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It was three o'clock and preschool was over for the day. Four-year-old Ja
papers, called out to her mom. Jamaica's mother smiled and asked, "What's
work?" Jamaica nodded and handed the papers to her mother. Jamaica had spe
afternoon in her seat, pencil in hand, filling out worksheets. On one she had draw
letter "A" to the picture of an apple; from the letter "P" to the pear; and from the lette
orange. On another sheet she made her pencil go from the dg#an the top line to the dot
bottom line, thus making the lower-case letter "I." Jamaica's
had written, "You can do better" on the page. Jamaica's mothe
comment and worried that her daughter was not perfgusssag well.
Her teacher's expectations were the problem.

In many preschools, child care centers, and
worksheet paper and pencil tasks. Teachers 8
children's learning progress to parent | ’ aica and the other children in her
class, worksheet activities are not dev Driate and can cause many problems.

The Worksheet Dilemma

Worksheets typically have

match the pictures of things

wrong answer is emotionally co [ may make her feel ignorant and
) by guessing.

Problem solving
must create safe e el confident taking risks, making mistakes, learning
from them, and tryi knderson, 1992). In a play-based curriculum, each day
pProyg ortunitie about reading, writing, and math through real, meaningful

' dren set the table for snack so each child has one napkin, one straw,

en string beads to match the pattern on a card or wait their turn because

1989). While children may have the ability to perform a task, that does not mean that the task is
appropriate and should be performed. Educators agree that learning to read, write, and compute are
undeniably important skills for children to acquire. The question is how and when they should be
learned.



Cognitive Development
Most preschool and kindergarten children are in what Piaget described as the preoperational stage
of cognitive development. Letters and numerals typically mean little to the three- to ear-olds in
this stage. These children use concrete rather than abstract symbols to represent g [
(Bodrova & Leong, 1996). Through pretending, children develop the ability
the world (Bredekamp, 1987; Stone, 1995). Reading requires a child to loo
representations (i.e., letters and words) and extract meaning from them. A
offers children opportunities throughout the day to develop the ability to think
experiencing real objects using their senses (Bredekamp, 1987; Kostelnik, Soder
1993). Blocks can represent an airplane or a train. High heels can transform a presc
mother or princess. Blocks and high heels are three dimensiogal, tangible objects. Suf
practice using concrete objects as symbols is a necessary p
of print (Stone, 1995).

Whiren,
into a

Mathematical understanding is more than recognig

understand what "four" means. Simil icd able to print the letters "R," "U," and "N"
on a worksheet, but be unable to read t she sees it in a book. The mere
accomplishment of the worksheet task d ild's ability to read or comprehend.

rything they try, but also know they will be valued for who they are.

Id be rewarded, so that they will persevere and they will see themselves as
learners Stein, Whiren, & Soderman, 1993).

Physical Development

Children are born with a need to move (Kostelnik, Soderman, & Whiren, 1993). They wiggle,
toddle, run, and climb as naturally as they breathe. When we insist that children sit still and do what



for them may be a meaningless task, such as completing a workbook page, we force children into a
situation incompatible with their developmental needs and abilities. When children cannot or will
not do such a task, we may label them "immature” or "hyperactive." We may complz@bout their

blocks, painting at the easel, or listening to stories. When we plan develop
activities for children, they will attend to them, work hard, and learn (Bredeka
1992).

small motor control. He needs practice with various materi
holding, pinching, and squeezing. He must have ample oppor
objects such as paint brushes, chalk, fat crayons, and felt-ti

objects that require gra
0 make his own marks

and feel confident.

Social Development
Teachers who require you

ences for not following rules, and how to make friends. The only way
) engage actively with others. When we do not allow children enough
tal social tasks, we set the stage for social problems later on. Middle
ith antisocial behaviors that in some cases reach the point of

There are active, and far more interesting, ways for children to begin understanding words
and numbers than via worksheets (Mason, 1986). A classroom with a developmentally appropriate
curriculum is a print-rich environment. The walls are covered with signs naming objects, stories
children have dictated, lists of words they have generated, pictures they have painted and labeled,



and charts of classroom jobs (such as feeding the pet and passing out napkins for snack). At the
small motor activities table there may be sandpaper letters to feel and puzzles to complete. Creative

with words and print for children to understand why it is good to be able to

What Can Blocks Teach? by Nancy Thomas

Blocks are best stored in low, open shelving with i
silhouette. Cut block silhouettes out of contact g

(sorting and classifying) activity.
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Demonstrating Progress
If we cannot demonstrate childre eets, how do we provide evidence of

folio is a collection of a child's work. Portfolios

a say in what is included in their own portfolio. Date each piece so that
the school year can be noted.

| aflecdotal notes also help.
rd children's skill development on checklists. Progress in beginning letter
e writing, and self-help skills, for example, can be listed and checked off as

ate worksheets: For example, children experimenting with objects to discover if
they sink or float can record their observations on paper divided into a float column and a
sink column. This shows that they are doing actual scientific experimentation and recording
the data.



For more information on portfolios, see "Why Portfolio-Based Assessment Works" on page 20 of
the January/ February 1996 issue of Early Childhood News.

Parent Newsletters - Teachers can send home periodic parent newsletters which
activities children are doing at school and the teacher's goals and objectives.
understand the value of developmentally appropriate activities they will fee
children are learning and growing, not "just playing."

Center Labels - Signs in the classroom describing what children learn in the va
centers help adults understand the value of children's work in that area. In the bloc

solving, social role playing, and cooperation. At the art cen
on paper and with other media, to solve problems, and to co
skeptics see what is really happening as children work at play.

Conclusion
There are two fundamental problems Ll st, young children do not learn from them
what teachers and parents believe they [ man, & Whiren, 1993). Second,

children's time should be sp
numerals and letters, rather
failure. This has implications

any young children at risk of school
ets and workbooks should be used in
entally ready to profit from them (Bredekamp,
ince parents and others that in a play-based,
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