
 ■ “The children are being destructive 
with materials. They are basically 
dumping out the container and 
moving to the next activity without 
focus.” 

 ■ “The children don’t stay with an 
activity or really get invested in it 
unless I am with them the whole time, 
and I can’t always do that!”

 ■ “I thought the things I put on the 
tables would be fun for them to play 
with, but all they did was argue over 
the toys and then move on to some-
thing else.”

 ■ “If I had more teachers or even a one-
on-one aide for some children, then 
everything would run smoothly.”

 ■ “I want to do more inquiry-based 
learning, but I just don’t have the time 
to fit it in.”

We believe there is another approach 
— a way for teachers and children to 
have it all — play, skills, independence, 
and engagement. This approach blends 
the best practices from some specific 
philosophies that are the foundation 
of early education, but have become 
less prominent over time. The Blended 
Approach is rooted in the theories of 
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It was a typical consult request — 
 challenging behaviors. The message on 
my phone: “We just are not sure what to 
do with this group of children! They just 
seem to tear apart the room. They are 
disruptive at circle time and dis respectful 
with materials. We need help!” 

We have been teaching and supporting 
preschool classrooms for years, and we 
have learned that, most of the time, the 
problem does not rest solely with the 
children. Often, the problem rests with 
the educator’s response to the children 
and the classroom environment.

As a field, we have polarized ourselves. 
On one hand, we want to promote 
play-based experiences and open-ended, 
creative opportunities with loose parts 
and multiple entry points. Develop-
mentally Appropriate Practice tells us 
children learn through play and hands-on 
offerings (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997). 
On the other hand, teachers are under 
increasing pressure to build skills to 
bridge the achievement gap. Teachers feel 
caught in this divide, fostering an  
either/or mentality that is counter-
productive to children’s growth and 
development. Here are a few examples of 
what we are hearing from early educa-
tion teachers:
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John Dewey, the Montessori method, 
and socially constructed learning experi-
ences inspired by Vygotsky’s work. It 
is also inspired by the Reggio Emilia 
approach, and what is often known as 
emergent curriculum. When educa-
tors embrace the key elements of these 
philosophies, blending them as needed, 
many classroom challenges diminish. 
We have observed early childhood 
settings in many contexts and noticed 
that learning experiences are not always 
structured effectively for children. We 
subsequently developed an approach 
that can make a fundamental difference 
in classrooms. 

In order to put the Blended Approach 
into action, early childhood educators 
need to hold some critical beliefs in 
mind:

 ■ All children are competent, capable, 
and bring a wealth of knowledge to 
the classroom.

 ■ Children are always in the process 
of developing self-awareness: as 
learners, in friendship, and as 
members of families, culture, and 
communities.

 ■ Play-based experiences take many 
forms.

 ■ Children need opportunities for 
discovery and play, as well as guid-
ance, modeling, and support to be 
successful learners and develop 
 positive identity.

In the Blended Approach, discovery and 
explicit instruction coexist. From Dewey 
(1916) we learned that children need 
time to tinker, build, experiment, and 
hypothesize. Montessori taught us that 
they also need instruction or modeling 
in technique, social norms, and how to 
extend play experiences (Lillard, 2005). 
If the children can’t do something, we 
cannot simply wait for them to figure 
it out. A few examples help to illustrate 
this idea. Imagine a child trying to use 
a dry brush with watercolor paints. The 

child may never discover why the paints 
don’t work and painting is consequently 
unsatisfying. Teachers must coach 
 children to become the “boss of the 
paints” via intentional teaching of how 
to use a brush and watercolors, a very 
Montessori and Reggio approach (Curtis 
& Carter, 2008, p. 124).

Another common behavior is the 
dumping of pretend food and dishes in 
dramatic play. Children need someone 
to introduce a scenario such as shopping 
or preparing food, a practice rooted in 
Vygotsky’s ideas of socially constructed 
learning and in Montessori’s approach to 
presenting materials in a systematic way 
(Bedrova & Leong, 1995; Lillard, 2005).

Finally, ‘academic’ experiences also need 
restructuring. Only offering children 
coloring pages or worksheets is a very 
different experience from hands-on 
materials that children can interact 
with. Showing children the techniques 
and routines that accompany certain 
materials or play experiences supports 
success. 

The legacies of Dewey, Montessori, 
Vygotsky, and Reggio Emilia are 
embedded in early childhood practices 
today, but are often overlooked. Our 
close reading of early childhood theories 
and our experiences in the classroom led 
us to identify four key ‘intentions’ that 
foster a Blended Approach. An intention 
is an aim or a plan that guides action in 
the classroom. The intentions are directly 
related to practices that teachers carry 
out daily as they work with children and 
develop purposeful curriculum.

Guided Discovery — Proactive 
Demonstrations — Teaching for 
Competence and Confidence

‘Guided Discovery’ is a term borrowed 
from Responsive Classroom (Charney, 
2002) and refers to the practice of inten-
tionally naming materials or actions, 
and demonstrating usage and steps. 

 Montessori saw the power of clear 
modeling as a way to help  children 
learn new skills that would help them in 
future learning and discoveries (Lillard, 
2005). These ‘lessons’ covered every-
thing from learning to put on a coat to 
‘grace and courtesy’ lessons that foster 
social interactions, as well as instruc-
tion in using specific materials. For 
young children there is no lesson too 
small: opening a lunch box, carrying 
blocks, interrupting politely, and using a 
paintbrush all require instruction. When 
children don’t use materials with care, 
it is usually because teachers have not 
taken the time to carefully unpack the 
steps, purposes, or interactions. Then 
we fall into the trap of having to police 
behaviors we don’t want to see rather 
than introducing behaviors we do want 
to see.

Things to Try:

 ■ Show children how to be purposeful 
with all materials: Use a small work 
mat at meeting time to define your 
space as you carefully show materials. 
Demonstrate how to carry, set up, and 
do specific activities. Practice before 
you have the children in front of you.

 ■ Go into different areas to demon-
strate: Gather in the block area and 
say, “This is the block area. This is 
how we carry the longest blocks. Who 
would like to try?” Keep the language 
minimal, specific, and include key 
vocabulary.

 ■ Slow down your movements: 
 Children will imitate you and if you 
move fast and carelessly, their imita-
tion will be even sloppier.

 ■ Offer step-by-step instruction and 
then release and check in; this is 
 scaffolding! After presenting say, 
“Now, when you go to the table for 
(collage, making books, sorting) 
remember to….” Then check back 
with children periodically to see what 
supports they might benefit from.
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 ■ Look around your room and do a quick check: What do you 
need to demonstrate? For example, in the art area, consider if 
you have presented how to use markers and how to place the 
caps back on, or how to use a glue stick.

Compelling Materials —  
Cultivating a Culture of Choice and Discovery

Compelling materials evoke interest and attention, and inspire 
children to develop curiosity and experiment with activities we 
offer. Centers are a mainstay of early education and lead us to 
believe that  children are making free choices, when in reality we 
have simply offered them a limited selection of activities that 
were teacher determined. We need to shift our thinking from, 
“What will I put on the tables today?” to “What is on the shelves 
in the classrooms that children can choose from?” and “How 
can I make the choices more complex given what my children 
are interested in or ready to do?” Using compelling materials is 
rooted in Montessori and Reggio Approaches that trust children 
to choose what they need. Teachers, much in the way museums 
do, must curate materials, putting like things together so children 
develop a deep repertoire of activity. ‘Curate’ literally means to 
pull together, sift through, and select for presentation.

How we offer choices is also important. We tend to offer large 
quantities of everything; picture a large tub of bristle blocks on 
the table day after day. We must offer children materials in a way 
that sparks new interest and inquiry. Try setting up materials 
for one or two children on trays with small sets of supporting 
materials. Adding props such as people, animals, jewels, or cars 
can make the play more interesting or offer a provocation to 
draw what was built or dictate a story to go with a structure. 
Often materials on shelves are really just storage for teachers. 
In the Blended Approach the shelves are set up for children to 
easily access materials and choose what they need. We need to 
cultivate a culture of true choice making and discovery in our 
classrooms. When we do this well on behalf of the children we 
serve, we create equity in learning experiences and are better able 
to  differentiate instruction.

Things to Try: 

 ■ Set up a shelf with choices children can choose from. 

 ■ Put activities on trays or in baskets so children can see the 
work. 

 ■ Co-locate shelves near rugs or a table so it is clear where 
 children can take materials. Give lessons (see Guided 
Discovery) on an entire cycle of activity so  children know how 
to take something out, do it, and then put it away. 
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Interactive Modeling — 
Developing True Self-regulation 
through Play and Relationships

Interactive Modeling is built on the 
power of play and relationships. Its roots 
are in Vygotsky’s ideas about socially 
constructed learning and Dewey’s 
messages about experiential learning 
(Bedrova & Leong, 1995; Dewey, 1916). 
Often what looks like self-regulation is 
actually teacher regulation. We make rules, 
expect children to follow them, and when 
they don’t, we keep reinforcing the rules 
or spend time ‘putting out fires.’ Teachers 
can support children’s ability to sustain 
play by participating in play. This doesn’t 
mean that a teacher has to take over the 
play or be there the entire time. Instead, 
the teacher engages in a series of high level 
inter actions, moving in and out of play, 
building and extending children’s activity.

Things to Try: 

 ■ Engage in purposeful activity and 
narrate it: We often move throughout 
the classroom putting out fires. 
Try talking out loud about what is 
happening. “I am putting the soap on 
the front and back of my hands and 
they are getting really clean. Now I am 
rinsing the soap off.” Or, “This block is 
so heavy, I am going to carry it carefully 
with one hand at each end.” Or, “When 
I count things, I like to move them so I 
remember what I have already counted, 
1, 2, 3 ….”

 ■ Prompt, release, follow up, repeat:

• Prompt: “What is happening in the 
restaurant today?  
I would like some hot chocolate; can 
you make some for me?”

• Release: “I am going to help Mason 
in the art area and will be back for my 
hot chocolate in a few minutes.” 

• Follow Up: “I am back and can’t wait 
for the delicious hot chocolate.” 

 ■ Offer new provocations at group time 
or to small groups: “Can you build 
something today that can hold the 
farm animals and is as tall as the block 
shelf?” 

 ■ Increase the level of difficulty or shift 
the focus or materials by dropping 
in more complex provocations and 
supporting materials throughout the 
week. 

 ■ Add word labels, dry erase boards, clip-
boards with pencil and paper, and other 
materials offered in an ongoing way.

Following Children’s Interests — 
Emergent Curriculum in Action

Interesting topics that bring the classroom 
community together are at the heart of 
emergent curriculum and are the unifying 
thread that ties all the approaches together. 
When teachers respond to children’s inter-
ests, they engage in culturally responsive 
teaching practices that send a critical 
message to children: You are important 
and what you bring to school matters 
(Derman-Sparks, LeeKeenan & Nimmo, 
2015).

Every school year is different. Children 
and teachers bring new and interesting 
themes, from trains to pipes to experiences 
with real people. Regardless of the theme, 
there are many ways to experience the 
content in different areas of the class-
room. For example, a study of community 
helpers emerged from children’s interest 

in the plumbers who came to 
school to fix the toilet. Teachers 
can carefully create and curate 
materials such as worker 
vehicles in the sandbox, dress 
up clothing in dramatic play, 
drawing pipes and hoses in the 
art area, specific books in the 
library, and PVC pipes in the 
block area. There can also be 
trays on the shelf with small 
pipes and marbles to explore, 
and vocabulary cards and 
pictures related to the topic in 
the writing area. The emergent 

topic can be stretched to cover all areas 
of the classroom so children can have the 
opportunity of multiple entry points. 

When we engage in the Blended 
Approach, curriculum in the classroom 
can act as both mirrors and windows. This 
means that children see themselves and 
their interests reflected in the books, dolls, 
and materials, mirroring their own reality 
and  children develop a healthy sense of 
self. In addition, books and materials also 
provide a window out into the experi-
ences of others. Both are key concepts to 
help children develop a sense of self as 
a learner and as a member of the global 
community (Style, 1996).

Things to Try: 

 ■ Draw upon compelling materials and 
guided discoveries to support  children’s 
interests.

 ■ Engage in close listening and planning: 
What are children interested in?

 ■ Brainstorm with children to find out 
what they know and what they want to 
know more about. They will tell you.

 ■ Be ready to extend learning into longer-
term investigations.

 ■ Make overarching connections across 
curriculum areas and plan provocations 
and activities and materials to comple-
ment the general curriculum areas.
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• Repeat: “Thank you so much for the hot chocolate. What else 
do you have at your restaurant? Can you please make me a 
sandwich?”

 ■ “I’ll be right back!” is incredibly useful. It gives children the 
opportunity to try something on their own with more limited 
support. Offer a ‘bridge’ to connect yourself to the child before 
you go.

A Blended Approach Invites All Children to Learn

You can offer freedom for play and inquiry, without sacrificing 
structured, scaffolded experiences. You can give guided instruc-
tion while still providing open -ended exploration opportunities. 
The legacies of Dewey, Montessori, Vygotsky, and Reggio Emilia 
can inspire teachers, children, and families to take up Blended 
Approach practices that support learning and development.
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