Extending Children’s Learning
Background

Children, even infants, are motivated to master their environments.  They find ways to impact their environment, receiving satisfaction from successfully achieving a desired outcome. Young children’s cognitive development, which cannot easily be separated from other areas of development, occurs as they take in new information and relate it to prior learning.  Children use both the new and the old information as they attempt to make sense out of their experiences and solve problems.

It is important that adults guide children toward tasks in which they are likely to succeed but with some effort needed. Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky engaged in extensive research on children’s development during the 1920s and 1930s.  A central tenet of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory is the zone of proximal development (ZPD). In interactions with a child within his or her ZPD, an adult provides assistance that capitalizes on teachable moments and is responsive to the child’s current level of progress (Berk & Winsler, 1995).  Berk and Winsler (1995, p. 5) further defined the ZPD as: “the hypothetical, dynamic, region in which learning and development take place. It is defined by the distance between what a child can accomplish during independent problem solving and what he or she can accomplish with the help of an adult or more competent member of the culture.”
The focus of this microteach is extending children’s learning.  Extending is a means by which an adult can utilize a child’s interest as a basis for teaching specific objectives.  Before extending a child’s learning, the adult must be aware of certain factors.  
1. The child must show a genuine interest in the material or activity that they have selected.  If the child is not really interested when the adult tries the extension, the child may stop interacting with the materials or the adult. 

2. Interests change—while a child might like puzzles one day, she might not like to play with them every day for extended periods of time. 
3. Watch for instances where the child is interested in the material or activity but does not know what to do. In this case, the adult can further the child’s interest by providing more direction.
4. The adult needs to determine if the child’s level of interest is at a stage where an extension would be beneficial. The ability to decide these factors involves effective observational skills and knowledge about the particular child’s development. The adult must also consider what options she has for her own behavior such as what kind of support can be provided or what types of strategies can be used. The adult needs to observe the individual child’s behavior and interests, noting what holds the child’s attention (Arnington, 1997).

Guidelines
1. Provide a child with more information about a material or activity in which he/she expresses an interest. 
2. Affirm the child’s interest.
As Lisa plays with a truck, her teacher says, “You’re playing with the truck.”

3. Explain the behavior.
As Alberto plays with two red blocks, his father describes what he is doing, “You’re hitting the blocks together and making noise.”

4. Provide general information—The adult responds to what the child has said.
Ronnie: “I like cookies.”

Caregiver: “Some cookies are chocolate and some are peanut butter.”

Ronnie: “I like chocolate chip the best.”
5. Provide information related to the child’s interest. 

Susie: “I helped fix the sink today.”

Teacher: “Oh, were you the plumber?”

Susie: “Yeah, we fixed it underneath.”

Teacher: “That’s one of the things a plumber does.  Let’s go find a picture of a plumber in a book.”

The teacher takes Susie to a reference book and finds a picture and description of plumbers and what they do.  The teacher reads the description as they look at a picture of pipes under a sink.  Susie now has more facts about this topic and may or may not choose to pursue it.

6. Introduce new vocabulary to the child. Many times a child may become interested in exploring a material in depth when they are aware of new labels and descriptions for the item.  The child can then accurately describe their experiences.  In the above example, the teacher may use the reference book to show Susie some tools a plumber uses as she names them.  
7. Direct the child to resources.

To other children—“Ask Tommy to help you make a boat.  He’s made one before.”
Outside materials—“See if you can find a hammer with the woodworking tools.”
8. Encourage the child’s self-expression, problem solving, and decision-making. 

“I wonder what would happen if we brought some snow inside.”

9. Use modeling and questioning rather than providing the answer for the child.

a. Ask questions that lead to problem-solving or divergent thinking.
Example 1:  Bobby is rolling a ball to knock down some plastic bowling pins. The ball consistently rolls into the block area where children are building. Bobby’s teacher, Mr. Brown asks him, “What could you do to stop the ball from rolling into the kids’ building?  Bobby thinks, then replies, “How about if we make a wall with that box?”

Example 2:  Sam and Mary are rolling a ball to each other. Their mother says, “Can you find something else that rolls?” They look for other items and experiment to see if they will roll. 
b. Model another use for a material.
Example:  The children only use brushes for painting. The teacher provides other objects that can be used to paint or print, such as sticks, sponges, Q-tips and then models their use. 

10. Visit another location or bring in outside experts. You can go on field trips to visit other areas inside or outside of the early childhood setting. You can invite a guest into the classroom to build on children’s interests in a particular topic or project.

A few children have been pretending to be fire fighters.  The class walks to a nearby fire station or invites someone from the fire station to the classroom. 

11. Make a picture, book, mural, or chart to document experiences. 
After the trip to the fire station, the children paint a large mural of a fire truck.

12. Share experiences during group time. 

After the trip to the fire station, the class spends the following large group meeting time dictating to the teacher a list of what they saw and did.

Additional considerations include:

1. Use your own creativity and judgment when implementing extensions.  It may be helpful to discuss particular children’s interests with other teachers and families to develop a variety of ways to extend those interests. 
2. The technique selected for a particular situation depends upon several factors: 
a. The individual needs and abilities of the particular child.
b. The nature of the activity the child selects.
c. The teaching techniques most natural and comfortable for both the teacher and the child. 
d. The amount of interest the child exhibits once an extension has begun. 
3. Allow enough time for extension techniques to be used (e.g., a long free-play time) so that the child’s interest will not be cut off prematurely.

4. Be sure the child is interested in and attending to the material before proceeding.  For instance, if a child likes books, but is not responding to your questions about the book you have selected, try a different book.  Children’s motivation is typically higher when they select the activity (e.g., the book) versus when they are recruited by an adult to participate in an activity.  Wherever possible let the child select the material.
5. Modify questions to fit the child’s communication abilities. 
6. Some extensions can be planned ahead of time; they are not always spontaneous. One method would be to look at materials and brainstorm alternative uses for them. For example, teachers can add unusual items with no particular function to centers. Classroom staff can brainstorm some alternative uses for these materials in the dramatic play area.  
7. Extending upon children’s interests does not mean forgetting objectives. Adults can incorporate objectives from IFSPs/IEPs, especially if extensions are planned ahead of time.  
Will is very interested in all types of vehicles. He also is very interested in making big books.  His IEP objective states that he will increase his use of descriptive phrases in his spontaneous speech. To extend upon his interest in vehicles, his speech therapist works with Will to create a big book of various styles, shapes, and sizes of vehicles. When he “reads” his big book to the class, he is to use two descriptive words for each picture of a vehicle. 
Will: “This is a truck.”

Speech therapist: “Yes, that is a truck.  Tell us more about that truck.”

Will: “This is a white, semi-truck”.

Microteach Instructions
1. Plan ahead based on the interests of a particular child and their individualized objectives.  Plan 1-3 possible techniques to use.

2. Follow general microteach procedures.
