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   Scan the brochures from most child care centers 
and you will see the same phrase- our children 
learn through play.  That is what the researchers 
have determined--children learn through play.  
As I travel around and visit other child care 
centers I always look for one of the benchmarks 
of play-blocks in a classroom.  Most centers have 
some unit blocks but few places have the large 
hollow blocks.  Blocks are expensive, especially 
the large hollow blocks, and many centers canõt 
afford them.  Blocks are also a nuisance to clean 
up and take up a lot of space in a classroom so 
some teachers prefer not to use them.  But blocks 
and lots of them, are one of the essentials for 
good play.  Check out the following learning 
opportunities provided by blocks.
                                     
    The whole thing started over breakfast one 
morning when the conversation turned to òbigó 
school.  I told the children a little bit about big 
school and they wanted more and more infor-
mation.  I told them that in a lot of schools 
children sat at desks and the teacher told 
them what to do.  Then I explained 
about tests and one thing led to anoth-
er.  The children immediately got up 
from the breakfast table and created 
desks out of the hollow blocks.
    òIs this how they look?ó the 
children asked.
Eventually there were about six or 
eight block desks in two rows, each 
with a block as a chair.  Next, blocks 
were stacked up and I was directed 

to stand behind the òpodiumó and conduct a 
spelling test exactly like the ones in big school 
while the children sat at their òdesks.ó
    I was initially unwilling to play because these 
were pre-literate children with only a few sight 
words in their repertoire.  I told the children I 
didnõt think spelling tests were a good idea but 
the children were relentless and I þnally agreed.  
I thought it might be interesting to see what 
happened.
    First I handed out paper and pencils; then 
I very slowly recited the þrst spelling word to 
them.  
    òStop, write the word ôstopõ on your paper.ó  
(This is often one of the þrst òsightó words chil-
dren learn.)
    Some of the children immediately wrote down 
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(Contõd on page 2)

Another successful                          !
We raised over $13,000! See pages 6-7
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(Contõd from page 1)BLOCK PLAY
the word.  Others scrunched up their faces and put a 
mark or two on the page before them.  A child asked 
for help and a little girl got up from her desk and 
helped him with that tricky òs.ó
    òYour next word is ônoõ.ó  There was no problem 
writing this word.  
     òYour next word is ômommyõ.  Write the word 
ômommyõ.ó  
    Someone else needed help.  There was a lot of 
discussion about how to spell this difþcult word but 
eventually they were ready for the next word.
    This continued until the class had about 10 words 
on their paper.
    òNow, everyone put your pencils down and hand 
in your paper.ó
    The children excitedly handed in their papers and 
crowded around to see what I would do next.  
I carefully looked at each paper and in red ink 
I printed GOOD JOB! on every paper.  One child 
copied ògood jobó on a blank sheet of paper.  
The children happily took their tests back to their 
seats and said, òLetõs do it again!ó
    We had many spelling tests that day and I tried to 
mix things up a little and affect a different personality 
for each test-one time I was a very strict teacher who 
didnõt allow any collaboration and who insisted the 
children raise their hands to speak.  The children were 
remarkably cooperative and it was very important 
to the children that this play be authentic.  They kept 
stopping me to make sure I was doing it right--óAre 
you sure this is how it is in òbigó school?ó   I think 
they were suspicious because of my initial reluctance 
to participate.
     [Our director happened to be showing a small 
group of VIPs around that þrst morning, explaining 
our play-based curriculum.  I think she was a little 
embarrassed when they came into our classroom and 
we were in the middle of a very structured spelling 
test!]
     The interest in big school continued so we decided 
to visit the elementary school across the street.  
Unfortunately we didnõt get to see a spelling test but 
the children did see children sitting at desks and 
raising their hands to speak. Spelling tests continued 
for a couple of days after our visit and the children, 
after seeing a òrealó big school teacher in action, 
þnally took over as the spelling teacher.  I donõt think 
they ever appreciated my portrayal of the òbigó 
school teacher!
                                         ´

One year in my classroom, there were several 
four-year-old children who were very athletic and 

very interested in sports.  They brought in sports 
equipment and played baseball or football or soccer 
on the playground every day.  They also loved talking 
about sports.  One day a child taped a unit block on 
the bottom of each shoe and started walking around 
the classroom as if on high heels. These quickly 
became ice skates and soon everyone was wearing 
block ice skates. They didnõt stay on too well so the 
teachers had to supplement the childrenõs taping job 
with a whole lot more tape.  It wasnõt long before an 
area in the classroom with a wooden ÿoor became the 
ice rink and a unique form of hockey was born.  
It was the most amazing play!
    The òrinkó had a masking tape border on the ÿoor 
and the children actually played hockey.  They made 
clumsy hockey sticks out of taped together unit blocks 
and a half unit block became the puck.  A couple of 
children eventually brought in real hockey sticks and 
a real puck from home but I was pleased when the 
children discarded the real puck because the half-unit 
block puck worked better.  As the days and weeks 
went by, the play became more and more complicated.  
The children learned to skate so well with the blocks 
on their shoes they looked like they were really on ice.  
They glided and turned sharply in imitation of real ice 
skaters.  They made a goal out of blocks and started 
keeping score.  It was interesting to see how just about 
everyone became involved in the play.  Some were 
good at taping on the òskates;ó some kept score; 
others modiþed the goal.  There seemed to be 
something for everyone to do.  Every day we had a 
game or two of hockey and we went through cases 
of masking tape.  
    Keeping the hockey sticks down on the ÿoor was 
the one rule I insisted on and the children complied.  
The children created other rules and they changed 
all the time. The game started out competitive but the 
play soon changed because there were fewer problems 
and the game lasted longer when there were no 
winners or losers.  Every goal was celebrated by all 
the players.
    No scripted lesson plan could match the learning in 
this activity!  There were all the motor skills that were 
reþned, from learning to skate, to taping, to writing 
down scores.  The childrenõs social skills improved 
with all the negotiation and cooperation.  All the score 
keeping extended the math skills and it was so much 
fun the children were motivated to practice, practice, 
practice.
     [There was a problem or two with this activity.  
The directorõs ofþce was directly under my classroom 
and at some point she came upstairs to see what in 
the heck was going on. Wooden òskatesó on a wooden 
ÿoor created a lot of noise below us.  She complained 
about the noise throughout the hockey craze but she 
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remained a good sport about it. The other problem 
was the ÿoor itself.  Every bit of varnish was rubbed 
off the wooden ÿoor.  We had to get the ÿoor 
re-þnished at the end of the school year.]
                                        ´

 Wanda stood on the hollow block and 
carefully removed the lid to the large aquarium that 
housed two classroom pets.  She slowly picked up 
Joe the white rat with two hands and handed him 
carefully to her friend, Alex, standing nearby.  Next 
she picked up Cindy Lou, the other white rat, and the 
two children carried the rats over to the block area.  
Wanda and Alex had spent a lot of time building a rat 
maze out of unit blocks and the time had come to try 
it out.
    They placed the rats at the entrance to the maze 
and both rats obediently proceeded through the 
course.  The maze was a straight pathway with side 
compartments along the way.  The rats explored the 
entire course and when they got to the end the 
children picked them up and brought them back 
to the beginning to start again.  The rats soon tired 
of this game and began climbing over the sides of 
the maze.  The children added blocks to the sides to 
contain the rats and the rats cooperated a little while 
longer.  
    At some point the children þnally realized that 
they needed to change the game for the rats to 
remain engaged.  One of the larger compartments in 
the maze became a house and blocks were used to 
make beds.  The rats wouldnõt stay in bed so the play 
changed.  The children built a climber for the rats 
to climb. The rats, as usual, were very good sports 
about the whole thing!
    This unusual activity is another very valuable 
experience for young children.  Learning to work 
kindly and gently with a pet has an impact on 
interpersonal relationships.  Being aware of anotherõs 
feelings (pet or person) is something all adults 
promote in children.  Trying to create a maze-like 
structure is also difþcult for a four-year-old.  One 
needs the spatial skills to make a pathway large 
enough for a rat to run through.  This takes a lot of 
trial and error.  Also, the many modiþcations of the 
maze are evidence of all the critical thinking skills at 
work.
                                        ´

    Blocks are props for other activities, building 
materials and furniture.  They were designed pur-
posefully so children learn math concepts such as 
fractions, patterns and geometry through play.  They 
help children learn scientiþc principals like balance 
and construction.  They develop an aesthetic sense 
through design and symmetry.  They encourage 
academic skills when children create signage for their 

structures.  They are open-ended, creative and they 
feel good in your hands.  They encourage social play, 
language and cooperation.  Building with blocks 
requires a lot of problem solving, planning, trial and 
error, persistence and determination.  They can be 
used by a child working alone or with a small group.  
The possibilities are endless.  It is hard to imagine 
a playful curriculum that does not include lots of 
blocks!  

Sign by Tehya West, age 5
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òDBCC with rats in the basementó byEva Mammen, age 4



  
         By Tyra Lowery. Teacher at University Center
    It was my second year at Southwestern High School 
and I was very happy to enter the early child care 
program there.  My freshman year was so bad that this 
new year could only be better.  I was excited about the 
program. As soon as I took my þrst steps into Southwest-
ernõs family center I knew I wanted to be a child care 
provider.  The teachers and the children and the 
students--it was just like an oversized family!  You could 
feel the love in the air!  
    I started spending all of my time in the family center.  
Helping out in the center was my favorite thing to do.  
I enjoyed cleaning up behind the children or helping 
them brush their teeth before nap or reading them a 
few books before nap. I watched the children grow and 
develop before my eyes and move from the infant side of 
the classroom to the toddler side.  It was so amazing to 
watch the change!
    My senior year started my internship in the program.  
I worked þve hours a day, Monday through Friday with 
the toddlers.  I thought this would be an easy job.  Then 
I came face to face with a two year old, going on twenty 
one.  I will never forget his name--Darrell.  Every day of 
my internship this little boy made me question my skill 
and abilities.  He was so mean to me and I would try my 
best to develop some kind of bond with him.  I sang his 
favorite songs, read to him, did art projects with him, 
took walks with him during outside time and during 
nap time when he refused to sleep, I rocked him in the 
rocking chair.  When that wouldnõt work I put him in a 
stroller and rolled him around the hallway until he fell 
asleep.  
    The other teachers would tell me that Darrell really 
liked me and when I wasnõt there he had a really hard 
time.  I found that very hard to believe.  To me every day 
was hard for him and even harder for me.  Something 
inside of me wouldnõt give up on this child .  His very 
own mother asked me how I could deal with her son 
every day.  She even tried to convince me that her son 
had bonded with me.  I couldnõt see it.  In my eyes I 
didnõt think the child even cared if I was there or not.
    The year was coming to an end and it was the last 
week of my internship.  Darrellõs behavior had im-
proved.  He would give me a hug and a kiss at the end 
of each day and say, òSee you later.ó  When my last day 
came and I had to say goodbye to Darrell.  He told me, 
òNo, no.  See you later.ó  I tried to explain to him that 
this was my last day and I wouldnõt be seeing him every 
day.  He broke down and cried.  It broke my heart to 
leave but I made sure to go back to visit him now and 
then.   
    This experience follows me each and every day as a 
child care provider.  I remember my þrst bond with a 
child, a bond that only his little eyes could see.  He knew 
that I wouldnõt give up on him and I still feel the same 
way about any child that comes my way.
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Dear Margo, Susan and friends at DBCC,
    I still really enjoy the Newsletter--Thank you for keeping 
us all informed!
    Max is a senior at Park School.  Heõs a òHabitató leader 
and loves school.  He played varsity soccer and will be 
goalie for the varsity lacrosse team this spring.  He just 
learned that he got accepted at Wake Forest University in 
North Carolina.
    Heõs fun!        Best wishes for the New Year!
          XXOO       Susie Chisolm

    Bailey Kramer, 18, attended DBCCõs Park Avenue 
pre-school through Kindergarten program, where she 
fondly recalls the ògoodbye window,ó Evelyn painting 
her nails and reading her books, the iguana and the 
rabbit, the art shows, the playground, the visits to 
Baltimore sites, and her grandmother, former director 
Nancy Kramer, never being far away.  Bailey attends 
Centennial High School in Ellicott City with fellow DBCC 
alumna Meredith Larson, and attended middle school 
with alumna Ana Schwartz.  Bailey enjoys sports, 
especially softball, which sheõs played since age 8.  She is 
co-captain of her high school team this year. One of her 
favorite classes during her senior year has been 
Mentoring, during which she spent part of her school day 
learning alongside an optometrist at his practice.  She 
even auto-refracted patients prior to the doctorõs 
examination.   Her plan is to take pre-optometry and 
major in Biology at Salisbury University, followed by 
Optometry School in Philadelphia or Memphis.  She is 
eagerly looking forward to a 2-week canoe trip this 
summer through Algonquin State Park in Canada with 
other incoming Freshmen.
    Bailey credits DBCC with teaching her to keep expand-
ing her horizons, and showing her that she is in charge of 
her destiny.  The child-guided nature of DBCCõs program 
combined with the teachersõ child-development expertise 
turn children into leaders possessing a can-do attitude 
with an interest in þnding out what life has to offer.

Bailey with mentor 
Dr. Josh Gordon, at 
Barenburg Eye 
Associates in 
Ellicott City.




