children learn to discover different shapes, colours, textures and sises. Art activities and experiences develop eye-hand coordination and also encourage communication skills and sharing habits.


    
      
        


        
          Basic Materials Required


          • Floor numbers (with number 1-10 printed on them. These are also useful for gross motor games)


          • Number lines


          • Play money


          • Puzzles


          • Pegboards


          • Lotto games


          • Lego blocks


          • Dominoes (dot dominoe, number dominoe, number object dominoe, etc.)


          • Coloured beads


          • Coloured magnetic pieces, etc.

        

      

    


    (f) Science or Discovery area is often a part of the early childhood classroom where children can actively explore. Balancing scales to weigh with, small toy machines to take apart and put back together and seeds to plant and grow can help young children. The science area should be preferably near the window and a table could be kept where different things or objects are displayed for exploration. This area can become a “mini museum” where children can share collections of objects. To keep the area interesting the objects, materials, displays should be rotated and changed whenever you feel that children are losing interest in them.
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          Figure 2.5 Children playing with dominoes

        

      

    


    
      
        Materials Required


        • clay, crayons


        • coloured pencils


        • thick felt pens


        • markers


        • brushes


        • collage materials


        • coloured chalks


        • scissors


        • play dough


        • wood shavings and different types of paper (chart paper, newspaper, magazine, coloured paper, etc.).

      

    


    (g) Music and Movement area is the place where children listen to music, sing, play musical instruments and perform creative dances. The teacher should try to include appropriate tapes / cassettes, CDs and rhythm instruments in the music area and also modified musical instruments which children can play and enjoy such as rattles made of empty plastic containers etc.


    Teacher made and child made musical instruments should also be included such as drums made out of cookie container, music box made of match boxes filled with seeds, wind chimes made of coke caps and lids.


    2.1.2 Suggested guidelines for physical setting of an early childhood classroom


    The following guidelines and strategies would facilitate the children to work and play meaningfully in activity areas and also help the teachers to observe, understand and assess the children while working in small groups:


    
      
        Interesting, concrete materials to observe and explore encourages the natural curiosity of young children (Ziemer).

      

    


    • The furniture and equipment must be of the correct sise and suited to height of the children. Make sure that all furniture is stable and secured so that does not fall on children or catch on children’s clothing. In ideal ECE classroom, tables are used for some activities and several other activities take place on the floor. The display and bulletin boards need to be placed at the child’s eye level.


    
      
        Materials Required


        • magnets


        • magnifying glass


        • balance scales


        • smelling jars (containers with separate smells such as lemon, onion etc.)


        • shells


        • feathers


        • pebbles


        • sponges


        • pieces of wood


        • seeds


        • plants


        • pinecones


        • funnels


        • spray bottles


        • large marbles


        • keys


        • containers for pouring and measuring


        • corks


        • toy boats


        • aluminum foil


        • dried plants


        • stop watch


        • pipe cleaners


        • plastic bottles


        • sieves


        • sifters


        • tongs and tweesers


        • old x-rays


        • coloured cellophane paper

      

    


    
      
        [image: ]


        
          Figure 2.6 Drawing with chalk is satisfying

        

      

    


    • The drinking water fountains, mirrors, towel racks, shelves, bag hooks and other materials meant for children’s use must be kept low so that children can reach them comfortably. The chairs and activity tables should be of the appropriate sise and sturdy. In anganwadis where children sit on the durry, make them sit in a semi-circle so that the teacher can maintain eye-contact with all of them. The teacher should sit slightly at a higher level than the children but not on a big chair. A teacher’s chair and desk often take up a great deal of space and in early classroom we seldom use them. So it is better if we remove it and use a kind of victory ladder so that the teacher can sit at an appropriate height while doing different activities.
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            Figure 2.7 Discovery area—You can see the curiosity
          


          
            and enthusiasm in learning!
          

        

      

    


    
      
        Materials Required


        • drums


        • tambourine (daphali)


        • chimes


        • bells


        • wood blocks


        • rhythm sticks


        • triangles etc.
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          Figure 2.8 Movement Activities and Creative Dance make a good blend!

        

      

    


    • The room must organised in a way that the activity areas are uncluttered before the children enter the room, for example, different puzzles can be kept in separate boxes and at the same time there should be sufficient material in each activity centre for the children. Avoid keeping all the material before children at once, otherwise there will be no curiosity among children. For example, if your classroom has 6 puzzles inset boards, put only three at a time. At the end of the activity, encourage children to keep the toys and materials back in their original place.


    • As far as possible make the noisy areas away from the quiet areas. For example, quiet areas are where children can hide away, look through the picture books or gather together for a story. Noisy areas such as music area may be created near the outdoors.


    • The setup of the early childhood classroom should be so organised that it encourages children to develop certain skills such as classification, matching, seriation, pattern-making etc. For example, children match the label on a basket to the label on the shelf where the basket is kept when not in use. Collect natural objects such as seeds, pebbles, shells, etc. and put them in separate containers so that children can play with them for activities such as making patterns, classifying them, etc.


    • Keep all the materials and supplies in easy to reach, well organised baskets labeled with pictures and words to encourage emergent literacy and decision making in young children.


    • Ensure that all the activity areas are enriched in such a way that it encourages all the children to participate in classroom activities as fully as possible.


    • Include materials and objects that are familiar to children to give them a sense of belonging. Keep on changing and rotating the materials in activity areas to create interest and retain curiosity. Children need variety and if you keep the same play material for long duration it will definitely make them bored.


    • Provide materials for children with special needs in all the activity areas.


    • Before sending children to activity areas divide them into small groups and let them choose their activity area (see that each child gets a chance to work in all the activity areas).


    • Encourage children to take care of the material and equipment. For example, ask them to put their paint and glue brushes in a mug of water immediately after the activity so that the paint or glue does not harden.


    • The classrooms, corridors and outdoors must be kept clean for health and hygienic reasons. The classroom environment must be happy, cheerful and stimulating with attractive display boards based on the particular theme or topic.


    • The selected material and equipment should have some purpose. It should fulfill the learning needs and interests of children in the classroom.


    • There should be storage shelves for keeping the folders/portfolios of children.


    • Display children’s artwork in the classroom (at their eye level).


    • Let the books be available in the literacy area at least for a month.


    • Provide puzzle pieces with knobs (easy to grasp) so that it becomes manageable for younger children.


    • Display each child’s photograph along with her family (frame decorated by the child) in the dramatic play area.


    • Divide the activity areas by shelves and foam board etc. This separation gives distinct areas and limits the number of children in each centre. You can number code the areas.


    • Children should be allowed to move freely from one activity area to another. There should be no rigidity on the time spent by the child in one activity area. When there are age appropriate materials in each activity area and it is creatively displayed, children get actively engaged in play and move less frequently. They spend longer period of time at their work resulting in increasing their attention span.


    • You must remember that the activity areas, materials, activities and games can be added or deleted according to the needs and developmental abilities of the children. These areas are designed to promote the mastery of skills, the development of concepts and the acquisition of knowledge by young children.


    • Select material/manipulatives that provide a wide range of challenges and give children a taste of success. For example, if materials provided are not age appropriate, children would find them difficult and complex, and would have a fear of failure. This would perhaps stop them from using the play material kept for them.


    • Children need help in mixing paints. And also remember that all art activities require access to water tub / sinks nearby. Plastic cloth can be used to cover tables for clay and/or work and for messy art activities.


    • Provide age appropriate equipment of sufficient quantity, variety and durability. These are important ingredients for a quality setting for young children.


    • Encourage children to use equipment safely.


    • Develop rules with children for safe play.


    • Encourage children to rest when tired.


    • There should be rules for getting in and out of the activity on issues such as taking turns, number of children to be in an area at the same time etc. These rules should be clearly illustrated and discussed with children. The classroom should promote smooth movement from one area to another.


    • Finally when designing the EC classroom, it is important to design spaces such that these are visible from every part of the room. The teacher should be able to see all the children ensuring their security and safety.


    The physical setting or the room set up should support the early childhood programme, it should be woven around the topic or the theme. For example, if the theme is ‘animals’, the display on the bulletin board should have animals, their homes etc. Block area could be converted into a jungle with animal props etc. displayed here and there. In the manipulative area puzzles of animals may be kept. In the science area fish cutouts with attached paper clips could be kept in the pond, using fishing pole magnets (keep a trough or a small tub as an imaginary pond). Children can also do counting — how many fishes in the pond and so on. Areas of the classroom should be clearly defined for conducting different kinds of activities such as building blocks, looking at books, scribbling, creating with art material, playing with toys, exploring sand and water.


    Remember to review the physical environment before children enter a play area and remember to continuously monitor their safety during play.


    2.1.3 Storage for Children’s Belongings


    Designate secure places for keeping children’s belongings. Preferably there should be lockers, drawers, shelves with locker and hooks for each child. That may be inside or outside each classroom where they can keep/hang their belongings and materials. Each locker should be easily accessible and neatly labeled with a child’s photo, name and logo. In case of small rooms or anganwadi centres you can fix hooks outside the classrooms where children can hang their water bottles etc. The teacher will also need storage space for rugs / mats and pillows for children to take naps, especially for a full day ECE programme. The teacher should be careful to notice if there are children with special needs in the centre. She should consult and take the help of special education consultant visiting the ECE centre or classroom and take suggestions if any changes are required in room setting.


    2.1.4 Effective Usage of available indoor Space: some suggestions


    • Keep minimum number of tables and chairs as young children use the floor for play activities. However, there should be enough table space for everyone during nutrition or snack time. If the children are using floor for nutrition time, the teacher should spread a plastic sheet on the floor for all the children and make them sit around it. Keep a tray or tub in the center where the children can put trash like fruit peels, foil etc.


    • When the children are using floor for activities, the teacher needs to provide comfortable seating provisions on the floor such as rug or carpet. You might use rug made of sacks or ‘durries’. This area should be reserved for circle time or large group activities such as games, story-telling, etc. in which all the children might participate together. As mentioned earlier, to facilitate certain games, it might be helpful to paint circles, dots, or lines on the floor, or to use tape for such outlines. The taped circle outline will help children to sit in a circle during circle time activities.


    • Provide sufficient space so that every child has a comfortable place to sit.


    • Allocate space for charts so that you can hang/display the daily schedule or picture charts.
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          Figure 2.9


          Looking in the mirror enhances self-esteem

        

      

    


    • Provide an easel stand which you can also use for flannel board stories and picture conversations, apart from painting.


    • Always do the messy activities like art activities, water play, clay modeling on the floor or on takhtis so that it can be washed easily, else the teacher can do these messy activities outdoors.


    • Place the CD players and tape recorders always near electrical outlets.


    • Allow natural light in the classroom as much as possible as children, in routine, look at picture books, draw and make patterns etc.


    • Sometimes because the room is small, it is not possible to have all the activity areas operating simultaneously and thus the teacher needs to select from the variety of activities and change the equipment and material on a regular basis.


    Finally, organise the classroom to ensure children’s safety and to help you observe and supervise all the children easily.


    If the room is small


    Clayton and Forton (2001) mention, “When children are confined to spaces that are too small, or when they don’t have enough room for making transitions without bumping into each other or the furniture, the inevitable result is increased tension, conflict, and misbehavior”.


    • If there is less space in anganwadi, provide interest area activities in small groups. We often find anganwadis facing problem of sufficient space. In such cases an anganwadi teacher needs to create more small group activities. For example, she may ask her helper to organise activities for one group (3 years old) of children outside the anganwadi and the older group (3+ to 4 years old) inside the centre. In this way she can conduct readiness activities for the older group of children. But at the same time she is also required to supervise the outside group. In case there is no outside space, she should take the children to nearby park/panchayat chabutara or under a shady tree, whenever weather permits and conduct story-telling and conversation activities there.


    
      
        
          Figure 2.10


          Eating together is good for socialisation
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          Figure 2.11


          Children need lot of active involvement during group time
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          Figure 2.12


          Clay modeling-so much fun !

        

      

    


    • Secondly, if space is very limited for classroom use then there is a need to change and rotate materials more often, even everyday in extreme cases, such as in anganwadi centres. In such centres, it is necessary that materials for child use are carefully displayed so as to make both access and cleaning convenient. Labeled baskets or small carton boxes can be used to keep them. For many materials the teacher may colour code both places and boxes to provide children an experience in colour matching as well as room restoration. Most teachers, because of constraints on money and space, teach in less than optimum conditions. In spite of these constraints, good teachers maintain their main focus on facilitating childrens’ learning in every possible way throughout the programme day.


    • An anganwadi teacher and supervisor may contact sarpanch of the village and convince him to provide space for young children’s play or locate community hall of the area and find provision if she can take the children (of course with their parents’ consent) there at least once in a week so that children can use their skills in the open environment.


    • The ECE center with little space must change their activity areas often and find creative ways to use community areas, such as parks and recreation facilities, for gross motor activities. But the teacher should always be careful when using community facilities. Be sure that playgrounds and other equipments are safe and developmentally appropriate for the children.


    • In ICDS centres (anganwadis) where space is always a constraint and creating activity areas is out of question, provide play activities in small groups.


    • If there are no shelves, dividers or bookcases in the room, use area rugs to define activity areas.


    • If the classroom is poorly lit, locate the literacy and book area near the window and avoid putting decorations on the windows.


    • If you are short of transparent plastic containers, use shoe boxes, baskets, plastic bowls and other containers. Cover them with paper and label them with pictures showing their contents.


    • To get more of available space, use stackable tables and chairs that can be easily moved to suit current needs.


    2.1.5 Classroom Displays


    “The presentation of equipment and resources should say… ‘come and get me’, and inspire the feelings of excitement, intrigue and the desire to explore.”


    Some guiding principles


    • Display objects that arouse curiosity and wonder.


    • Display materials so that children can see them easily. Arrange materials on low shelves so that children can reach easily. It has to be at their eye-level.


    • Label the containers, shelves, lockers etc. For labeling, you may use children’s photos, pictures of toys cut from catalogues as labels. Labels should have both pictures and words to promote emergent literacy.


    • Save display space for children’s work. Provide a bulletin board or low string on walls so that you can display each child’s work. You can also paste a large sheet of newspaper or chart paper to display children’s work. Display their work and if possible, photos on it. It gives children a feeling of appreciation and self worth when their work is displayed. Label the containers or box of materials, for example, on a container of 2 piece animal puzzle paste picture of any animal so that children know that this container contains animal puzzles and after they finish playing with this they put the entire animal puzzle back to this container. When you label materials in this way, cleanup becomes a matching and literacy game that helps children learn to keep the materials or objects back to their proper place.


    • When you display theme related pictures keep the display simple.


    • Display only relevant items. Have an orderly display. Avoid putting everything on the walls. Remember to take out outdated displays or those that children are not using. Some teachers use all the walls and available spaces and fill them with posters, charts and artwork. The walls become overcrowded and it becomes difficult for children to focus on any one theme.
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          Figure 2.13


          Display at eye level encourages speaking skill as well

        

      

    


    • Change the displays regularly.


    • Explore space for display. You may display on walls and bulletin boards, room divider boards/shelves, on string, easel stands, etc. You can also hang an umbrella or hanger mobile from the ceiling.


    • Be creative! Have you ever thought of using an old sari/bed sheet as a frame to pin up your pictures?


    • Talk about the purpose of display with children.


    2.1.6 Evaluating Activity Areas


    Evaluation of activity areas is necessary and this can be done by observing children, how often they visit the different areas, what type of interactions they have with the materials and peers in the area. While reviewing any particular activity area the teacher needs to consider a few points such as:


    • Does the area require new material?


    • Are the materials presented in an organised and attractive way?


    • Is the material easily accessible to children?


    • Does the material arouse interest amongst children in the class?


    • What worked well?


    • What problems came up?


    • Was I able to monitor children’s behaviour and movements?


    Answers to these questions help the teacher to get some ideas about reorganising participate activity area and make it more appealing and meaningful for children.


    2.1.7 Classroom Adaptations


    Classroom adaptations are important as the infrastructure and facilities vary amongst ECE centers from place to place. When the classroom environment does not meet the specific needs of a special child, adaptations should be made to accommodate that child’s individual needs. The adaptations may be with regard to physical settings of the classroom and classroom processes.


    1. While creating and designing the environment of early childhood classroom the teacher must keep in mind the needs of children with special needs. Adaptations must be made carefully for any child with special needs, be they physical challenges, learning disabilities, or emotional issues. A quality EC classroom must promote appropriate use of materials, facilitate development of targeted skills and promote positive behaviour among the children. Changes in lighting, noise level, visual and auditory input, physical arrangement of the room or equipment, and accessibility of materials are important considerations for adaptation.


    2. The activity areas or type of activities chosen must encourage social interaction among all children. The teacher can encourage peer interactions in various areas during daily routine. For example, nutrition time can be an excellent time to encourage peer interactions. Carefully planned seating arrangements during different activities also promote socialisation.


    3. The child with special needs (if any) should preferably be seated between two other children.


    4. Most of the play materials that are appropriate for early childhood classrooms are also appropriate for use by children with special needs. It is sometimes necessary to physically modify the instructional or play materials to facilitate a child’s participation, for example, adding handles, making material larger, adding velcro on materials, etc.


    5. Tape paper on tables for children who have difficulty in holding and colouring.


    2.1.8 Organising Circle Time or large group time


    Identify a place in your ECE center or classroom where all the children can gather to do discussions on theme, listen to stories, share their views in a whole group, transition from one activity to another and involve in music and movement activities. ‘Circle Time’ encourages interactive learning i.e., hands-on, listening to others and also sense of togetherness. Read aloud stories, group games, singing, dramatisation of stories, and other hands-on activities are ways to use Circle Time. Children do best when they know where to sit in the circle. So one can mark the circle with either red colour paint on the floor or with removable tape.
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          Figure 2.14


          Preschool children like doing things on their own

        

      

    


    2.2 Organising Outdoor Play Environment


    2.2.1 Setting the outdoor play area


    2.2.2 Essential requirements of an outdoor play area to facilitate learning


    2.2.3 Selecting commercial quality toys and equipment


    2.2.4 Adaptations for outdoor space


    No preschool is complete without taking into account the outdoor area since indoor and outdoor together make total learning environment. Children are very curious and enthusiastic when they play outside. Here things are always changing and children can learn in all the developmental areas. Teachers can enhance the children’s’ growth by interacting and observing them and definitely by providing them the planned activities. The outdoor environment adds colours, textures, smell and sound to all activities. It provides concrete and hands on experience and awakens the senses. Outside area is the perfect place for playing with water and building sand castles.


    The outdoor environment invites large muscle development. The freedom of space offers children opportunities to run, skip, jump and move their entire bodies in uninhibited ways. Basic playground equipment such as jungle gyms, slides etc., encourage climbing, development of upper and lower body strength, balance and coordination. Equipments like balance beams, swings, tunnels, slides, obstacle courses, see-saws, tire structures could be set up in a variety of ways. Riding toys i.e., tricycles, cars, pull toys, can also be added to the concrete outdoor area.


    Teachers may remember that the outdoor environment is not limited to play areas in the school, she can take children to nearby parks, neighbourhoods and gardens.


    2.2.1 Setting the Activity Areas in outdoor play environment


    Like indoor classroom the outdoor environment of the centre also requires careful planning. The outdoor equipment should provide children with a wide variety of opportunities for active gross motor activities and experiences. An ideal outdoor play area has several different types of play spaces that stimulate children to learn in a variety of ways. The following are the few examples of outdoor play areas :


    • Climbing Area


    • Sandpit and Water Play Area


    • Garden Area


    • Quiet Area


    
      
        
          Figure 2.15


          Outdoor play also adds balance to the ECE day’s programme
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    • Transportation or Concrete Area


    • Grass Area
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          Figure 2.16


          Children enjoy the freedom

          of open space and

          use muscles in

          new ways

        

      

    


    (a) Climbing Area


    Children of all ages generally love this area but teacher should not force them to go beyond their ability and capacity. Most accidents occur in this area so it must be well-supervised and it should have a soft ground cover as far as possible with grass or sand.


    Equipments the climbing area may include:


    ‘Jungle gyms’ Seesaws


    Hanging bars Tyre structures


    Logs Trees


    Swings Tunnels


    Slides Balance beams


    Climber ladder Rope


    (b) Sand pit and water play area


    This area should be close to water supply. If you do not have water fountain outside, keep water readily available in tubs or plastic jugs. Sand pit, tray or sand box should be covered after the play is over. This will stop cats and insects to enter in it. If the sand pit is too big or it does not have a lid, rake and clean the sandbox every day. Area for sand and water play area, clay modeling is also sometimes called ‘messy area’ and it should be preferably organised outdoors. Play with sand and water is considered very desirable for young children, both for satisfying their emotional needs and as well as for the development of mathematical and scientific concepts which can be learned while playing. There are many ways to organise these activities. It is not necessary that the teacher would provide big equipment but if the school can create sand pit outdoors under some shady tree, sand play will be exploited fully. Some schools also provide trays or shallow table of wet and dry sand so that children enjoy and experience the properties of this material.
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          Figure 2.17 Developing motor skills

        

      

    


    Play with potter’s clay is very much enjoyed by children in the ‘messy area’. Similarly playing with water is a pleasurable experience for most children. The teacher can provide a water tub/trough from which children can derive a great deal of pleasure and it is an important part of learning environment.


    In case you are providing sand and water table it should be at waist height to allow children work comfortably. Material can be stored in plastic trays or bins under the sand and water table. The teacher can also provide a big tub or shallow tray for water and sand play.


    The teacher can introduce bubble blowing activity to maintain interest in this area. Some children whose attention span is limited are likely to spend more time in sand pit and especially in water play.


    Some suggested accessories for water play area are:


    
      
        Basic Materials


        • small plastic buckets


        • bowls


        • shovels


        • plastic spoons


        • scoops of all sises


        • funnels


        • sifters


        • pans


        • old nesting blocks


        • natural objects like twigs


        • leaves


        • pebbles etc.

      

    


    Toys and paper boats dropper sifters


    Toy buckets funnel toy water animals


    Plastic cups measuring cups sponges


    Empty bottles and cans shovel spoons


    Twigs biscuit or cookie cutters


    Pebbles


    One can also think about creating an area outside to keep animals and plants. Young children should learn to be kind to animals and feed them. They should also be encouraged to learn how to water the plants as well as observe how plants and animals grow.


    (c) Garden Area



    Encourage children to plant seeds and watch them grow. See that toy gardening tools are available. Children get first-hand experience while they manipulate a variety of materials in the garden area. The outdoor play area also requires trees for shade. A Large Soft Area (grass etc.) for organised games is also needed to be there so that theme based outdoor games could be organised for the children. It is also important to provide adequate storage space for Outdoor Play Equipment. The ideal situation is to have a storage shed where you can keep the cycles, tyres, rope, water play and sand play kit and also first-aid box in case of emergency.
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          Figure 2.18


          Sand and water play offers wonderful opportunities for creative

        

      

    


    (d) Quiet Area


    Every outdoor area needs a quiet space. Preferably this area should be in the shade where the children can relax and cool off.


    Some of the basic materials required here are:


    • Low wooden benches or plastic chairs
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          Figure 2.19


          Clay modelling outside the classroom

        

      

    


    
      
        
          Figure 2.20


          Water play is possible in the classroom also!
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    • Chalk


    • Books


    • Crayons


    • Paper


    
      
        
          Figure 2.21


          Children need simple sifters and sievers in the sand area
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    • Magnifying glass, etc.


    You may also bring easels and colours to this area especially during the winter time. Here teachers and children can sit and talk and can also conduct a story-telling session.


    (e) Transportation or Concrete Area


    The outdoor play area should also preferably have a hard surface to make riding a tricycle or pulling a toy easier for children. In this area children learn to pedal, balance and take turns. It would be good to include riding toys for children of all ages such as tricycles, tyres, pull toys, wagons, scooters, etc.


    Perceptual gross motor activities can be created by providing balance beams (made up of log, tyres, balls, ropes and hoops). You can do this outdoors in nearby community ground. Development of quality play environment requires knowledge of children’s development and the ability to use resources and materials effectively and imaginatively. Creatively planned play environment, both indoors and outdoors, supports the ECE goals and objectives. It provides opportunities for the development of personal awareness, socialisation, communication, cognition and motor skills in young children. In addition, a carefully planned outdoor playground also provides facilities for the child with special needs. If you have a child with special needs in your classroom or anganwadi, you must know how to help the child. Accept the child and make environmental changes whenever and wherever required. Do pair this child with a capable child who likes to help (under observation). The teacher can ask the authorities or parent community to create a ramp for the ECE centre.


    As ECE educators always talk about flexibility in the ECE programme, providing material in rotation and also change of atmosphere, we can use both the environments — outdoors and indoors, for making a perfect classroom. For example, taking paints, colours, papers, crayons and water outside allows children to experience them in new ways. In this way working in outdoor area can become more exciting for them. Although it is the same old colouring activity, doing it outside becomes exciting for the children. Similarly an empty bird’s nest when brought to the classroom offers children the chance to see it closely, touch it, learn how it is built, learn more about birds through conversation and picture books. Many of the skills and competencies which develop at early childhood stage are learnt from natural environment. Children will have better concept formation when they watch worms, insects, butterflies and birds in reality rather than looking at their pictures.


    2.2.2 Guidelines for Ensuring an activity outdoor play area


    Below are some considerations which must be ensured while looking at play spaces:


    • Is the area planned out in a manner that a teacher can see the children at all times?


    
      
        
          Figure 2.22


          Some outdoor equipment invites socialisation
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          Figure 2.23


          Outdoor is ready for children
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          Figure 2.24


          Play on See-saw is always fun

        

      

    


    • Is there soft ground cover under swings, slides and climbing structures such as jungle gym etc.? Are the swing seats constructed with soft and light weight material e.g., rubber, canvas?


    • Are the boundaries of the play area well-defined? Does the outdoor play area have a protective fence/wall (with lockable gates) next to hazardous areas such as streets, deep ditches, water etc.?


    • Are there sufficient and enough equipments for all so that children do not have to stand in line and wait for long?


    • Is there a quiet area where children can be by themselves such as sand pit, shady area etc.


    • Is there a drinking water and toilet facility available?


    • Is the outdoor play area spacious enough for children to move freely?


    
      
        Remember, even on a limited budget, determination and creativity can produce important classroom improvements leading to a more stimulating and pleasant environment for both teacher and children.

      

    


    • Is the outside play area separate for young children to guard them against the intrusion of older children?


    • Is there a ready first-aid kit to handle minor injuries?


    • Are equipments appropriate to the age range?


    • Is there adequate space between equipments?


    • Are all equipments free of sharp edges, protruding elements and toxic substances?


    • Is the outdoor area free of litter (e.g., broken glass, pebbles etc.?)


    • Is the sise of equipment appropriate to the age group served?


    • Safety and security must be the primary concerns for the children to play freely in the play area.


    Supervising and observing children is the best way to guarantee their safety and also to teach them about safety, both in the classroom and while they are outdoors.


    2.2.3 Selecting Quality Commercial Toys and Equipments


    Presently the markets are flooded with toys and preschool play equipments. The preschool teachers and educators must be careful in selecting ECE toys and equipments. The criteria for selection of commercial toys, play material and equipment for early childhood stage could be as follows:


    • The play material, equipment and furniture should be according to children’s age, needs, level of development, abilities and interests.


    • There should be a variety of play material and equipment.


    • The play equipment should be safe and durable.


    • The play equipment should be such that encourage children’s active participation and involvement.


    • The play material or equipment should also encourage versatility and imagination.


    • The play equipment should be versatile so that children can use it in different ways thus allowing for creative potential.


    • The play equipment should be simple, easy to use and not too complicated.


    • There should be brushes with large handles and large crayons/felt markers for children with special needs.


    • The material and equipment should be brightly coloured so as to make them pleasing to the eyes.


    2.2.4 Strategies for making outdoor areas interesting and useful


    It has generally been observed that funds are often not available to purchase a wide variety of play equipments required to enhance all aspects of children’s development. At the same time most of the schools do not have adequate outdoor space. For example, in anganwadis, the provided infrastructure for outdoor play is almost nil (especially in urban sector). The children do not have any outdoor play facility. As suggested earlier, in such cases the anganwadi worker should take the children to the nearby park/primary school at least twice in a week for gross motor play activities. However a few adaptations as suggested below can be useful:


    • The basic outdoor play material for the anganwadis and balwadis include a rope, a plastic ball (good quality) tyres and chalks.


    • You can take the help of parents or community groups to donate and construct simple, inexpensive equipment.


    • You can provide perceptual gross motor challenges by planning field trips to the nearby area park or sports complex, or community playground where there are plenty of play equipment, at least twice in a week.


    • Creative teachers can improvise by moving indoor equipment to outdoor temporarily to conduct games and activities, for example, you can take a water tub outside, and also construct a small sand pit inside a (donated) tyre.


    • Create tyre structures, especially in the urban sector.


    • A garden area can also be prepared by the parent/community volunteer. It can be done near the walls of the anganwadi/balwadi if the outdoor area is inadequate.


    • Create a natural area where you can keep or hang a bird feeder made from wood snaps, terracotta dish, milk or ghee cartons.


    • Large appliance boxes (such as T.V. cartons, etc.) can be used to promote creative play.


    • Carry a story book, blanket or a sheet when you are visiting the nearby park. Spread the sheet for storytelling and dramatisation.


    • Anganvadi and balwadi teachers can provide creative art activities by taping large sheets of donated papers or newspaper etc. to fences, sidewalks or on the walls of anganwadis or balwadis. Encourage children to do painting, rubbing with tender leaves, colouring with crayons, etc. You can also provide them marigold flowers for rubbing and colouring.


    • The teacher can get children involved for lengthy periods of time in an activity such as painting the side of the anganwadi wall with water. Do it in small group activity. This activity requires only a small bucket of water and long paint brushes.


    2.3 Teachers’ Role in Creating the Physical Learning Environment


    The indoor and outside areas should be viewed as the total learning environment and therefore design of the indoor and outdoor space needs to be purposeful, child-centred and should be carefully planned. The indoor and outdoor physical environment also fosters optimal growth and development through opportunities for exploration and learning. Physical space and materials affect the level of involvement of the children and the quality of interaction between teachers and children. The key aspects of the physical environment are:


    • The arrangement and use of space and equipment (indoor and outdoor) and


    • Selection and storage of materials.


    A foremost consideration of designing the physical environment is SPACE. Availability of space is of utmost importance, especially at the preschool level. Young children need many opportunities for gross motor movements. Sitting at chair and table for longer period of time is not recommended for the preschoolers as it is both emotionally and physically undesirable. The right environment sets the tone of the preschool day for both the children and the teacher. The preschool environment should offer plenty of opportunities for learning competencies in all the domains of development, viz., physical and motor, social, emotional, cognitive and language and also in art areas. The classroom should be divided into smaller, well-defined areas to help children focus on specific activities.


    The role of a preschool teacher in creating the learning environment is very crucial and demanding. The teacher must ensure that both the environments are planned to meet the needs of each and every child. She must take into account the aims and objectives of the preschool programme. When the teacher understands the developmental needs of young children, she is able to plan appropriate play experiences and organise a suitable learning environment, including indoor and outdoor play area. This emphasises that the teacher should know about the age characteristics of children to identify the developmental changes and needs of young children. This would help her to select proper equipment, materials, toys and other teaching learning materials for the centre. Material and equipment can be added or removed, depending on the need and age appropriateness of the children in the classroom.


    Outdoor play should be part of each day’s schedule. Teachers should plan outdoor experiences and activities as she does for indoor experiences for approximately 40 minutes each day (including the transition times - see details in Chapter-III). This will help the children to get ready, walk to the outdoor play area, enjoy the activities and get back to the classroom. As the children become familiar with the routine of going out for play, the transition will become smoother and quicker.


    It will be good if the teacher:


    • ensures that the children are offered variety of multi-sensory materials and activities.


    • understands that every child learns at her own pace and in her own style.


    • attention span of children can be increased only if the teacher provides opportunities and allows children to complete their tasks at their own pace.


    • plans activities according to the abilities of the children.


    • acts as a facilitator so that children develop further skills and understanding.


    • encourages children to explore, investigate and discover on their own.
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          Figure 2.25 Blocks Building Area

        

      

    


    • provides wings to the children’s imagination by remaining in the background, for example, answering their questions, helping them in building, discussing ideas and so on.


    • keeps moving from one area to another to encourage and engage children in conversations about what they are doing and how they are involved with the materials.


    • helps the children in expanding the play and appropriate action, for example, in fantasy play, intervention of a teacher or an adult can facilitate language learning and problem solving activities.


    • encourages children to care for materials and toys.


    • ensures that the children get time to explore and talk about the environment.


    • creates a classroom environment where children feel safe and comfortable; does not force children into gender based stereotypical roles. For this, she needs to be aware of her own beliefs and assumptions that affect her teaching ways and avoid using statements like “behave yourself, don’t cry like a girl”, “Boys, don’t play in doll’s corner”, “girls can’t build with blocks etc.”


    It is important for the teacher to identify signs of possible developmental delay in the physical, emotional, social, communication or cognitive spheres; parents of children with developmental delays should be consulted and if need be, necessary counselling should be done with the help of a professional. Encourage independence and avoid doing tasks for the child. Teachers also need to remember that daily lesson plans also affect space and materials arrangement. Therefore arrangement for special equipment or any reorganisation of space necessary for a lesson should be included in the programme plans.

  


  
    
      


      
        Materials in the math area range from buttons, bottle caps, seeds that children have collected to commercially produce math manipulatives such as puzzles, coloured pegs and pattern cards/blocks.

      

    

  


  
    

  


  
    A piece of advice for teachers:


    • Don’t rush.


    • Avoid saying, “Hurry up”.


    • Be flexible with few time constraints.


    • Give children time to finish tasks.
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