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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.

References

Bedrova, E., & Leong, D. (1995). Tools of the mind. Upper Saddle 
River, NJ:  Prentice Hall.

Bredekamp, S., & Copple, C. (Eds.) (1997). Developmentally appro-
priate practice in early childhood programs (Rev. ed.). Washington, 
DC: National Association for the Education of Young Children. 

Charney, R. (2002). Teaching children to care: Classroom management 
for ethical and academic growth, K-8. Greenfield, MA: Northeast 
Foundation for Children.

Derman-Sparks, L., LeeKeenan, D., & Nimmo, J. (2015). Leading 
anti-bias early childhood programs: A guide for change. New York: 
Teachers College Press.

Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and education: An introduction to the 
philosophy of education. New York: Macmillan.

Edwards, C. P., Gandini, L., & Forman, G. E. (1998). The hundred 
languages of children: The Reggio Emilia approach — advanced 
r eflections. Greenwich, CT: Ablex Pub. Corp.

Lillard, A. S. (2005). Montessori: The science behind the genius.  
New York: Oxford University Press.

Style, E. (1996, Fall). Curriculum as a window and mirror. Social 
Science Record. First published in Listening for All Voices, Oak Knoll 
School monograph (Summit, NJ, 1988). Washington, DC: National 
Association for the Education of Young Children. 

— ■ —

Singing, Dancing, and Playing 
Their Way to Learning

At Music Together, we’ve been teaching 
children, parents, and educators through 

music for more than twenty-five years. 
When our program is part of your center’s 

curriculum, music isn’t just fun—it’s a 
powerful learning tool, too! 

musictogether.com/school
(800) 728-2692 x353

Download Hello Everybody 
to hear our music


