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Steps toward 
independence

Identify parts of your child’s morning 
routine that she could take over, like 
brushing her hair and pouring her 
cereal. Help her until she gets the 
hang of each task. She’ll become more 
independent, and mornings will go 
more smoothly for everyone.

Above or below?
Build your youngster’s spatial aware-
ness—his understanding of where 
objects are in space—with this fun 
activity. Sit back-to-back, and take 
turns describing what to draw using 
position words like above, under, 
beside, and between. (“Draw a boy sit-
ting under a tree.”) Now turn around 
and compare your pictures. 

You’re better able to 
care for your chil-
dren if you take 

good care of yourself—especially 
during trying times. Try to carve out 
alone time to relax, maybe to do cross-
word puzzles or knit. Also, consider 
limiting how much news you watch 
or read. And get a better night’s sleep 
by turning off screens at least one 
hour before bed.

Worth quoting
“A problem is a chance for you to do 
your best.” Duke Ellington

Just for fun

Q: Which hand is best for coloring?

A: Neither. It’s better to color with 
crayons.

School success checklist 
Is your little one ready for the school year? Help her master 

the skills on this checklist to start the year right.

❑ I can follow directions: Give your youngster one- 
and two-step instructions. “Hop to your bed-
room, and put your shoes away.” When she 
masters following two steps, add a third.

❑ I’m a good listener: Ask your youngster to close her eyes while you make three 
sounds (clap your hands, tap a spoon against a glass, crumple a piece of paper). 
Can she name the sounds in order?

❑ I take turns: Encourage your child to spot examples of turn taking, perhaps 
when your family passes food around at dinner or plays a board game.♥

Settling in for a new year 
Parents and children may 

feel uncertain about how 
this school year will go 
because of COVID-19. 
Here’s advice for helping 
your youngster learn and 
adjust to changes.

Q: How can I keep my child 
learning on days when he 
isn’t in school?

A: Your youngster 
learns the most from 
what comes naturally to 
him—playing! Set out educa-
tional toys like magnetic letters, 
building blocks, and jigsaw puzzles. If 
you work from home, invite him to be 
your coworker. Let him make badges 
for the two of you to wear, and give 
him “jobs” (sort office supplies, deco-
rate your work area).

Q: My son struggles with social distanc-
ing. What’s the best way to explain it?

A: “Social distancing” is a tough phrase 
for little ones, since learning to social-
ize is an important part of their devel-
opment. So try using different language. 
(“We need extra personal space because 

there are extra germs going around.”) 
Or encourage him to picture himself in 
an imaginary bubble. Gently say “Bub-
ble” to remind him to keep his distance.

Q: My child misses his grandparents. 
What should I do?

A: This is a good opportunity to help 
your child learn about compassion and 
empathy. Explain that staying away 
from Grandma and Grandpa is a kind 
thing to do right now, because older peo-
ple may get very sick from COVID-19. 
Encourage him to call his grandparents 
often, and, if possible, plan online chats so 
he can “see” them.♥
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Play and learn with loose parts  might make a random design, or 
maybe she’ll form letters, numbers, 
or shapes. For example, she could 
use pebbles and craft sticks to 
make the first letter of her name 
inside the frame. Now she can 
clear the frame and make a new 
picture.

Find the similarities. Hand your 
child a loose part (say, a pom-

pom). How many other objects in 
her box match it in some way? Ask 

her to tell you what they have in 
common. She may notice a marble is 

the same shape (round), a block is the 
same color (red), and a sponge has a similar texture (squishy). 
Then, put the item back in the box, and let her choose some-
thing for you to match up.♥Make life more 

predictable 
With all the disruptions to our lives 

this spring and summer, my son Diego 
became clingy and whiny. My aunt, who 
raised five children, pointed out that a 
predictable routine could help him feel 
more secure.

So together, Diego and I made a pic-
ture schedule that showed what we 

would do each 
day. We listed 
items like “Eat 
breakfast after 
getting dressed 
for school,” 
“Play outside 

before dinner,” 
and “Read a 

bedtime story.” 
Diego drew a pic-

ture beside each one—a bowl of cereal 
for eating breakfast, a soccer ball for play-
ing outside, and a book for story time. 

We hung the schedule on our bath-
room mirror, so Diego sees it first thing in 
the morning and knows what to expect 
that day. Life may still be stressful, but 
having a routine has made things feel a 
little more normal.♥

Get up, get moving
Young children need up to 

three hours of active play 
each day to build healthy bodies and minds. Use 
these activities to get your little one moving.

Gallop like a horse 
Let your child pretend to be a horse. He 

can roll a die and gallop forward that number 
of times. Then, he should roll again. How many 
gallops does it take for him to get from one end 
of the room to the other? How about through your whole house?

Dance with a balloon 
Turn on music, and have your youngster bat a blown-up balloon straight up into 

the air. Now everyone dances like crazy until the balloon touches the ground. 
When it lands, dancers freeze in place for a count of five. Launch the balloon, and 
dance again.♥

Introducing … me!  
Q: How can I work with the 
teacher to help my daughter do 

her best this year?  

A: Start by writing an email or a note to 
the teacher. Ask your daughter what she 
would like you to include—perhaps 
information about your fam-
ily or about her favorite 
things. Examples: “Ellie 
has a baby brother” 
and “Her favorite 
color is green.” 

Then, add infor-
mation to help the 
teacher understand 

your daughter’s needs. Examples: “She 
goes to her dad’s house every other week-
end.” “Ellie might not always speak up 
when something is hard for her.” 

Be sure to touch base with the teacher 
throughout the year. From time to time, 
send an email or a note—both when 
things are going great and when you 

have a question or concern. The 
teacher will be happy to hear 

that your child enjoyed a book 
she read to the class, and the 
regular communication will 
make it easier to work as a 
team if a problem arises.♥ 

Nuts and bolts, bottle caps, mar-
bles, and other “loose parts” you 
have around the house can inspire 
your child to think creatively and 
flexibly. Fill a box with loose 
parts, and try these ideas.

Frame a picture. Place a frame 
(glass removed) on the table, and 
let your youngster arrange loose 
parts inside it to create pictures. She 
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Strengthen small fingers     
What do a button and an 

old potato masher have in common? 
They can be play dough tools that will 
spark your youngster’s creativity and 
build his finger muscles. Together, 
look around the house for options, 
then encourage him to use his tools to 
mash, mold, or stamp play dough.

Let’s brush our teeth
Stand in front of the mirror with your 
child while the two of you brush your 
teeth. She’ll watch you to learn the 
right technique—brushing in circles 
to clean all the surfaces of her teeth. 
Idea: Play a two-minute song so she 
brushes for the right amount of time.

Chain of kindness 
Help your youngster make a “kind-
ness chain.” Each time he sees 
someone do a kind deed, he can 
write (or dictate to you) a descrip-
tion of it on a strip of colored paper. 
(“Dad made a playlist of Mom’s 
favorite songs.”) Have him tape the 
ends of the strip together to create a 
link, then add new links as he spots 
more acts of kindness.

Worth quoting
“Yesterday’s the past, tomorrow’s the 
future, but today is a gift. That’s why 
it’s called the present.” Bil Keane

Just for fun

Q: Why do sharks live in salt water?

A: Because pepper makes them 
sneeze.

A passion for learning    
Liam loves construction sites. Aaron 

is crazy about sea animals. Whatever 
your youngster is into, consider 
these tips for using his interests 
to help him learn.

 ● Talk about it. When you pass a con-
struction site, ask your child to name 
vehicles he knows. Point out workers wear-
ing hard hats or mixing cement. You’ll boost his oral language and vocabulary.

 ● Explore together. Help him do research to learn about things he may not be 
able to see in person. For instance, check out books about coral reefs, observe 
sea turtles via online zoo cams, or let your youngster ask an out-of-town relative 
how she cares for the fish in her home aquarium.♥

Better behavior: Plan ahead 
What’s behind your child’s 

behavior? Little ones cope with 
challenging situations in differ-
ent ways, and one way is by 
acting out. Use these strate-
gies to prevent misbehavior 
before it starts.

Know the cues
Your youngster might 

not tell you that she’s tired, 
hungry, or worried. But she 
may show you how she’s 
feeling by throwing a tantrum 
or starting an argument with her 
brother. Watch for triggers that cause 
her to act up. Prevention may be as sim-
ple as providing a nap, a snack, or a 
snuggle and some reassurance. 

Keep her in the loop
Remember that your child wants to 

behave well. Set her up for success by 
explaining ahead of time what she’s sup-
posed to do. (“When we walk to the 
mailbox, you need to hold my hand the 
whole time.”) Prepare her for changes in 
routine, too, as these can lead to misbe-
havior. (“We have to take the car for 

repairs. Why don’t you pick out books to 
read while we wait?”)

Provide plenty of attention
Kids have a knack for finding incon-

venient times to act out, like when 
you’re on a conference call or in the 
shower. Often, that behavior is a request 
for attention. When possible, give your 
youngster a “fill-up” of attention before-
hand so she’ll be less likely to misbe-
have. For example, you might color or 
sing songs before your call or shower.♥



Early YearsEarly Years October 2020•Page 2

O U R  P U R P O S E

To provide busy parents with practical ways 
to promote school readiness, parent  

involvement, and more effective parenting.
Resources for Educators, 

a division of CCH Incorporated
128 N. Royal Avenue • Front Royal, VA 22630 

800-394-5052 • rfecustomer@wolterskluwer.com
www.rfeonline.com

ISSN 1540-5567

© 2020 Resources for Educators, a division of CCH Incorporated

Go shopping
Using real or pretend money, be your 

child’s customer. Show her how to count 
out three quarters for your red apple or 
four dollar bills for your apple pie.

Count and taste 
Add real apples to your youngster’s 

orchard. Cut open two different varieties, 
and ask her to scoop out and 

count the seeds in each. 
Which kind has more? 
Then, taste the apples—
are they sweet? Tart? 
Which do each of you 

like best?♥

Time for a story   How reading sounds. Try to read 
at a comfortable pace and with 
expression so your little one gets 
a feel for what fluent reading 
sounds like. Add to the experi-
ence by giving each character a 
different voice. 

How readers think. Encourage 
your youngster to be a thinking 

reader. Ask questions like “Why 
did the tortoise win the race?” 

Also, compare story events to your 
child’s experiences. (“This reminds 

me of when we saw that meteor shower.”) And pause now 
and then to let him tell you what he likes best about the 
story and why.♥

Welcome to my apple orchard  
If you can’t get 

to an apple orchard, bring the orchard 
to you! This “tasty” activity lets your 
child practice writing and math. 

Set it up
Help your youngster cut out red, yel-

low, and green paper apples, put them 
in containers, and label each “basket” 
with a price. She could even 
create pretend apple 
products—maybe 
she’ll line a clear jar 
with yellow paper 
and label it “Allie’s 
Applesauce. $2.00.”

Talking about feelings 
Q: How can I help my grandson be more 
considerate of other people’s feelings?

A: Young children are still learning to rec-
ognize their own emotions, which is the 
first step toward feeling empathy for oth-
ers. With a little guidance from you, he’ll 
be on the right path.

When you take walks, mention how people or animals might feel. (“That dog is 
rolling around in the grass—he looks happy.”) Or as you read or watch TV together, 
ask him to act out the characters’ emotions. (“Piglet is sad. Can you pretend to be 
Piglet and show me how he feels?”) Your grandson might hang his head and wipe 
away pretend tears. Then ask, “If you were Pooh, what would you do to make Piglet 
feel better?”

The more your grandson explores emotions, the better he’ll understand his feel-
ings and those of others—and that’s where empathy starts.♥

Little helper 
My daughter Janelle loves to help 

around the house, but she would often 
create more work for me. I didn’t want 
her to feel like she wasn’t capable, so I 
made a few adjustments to help her be 
successful.

When it was time for Janelle to set 
the table, I put out one place setting, 
and she used it as a guide for setting the 
other places. Then, I gave her a measur-
ing cup for scooping up cat food so she 
knows how much to feed our kitty.

I also resist the urge to go behind 
Janelle for changes that don’t really mat-
ter. It’s not a big deal, for instance, if the 
towels and washcloths aren’t folded into 
exact fourths. Janelle may not get every-
thing perfect, but that’s okay. My little 
helper is becoming a big help!♥

Your youngster’s very first reading 
lessons take place while you read 
aloud to him. Here’s what he learns 
from story time. 

How books work. We read the 
words on the pages from left to 
right and top to bottom. Run 
your finger under the words or let 
your child point to them as you 
read. Soon, he will recognize words 
he sees frequently.
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Conference time 
A parent-teacher confer-

ence, whether virtual or in person, 
lets you share information about your 
youngster and learn how you can 
help her. Mention what she likes best 
about school and what’s challenging 
for her. And ask what you can do that 
will build on what she’s learning. 

Dancing flashlight
Here’s a fun way for your youngster to 
explore the beat in music. Together, 
take a flashlight into a dark room. 
Play a fast song—can he make the 
flashlight “dance” to the music? Now 
play a slower tune while he moves the 
beam. Idea: Have him make colorful 
beams of light by taping squares of col-
ored tissue paper over the end of the 
flashlight.

Prevent choking 
Little ones don’t always chew their 
food completely, which can lead to 
choking. Minimize the risk by mak-
ing sure your child always sits down 
while she eats. Slice grapes, carrots, 
and hot dogs in half lengthwise. 
Also, wait until she’s older for hard 
candies and chewing gum.

Worth quoting
“If you look the right way, you can see 
that the whole world is a garden.” 
Frances Hodgson Burnett

Just for fun

Q: What followed the piglet?

A: Its tail.

What we’re thankful for  
Noticing small things to be grateful for each day 

helps everyone in your family have a brighter outlook. 
Here’s how to start a daily thankfulness routine.

1. Set aside time every day to share what you’re 
grateful for. Perhaps you’ll chat at bedtime or 
during dinner.

2. Have each family member name three things 
she’s thankful for that day—big and little. Your 
child might say she’s grateful for you and for takeout pizza, for instance.

3. Let your youngster make a gratitude notebook. Help her write down what 
everyone is thankful for each day and illustrate it. Tip: Read over past entries 
together as a reminder of all the positives in your lives.♥

I’m an alphabet detective! 
Let your child play detective 

and investigate the alphabet 
with these fun “cases.” He’ll 
practice recognizing letters 
and their sounds—skills 
that will help him learn 
to read. 

Note: Have your young-
ster write each letter, A–Z, 
on a separate slip of paper 
to use for these activities.

Mysterious sounds
Put all the letters in a pillow-

case. Secretly pull one out, and say a 
word that starts with the letter, empha-
sizing its sound. (“R-r-rainbow.”) 
Encourage your child to repeat the 
word and tell you the first letter. (“R-r-
rainbow, R!”) Now let him pull out a 
letter and make its sound for you to 
“investigate.”

Hidden clues
Help your youngster make a “magni-

fying glass”: Cut the center from a 
small paper plate, tape plastic wrap 
over the hole, and attach a craft-stick 
handle. Then, have him gather items 

with tiny print (toothpaste tube, gift 
card, coin). Can he use his magnifying 
glass to spot every letter of the alpha-
bet? To keep track, as he finds each one 
he can turn the slip of paper with the 
matching letter upside down.

Vanishing letters
Ask your child to arrange the letters 

in ABC order. Next, he should close his 
eyes while you take away a letter. His 
mission is to tell you which letter has 
“disappeared.” If he needs help, he 
could sing the alphabet song as he 
touches each letter. Play again, and let 
him make a letter “vanish.”♥
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Tame screen time tokens.’ She hands me a token in 
exchange for 15 minutes of 
screen time. When she’s out of 
tokens, her screen time is up for 
the day.”

 Play games. “The car is the 
number one place where my 
child begs to play on my phone. 
So we started playing screen-free 
games instead. Our favorite is 

where we act like storybook char-
acters and have to guess each other’s 

identities. We might pretend to breathe fire like a dragon or 
talk in a squeaky voice like a mouse.”

Redirect. “I found this strategy by accident. My daughter asked 
to use my tablet because she was bored. I cheerfully replied, 
‘But it’s not tablet time, it’s coloring time.’ It worked! Now if she 
asks for too much screen time, I suggest it’s time for a different 
activity. She usually shifts gears without complaint.”♥

Praise that builds self-confidence  
Q: I usually just say “good job” when my daughter 
does something well. Is there a better way to 

praise her? 

A: Everyone wants to hear that they’re doing 
well, and your child is no different. While there’s 
nothing wrong with saying “good job,” a more 
specific compliment tells your daughter exactly 
what she did well. 

If she shows you her completed jigsaw puzzle, 
you might say, “That puzzle has a lot of pieces—you 
really stuck with it.” Or when she shares a toy with a sibling, you could tell her, “I 
noticed you were generous by letting your brother play with your favorite train.” 

She’ll feel good about herself—and be likely to find more ways to solve problems 
on her own or get along with others.♥

Think outside—and inside— 
the box

Big cardboard boxes can inspire your 
child to think creatively. Let him try 
these ideas:

 ● A box can become a cozy “classroom” 
for your youngster’s stuffed animals. He 
could “teach” them by reading aloud or 
showing them how to count.

 ● Encourage your child to 
climb inside a box and 
draw on the “walls” 
with crayons. Maybe 
he’ll design stars and 
planets so it looks like 
an outer space scene. 

Electronic devices often keep 
little ones happily occupied, 
which can make limiting screen 
time a challenge for busy par-
ents. We asked parents to share 
their top tips for cutting back, 
and here’s what they told us.

Keep track. “I discovered this idea 
last year after taking my daughter 
to an arcade. When we got home, 
she got four checkers to use as ‘game 

Following directions: 
A simple strategy

My son Lucas sometimes struggles to 
follow directions when he does school-
work or chores. I asked his teacher for 
advice, and she said that before she gives 
instructions, she signals students to listen 
by touching her ear. 

So when Lucas left his Legos on the 
floor, I held my finger to my ear and said, 
“Please put your Legos in the bin.” Lucas 
laughed and replied, “Mrs. Sanchez does 
the same thing!” And he promptly did 
exactly as I asked. Then recently, he had 
an assignment to draw healthy Thanks-
giving foods. I read the instructions 
aloud, tapping my ear for healthy and 
Thanksgiving. He listened, then drew 
foods like turkey and carrots—and no 
pumpkin pie.

I like having a silent reminder to use, 
and Lucas is getting better at following 
instructions.♥

Or perhaps he’ll create an undersea envi-
ronment with colorful fish.

 ● Suggest that your youngster decorate 
the outside of a box. He might draw 
gumdrops and lollipops to turn it into a 
gingerbread house or add zigzags to 
make a race car, for instance.

Tip: No large box? 
Have your child help 

you make one. Open 
several smaller 
boxes at the seams, 
and tape them 
together.♥
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A family flag      
Let your youngster prac-

tice using symbols by making a flag 
for your family. First, show him an 
American flag and explain what the 
parts stand for, such as 50 stars for 
50 states. Then on poster board, he 
could draw symbols to represent 
family pastimes (a tent for camping, 
a cake for baking). Hang up the flag 
for all to see.

Welcome, baby! 
A new baby can make an older sibling 
feel excited, but also left out. Include 
your big kid by giving her special jobs 
like bringing you clean diapers and 
singing lullabies. When you feed the 
baby, invite your older child to snug-
gle up beside you—you might have 
her hold a book while you read to her.

Hand sanitizer safety 
It’s best for your child to wash his 
hands with soap and water. But when 
hand sanitizer is the only option, 
supervise him to be sure he uses it 
safely. Dispense it yourself, and have 
him rub his hands together until 
they’re completely dry so he doesn’t 
get sanitizer in his eyes or mouth.

Worth quoting
Piglet: “How do you spell ‘love’?” 

Pooh: “You don’t spell it … you feel 
it.” A. A. Milne

Just for fun

Q: What has five 
fingers but is 
not a hand?

A: A glove.

Guess the helper    
This role-playing activity lets your youngster 

learn about community helpers.
On separate index cards, have your 

child draw pictures of helpers like a doc-
tor, firefighter, and garbage collector. 
Help him label each card with the per-
son’s job title.

Shuffle the cards, and stack them face-
down. Take turns picking one and acting 
out the role for the other person to guess. If 
your child selects the bus driver card, he could line up kitchen chairs and pre-
tend to drive. If you have the nurse card, you might get a toy thermometer and 
“check” his temperature. 

As your youngster acts out and guesses jobs, he’ll learn about what these spe-
cial people do to help us!♥

Decisions big and small  
Blue or green shirt? Swings 

or slide? Daily life brings lots 
of choices for little ones. The 
good news is that making all 
those small decisions now 
will help your child handle 
bigger ones later. Try 
these strategies.

Keep it simple
Offer just two or three 

options for your youngster to 
pick from. For instance, ask, 
“Would you like oatmeal or 
scrambled eggs for breakfast?” 
instead of “What do you want to eat?” 
Having too many choices could over-
whelm her—or she may choose some-
thing you’ll need to say no to (unless 
cupcakes for breakfast is what you had 
in mind!). 

Be consistent
Set up some decisions that are always 

up to your child. You’ll lay the ground-
work for her to consider past choices 
when she makes new ones. Maybe every 
weekend, she gets to decide which 

playground to visit. She might think, 
“The one I picked last weekend didn’t 
have swings,” so this time she’ll want to 
go to a playground that does have a 
swing set.

Use games
When your youngster plays games, 

she gets to experience the consequences 
of her choices very quickly. Play hide-
and-seek, and she’ll need to pick a good 
hiding place or she’ll be found. Or play 
tic-tac-toe, and her decisions will deter-
mine whether she blocks her opponent 
from winning—or wins herself.♥
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Draw wintry scenes. Back at home, have 
your youngster draw a picture showing 
“winter things” she noticed. Then she 
could sketch the same scene—but this 

time pretend it’s summer. 
Maybe she’ll draw cars 
without frost, a tree full 
of leaves, and a person 
in shorts and flip-flops. 
Idea: Ask her what the 
seasons have in com-
mon (sunshine, green 

pine trees).♥

S-T-R-E-T-C-H your child’s 
attention span    

 Limit outside distractions when 
you want your child to focus. He 
will be more apt to pay attention to 
a story if, for instance, the TV is off. 

 Combine learning with move-
ment, when possible. Your young-
ster may concentrate more easily if 
he doesn’t have to sit still.

Don’t:

 Plan activities that require con-
centration when your child is tired 

or hungry.

 Interrupt your youngster’s play if you 
don’t need to. He’ll focus longer if he’s left to play on his own.

 Force your child to pay attention. If he’s getting antsy, 
encourage him to take a break.♥

Signs of the season   
There’s a chill 

in the air, and signs of winter are every-
where. Use these signs to help your 
youngster put her scientific observation 
skills to work. Here’s how.

Take a winter walk. Go for a 
walk together, and encour-
age your child to look for 
clues that winter is on its 
way. She might spot frost 
on cars, bare trees, and a 
person wearing a hat and 
coat.

Sharing family treasures  
Like many families this year, 

we’ve had a lot of virtual visits with relatives. 
During a recent online get-together, my 
daughter Audrey asked my dad about the 
horseshoe hanging on the wall behind him. 
That led to Grandpa telling stories about 
growing up on a horse farm—and gave me 
an idea for helping Audrey discover our fam-
ily history. 

Now we ask relatives to share something they 
treasure from the past. My mother, who was born in Indonesia, showed Audrey 
pictures of the house she grew up in and talked about how she learned from 
her grandmother to make satay. She promised to teach my daughter to cook 
the dish in their next video chat.

Our hangouts have gone from “Hi, how are you?” to meaningful conversations 
that are teaching Audrey about our heritage. I’ve learned a few things, too!♥

Benefits of pets  
Q: We’re thinking about getting a 
pet for our five-year-old son. Is 

this a good idea?

A: Pets have many benefits for little ones. 
Your child can learn responsibility when 
a pet depends upon him for food and 
attention. And developing empathy and 
compassion for animals can translate into 
the same feelings toward people.

To choose a pet, consider your fami-
ly’s needs and lifestyle. For example, a 
high-energy puppy requires regular 
walks and lots of playtime. A goldfish is 
low maintenance, but your son can’t 
play or snuggle with it. 

If you do get a pet, teach your young-
ster to care for it. He could pour cat food 
into a bowl, refill a hamster’s water bottle, 
or go with you when you walk a dog. Be 
sure to supervise him as he gets to know 
his new friend.♥

Zane bounces between his coloring 
book, trains, and toy piano, barely 
starting one activity before zipping 
to the next. Sound familiar? 

The attention span of a typical 3- to 
5-year-old is 5–20 minutes. And while 
your child’s ability to focus grows along 
with him, you can stretch it with these tips. 

Do:

 Let your youngster follow his passions. 
When he’s doing something he’s really inter-
ested in, he’ll automatically concentrate longer.
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