Calendar Time for Young Children

Heather, a student teacher, watches as
Ms. Kelsey begins calendar time with
the 4-year-olds seated in a semicircle
on the rug. “What day is it today?” Ms.
Kelsey asks, gesturing toward the large cal-
endar on an easel next to her. When no one
responds, she asks, “Well, what day was it
yesterday?” The children show little enthu-
siasm for the exercise, but finally Mindy
offers, “Yesterday was Friday!” Ms. Kelsey
says, “No, it wasn’t Friday, Mindy. Does
someone else know what day it was yester-
day?” Terrance suggests, “Wednesday?” to
which Ms. Kelsey responds, “Right! And if it
was Wednesday yesterday, then what day is
it today?” Several wrong guesses later, the
correct answer emerges.

Ms. Kelsey then asks Terrance to
cross out the corresponding
date on the calendar. When he
hesitates, she prompts, “Just
look at the date we crossed
out yesterday.” Terrance still
seems confused, so Ms.
Kelsey points to a box and
says, “That’s the one for
today.” Although the chil-
dren are quite restless and
appear indifferent to the
solution to the date prob-
lem, Ms. Kelsey succeeds
in getting them to say in
unison, “Today is Thursday,
February 15th.”

Shortly after large group time,
Heather meets with her faculty supervisor,
who suggests that when helping the chil-
dren get ready to go home, Heather might
casually ask them what day it will be when
they get home. She also suggests that when
a child gives the correct answer, Heather
should ask, “Are you sure?”

Later, following this advice, Heather
finds that about a third of the children do
not know what day it will be when they
get home. Among those who get the day
right, about half are unsure of their answer.
Heather wonders about the calendar activity.
After all, it is February, and calendar time
has been part of the children’s daily routine
since September.
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Why do the children struggle to answer Ms. Kelsey correctly, when
they have participated in this routine for months? What is the long-term
impact on children when they engage regularly in an activity they do not
fully understand? Here is a fresh look at calendar time in light of what we
know about child development and best practices.

Young children’s development of a sense of time

Adults use calendars to mark
and measure time, such as
scheduling appointments,
remembering birth-
days, and anticipating
upcoming special
events (spring break,
a basketball tourna-
ment). However, if
we look at the devel-
opment of children’s
understanding of
time (sometimes
referred to as temporal
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little evidence that calendar activities that mark extended
periods of time (a month, a week) are meaningful for chil-
dren below first grade (Friedman 2000). However, there are
some temporal concepts that preschoolers can grasp in
the context of their daily activities—concepts such as later,
before, and after.

Barriers to meaningful participation

To participate meaningfully in calendar activities, young
children must understand that time is sequential. The
sequences include yesterday, today, and tomorrow; morn-
ing, afternoon, and evening; Sunday, Monday, Tuesday,
and so on. Children also must be able to conceptualize
before and after and think about future and past events.
Three-year-olds typically “have established object perma-
nence and can recall past events, even though they do not
understand the meaning of the words ‘yesterday,” ‘today,’
or ‘tomorrow’” (CTB/McGraw-Hill 2002, 9). Thus, young
children can talk about things that have happened or will
happen, but they cannot yet understand or talk about these
events in terms of units of time (days, weeks) or sequence.
This child development knowledge draws into question the
usefulness of calendar activities for children under age 6.

Distance in time

Calendar use requires children to understand not only
concepts such as before and after but also the relative
lengths of time or distance of past or future events from
the present (Friedman 2000). For example, how far away is
October 30 when today is October 5? How long is the week-
end? Preschoolers cannot usually judge such distances or
lengths of time. A 4-year-old who learns that there will be a
field trip in five days will not judge the temporal distance of
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this event any differently than if he were told it is
in eight days. In fact, it is difficult for preschoolers
to judge length of time within a given day (with
hours as the unit of time), such as “in two hours”
versus “in four hours.” Perhaps this is the reason
children on a car trip repeatedly ask, “How long
until we get there?”

According to Friedman (2000), the ability to
judge the relative time from a past event or until
a future event in terms of the calendar year is not
in place until sometime between 7 and 10 years
of age. The following anecdote about 6-year-olds’
attempts to understand time concepts associated
with birthdays and age illustrate Friedman’s point.

As Joey’s grandparents arrive for his birthday,
Joey runs to greet them, saying, “l can’t believe
I’m gonna be 6.” “So, you’re going to be 6. Six
what?” his grandmother asks. Joey responds,
“It’s my birthday. I’'m gonna be 6.” “Yes, | know,”
she replies, “but six what? You’re not six books.”
At that point Joey’s 9-year-old brother whispers in his ear,
“You’re gonna be 6 years old, dummy!” and Joey says,
“I'm gonna be 6 years old.”

Three days later, as Joey’s friends assemble for the tradi-
tional noisy birthday party, a discussion begins about who
is already 6 and who is not. Marta states, “Well, ’'m 6%..”
Joey asks her, “Six-and-a-half what?” Marta responds,

“l don’t know.” Another child says to 6'>-year-old Marta,
“Wait a minute. When were you a baby?” She hesitates and
then answers, “l don’t know, maybe 10 years ago.”
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True understanding of dates and the calendar comes with
maturity. Given the above information on the level of think-
ing required to grasp the time concepts of the calendar and
the developmental abilities of young children, teachers may
want to reconsider the calendar routine and their expecta-
tions for young children’s comprehension.

Teaching using the calendar—or not?

Early childhood educators may use the calendar to teach
concepts other than time, including numeracy, vocabulary
(month, year, weekend), sequencing (yesterday, today,
tomorrow), and patterning (Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday).
Additionally, as children attend to the visual calendar,
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teachers may hope they will learn numeral recognition
and one-to-one correspondence. Early childhood special-
ists have cited numbers, spatial reasoning, patterning,
logical relations, measurement, and early algebra as key
components of young children’s mathematical growth
(for example, Greenes 1999; NCTM 2000). However, most
4-year-olds are not ready to grasp the complex concepts
involved in dates (Etheridge & King 2005).

Math concepts

Learning experiences that center on mathematical con-
cepts should not only be enjoyable and meaningful but also
direct children’s thinking toward, and focus it on, important
mathematical ideas (Trafton, Reys, & Wasman 2001). Giving
preschool children opportunities to explore and experi-
ment individually with math concepts, using concrete mate-
rials with a responsive adult to question and guide learning,
is likely to be more meaningful and beneficial than having
young children participate in a whole group discussion of
such concepts centered on the calendar.

For example, a teacher can help children notice patterns
in the environment and in their work and explain the pro-
cess of patterning both at circle time and individually. A
teacher might join a child who is stringing beads and say,

“I think [ will make a pattern with my beads. My pattern is
blue, yellow, red; blue, yellow, red. What kind of pattern can
you make with your beads?” These approaches can help
children build their own patterning abilities.

Other knowledge and skills

Many teachers use calendar time to teach skills unre-
lated to math, such as colors, letters, emergent writing,
and social skills. While each of these concepts and skills is
important for young children to learn, the calendar routine
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A poster with illustrations or photos of

the day’s activities in sequence can be
helpful for all young children.

is not the most useful format for teaching them. For exam-
ple, it is difficult for teachers to individualize instruction
to meet the diverse needs of young learners during a large
group activity such as calendar time.

Better alternatives at group time

If focusing on the calendar is not an appropriate way to
introduce young children to time concepts, numeracy, and
the other concepts mentioned above, then what are some
better ways?

The following evidence-based practices are likely to be
more effective than calendar activities in presenting time
concepts to young children.

Picture schedules

Although young children have difficulty judging the
length of time between events (for example, how long
the time between snack and outside play will be), they
can understand a sequence of events (for example, snack
comes after circle time). Young children generally have a
strong sense of narrative and the way a story progresses.
Pictures illustrating the schedule of class activities are
often recommended for children with particular disabilities.
Similarly, a poster with illustrations or photos of the day’s
activities in sequence can be helpful for all young children.

Classroom journal

Using a digital camera, the teacher
can take frequent photographs of
classroom events, projects, or field
trips, then invite the children to
help select photos for a classroom
journal. Attach the photos to a dated
page (one photo per page or multiple
photos on a page) or tuck them into
a plastic sleeve. Post or display them
in a designated place—on a wall or
bulletin board or in a binder—to
clearly reflect the sequence of activi-
ties: “On Tuesday, we went to the
park, we made pancakes, and we read
Pancakes, Pancakes! by Eric Carle.”
As the children add new pictures
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chronicling recent events, they can revisit and discuss past
shared events.

Along these same lines, the teacher can collect samples
of children’s work in a notebook as a visual record of
shared events. Children can take turns contributing work to
this community notebook. When teachers encourage chil-
dren to tell peers or their families the story of their project,
the children strengthen their understanding of the way an
event unfolds, with the various activities taking place in a
time sequence.

Documentation displays

Displaying documentation of shared class events can
lead to meaningful discussions that involve time-linked
vocabulary. For example, when looking at a documenta-
tion display about the class construction of a giant papier-
maché butterfly, one child said, “See, there’s the butterfly
we made that other time.” Her teacher responded, “Yes, we
made the giant butterfly two weeks ago. Here [pointing to
a photograph on the display] is a picture of the frame we
built the first day, and the picture next to it shows you add-
ing the papier-maché on the second day.”

Linear representations

Linear representations also can help children begin to
understand and conceptualize that a day is a unit of time
and talk about it with increasing clarity. For example, to
count the number of days they have been in kindergarten,
children can add a link to a paper chain each day, or num-
ber a pattern of colored Post-it notes and place them on
the classroom wall, or add a Unifix cube to a stack of cubes.
The teacher can emphasize time-linked vocabulary, such as
before, after, later, earlier, as the children add the new link.
Unlike calendars, linear representations do not require the
left-to-right orientation.
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Games

Games are another way for children to begin to get a feel
for the length of various units of time and the vocabulary
associated with them. For example, children might guess
how many seconds it takes to walk from one side of the
playground to the other, and the teacher or another child
can time it with a watch. Or a teacher might ask the chil-
dren to guess how many minutes it will take for a snowball
to melt indoors and then time it with a clock. They might
guess how many hours it will be until story time, tally the
hours as they pass, and then compare the result with their
estimate. These experiences with units of time (seconds,
minutes, hours) can lead to discussions about points in
time during the school day and the relative distance in the
future of these points in time. For example, the teacher
might say, “We are going to the library at nine o’clock, and
we will go outside at ten o’clock. Where are we going first?”

Project work

Project work, in which children actively engage in ongo-
ing investigations of events and phenomena around them,
is another way to give children opportunities to acquire
many concepts and skills related to time (Helm & Beneke,
2003). In project work, calendar concepts are useful rather
than ritualistic in nature. Project work lends itself to plan-
ning future events and keeping a record of events that
happen over time. For example, in a mixed-age preschool,
the children investigated eggs. They incubated mallard
duck eggs, and each day they added to a tally of days until
the ducklings would hatch. As children plan for investiga-
tion and reflect on what they have learned and when they
learned it in the meaningful context of a project, they natu-
rally begin to develop a sense of the relative lengths of time
in the past and future.

Intellectual development and calendar time

A teacher’s actions can enhance or inhibit young
children’s learning. Communication, classroom support,
activities, and interactions all play a part. If young chil-
dren participate frequently in activities they do not really
understand, they may lose confidence in their intellectual
powers. In this case, some children may eventually give up
hope of understanding many of the ideas teachers pres-
ent to them. Certainly all children will experience some
degree of not fully understanding activities at some point.

Project work lends itself to planning

future events and keeping a record of
events that happen over time.
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However, in such cases it is helpful for the teacher to reas-
sure learners that fuller understanding will come and that
it often takes practice to master a concept, and to indicate
in other ways that feeling “out of it” happens to us all
sometimes and will be overcome. “Curriculum goals must
be both challenging and achievable for all children . . . one
size does not fit all. Children will learn best if curriculum
content connects with what they already know and have
experienced, while introducing them to important new
ideas and skills” (Hyson 2000, 61).

In a joint position statement on best practices in early
childhood mathematics learning, NAEYC and the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) (2002) stated,

It is vital for young children to develop confidence in their
ability to understand and use mathematics—in other words,
to see mathematics as within their reach. In addition, positive
experiences with using mathematics to solve problems help
children to develop dispositions such as curiosity, imagina-
tion, flexibility, inventiveness, and persistence that contribute
to their future success in and out of school. (p. 5)

Lengthy daily calendar sessions in which a teacher expresses
the expectation that young children will understand the
workings of a calendar run counter to this position. Teachers
who intend to keep calendar a part of their daily classroom
routine will be more effective if they develop ways to incor-
porate the calendar that require little time and reflect young
children’s limited development of time concepts.

Conclusion

As teachers reflect on their practice, they may experi-
ence an inner conflict in terms of what they believe about
children’s development and how and what they teach.
Understanding how children learn should enable teachers
to focus on calendar-related constructs such as patterning,
sorting, and seriating during more natural and appropri-
ate routines. In fact, many teachers will likely realize they
already address these fundamental concepts during other
parts of the classroom day.

As we return to the opening vignette, considering the

information in this article, the discussion Ms. Kelsey has
with her class might look something like this:

As Heather watches, Ms. Kelsey addresses the 4-year-olds
seated on the rug in front of her: “It’s time for us to add
another link to our chain. Who would like to attach the link
that stands for today?” Mindy volunteers, and Ms. Kelsey
says, “Wonderful! Pick someone for your partner, and you
two can take care of that.” Mindy holds out her hand to
Ginelle, and Ginelle joins her in attaching the latest link.

“Now, let’s look at our picture chart. Who can tell me
what we are going to do after circle time?” Terrance offers,
“We’re going to the library.” Ms. Kelsey responds, “Right!
Does anyone remember what are we going to do after that?”
Althea enthusiastically states, “We’re going out for recess!”
Ms. Kelsey cheerfully responds, “Yes, that’s right, Althea.”

Ms. Kelsey then says, “Mindy and Ginelle have added a
link for today to the paper chain. How far does the chain
reach, now?” Ginelle responds, “It’s almost to the window.
It’s really getting long.” Many of the children voice their
agreement.

Not long after circle time, Heather’s faculty supervisor
suggests that when she helps the children get ready to go
home, she might ask them what they are going to tell their
parents they did that day at school. Most of the children
plan to tell their parents about the day’s sequence of
activities, and when Heather prompts them with, “Are you
sure?” several children refer to the picture chart to verify
their statements.
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CALENDAR TIME

Meanmﬂd in Pre—-K _

Save

Time concepts are very abstract for preschool children. They can’t see time, so it’s very difficult for them
to understand. How often have you heard a preschooler use the word “yesterday” to refer to any point
in the past? To a young child, yesterday can mean last week, last month, or even last year. To them,
yesterday simply means the past. A preschool child might even tell you their birthday is tomorrow when
it’s actually two months away. | think we should appreciate the fact that they have come to understand
yesterday means the past and tomorrow the future. Then we throw in words like Tuesday and Friday,
and those don’t mean past or future. This week Tuesday might mean a field trip and next week

Tuesday might mean a puppet show. How does a 4-year-old child, whose understanding that yesterday
means “past”, grasp words like Wednesday and March and Saturday and October? You can teach your
Pre-K class to recite the days of the week and months of the year, but they don’t really understand what
it means.


http://pinterest.com/pin/create/bookmarklet/?media=https://prekinders-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/calendar-time.png&url=https://www.prekinders.com/calendar-in-pre-k/&is_video=false&description=Calendar%20Time%20in%20Preschool
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| also believe that with Pre-K children, we should keep things as real as possible to help them make
connections. That’s why | use a real calendar. | use a desk calendar and | always choose one that’s plain
and simple because | draw pictures inside the boxes. Children may notice it’s the same or similar to
calendars their parents use at home or in their offices.
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The emergency trucks and big trucks show days when those vehicles came to visit our school.

Each day, | point out the block on the calendar that represents today, and | draw a diagonal line through
it. The reason | do that is because that’s what a lot of adults do on their calendars, and children may
notice those similarities between our class calendar and their parents’ calendars. Mainly, it marks the
passage of time and shows that these are the days that are over.
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This calendar shows the day we visited Kindergarten, Mother’s Day, pizza party, teddy bear day, and
water day.

When we have calendar time in my class, | try to make it more like a casual conversation about our days
together than a rote memorization routine. | casually say “Today is Tuesday” (or whatever day it is), but
we don’t recite the days of the week. | don’t think they’ll grow up lacking this knowledge just because
we didn’t do it in Pre-K. | don’t think they’ll fail Kindergarten, either. It hasn’t happened so far. | also

don’t say “Yesterday was . Tomorrow will be .” Preschoolers don’t understand those concepts, as
| mentioned above.
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This calendar shows Easter, strawberry patch trip, and the growth of our seeds to plants.

The most important part of our “meaningful calendar” is that | draw simple symbols on our calendar
that represent events that are important to our classroom community. If we are going on a field trip to
the strawberry patch, | might draw a strawberry. If our butterflies hatched from their cocoon, | would
draw a butterfly. | draw a balloon with a child’s name to represent birthdays. | draw a house for “home”
days. The book drawn on Wednesdays shows the class when the librarian comes to read to them. | draw
symbols for holidays. We do talk about what happened yesterday, or what’s coming up tomorrow by
looking at and talking about the picture symbols in the blocks. We might count how many days until a
field trip or a birthday or how many days it took for our plants to grow.

Sometimes | add stickers to represent something, but simple drawings are the best. You don’t have to
be an artist. In fact, if it looks like a child’s drawing, that’s even better. Why? Because your students will
see that making a calendar is something they can do, too!
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| save any old unused calendar pages and ask for donated calendar pages and the children use these to
create their own calendar. They draw symbols on the squares and write letters and sometimes stick

stickers on like | do. | print and make copies of small calendar pages and add these to my writing center
for children to use.
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Our calendar can also show science concepts like the growth and change of butterflies or plants. When
our caterpillars arrive, | draw a caterpillar on that day’s block. When they form a cocoon, | draw a
cocoon. When they hatch, | draw a butterfly.
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| once considered using a dry erase calendar, but decided to stick with the desk calendar because we
have permanent record of our year together. | save all of our old months after | tear them off the desk
calendar and we do refer back to them to remember all the things we’ve done through the year. | also
add free or dollar store wall calendars and planners to our writing and house centers.


http://pinterest.com/pin/create/bookmarklet/?media=https://prekinders-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/calendar7.png&url=https://www.prekinders.com/calendar-in-pre-k/&is_video=false&description=Making%20the%20Calendar%20Meaningful%20in%20Pre-K

prekinders.com
Save

| wrote this in response to questions I've received about how | do calendar time in my classroom. I'm
fully aware that not everyone will agree with me, and that’s fine. | believe this is meaningful and

developmentally appropriate for 4-year-olds. | also highly recommend this NAECY article by Lilian Katz:
Calendar Time for Young Children (PDF).

If you do feel you need to teach children to recite days of the week and months of the year, |
recommend teaching it through song. Dr. Jean and Jack Hartmann have some nice songs that teach
weeks and months. My students leave my class familiar with the names of the days and months, but
might not be able to recite them in order.
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Feelings: Gently talk with children about their
feeling sand what you are seeing and hearing as a
result of their emotions. Help children identify the
root feelings causing the behavior.

Limits: Remind children of the positive limits and
expectations you have for their behavior. Loving
and simple limits help surround children with a
sense of consistency, safety and trust.

Inquiries: Encourage children to think about
solutions to their challenges. Ask questions that
promote problem-solving and heathy coping skills.
Inquiries invite children to think, learn and gain self-
control.

Prompts: Provide creative cues, clues and
suggestions for children having difficulty problem-
solving. Enthusiastic, bright ideas can lead the way
to better problem-solving skills.
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Fidgets—Tools that Take Away Stress!
by Julie A. Daymut, M.A., CCC-SLP

Fidgets are objects we touch or “play with” when we experience good or bad stress. We also fidget
with different items when we have restless or nervous energy. Fidgets can be toys, games, or everyday
things such as pens, jewelry, or pocket change. Moving, or manipulating, these objects helps us manage
stress from different situations because the movement helps regulate, or balance out, our sensory systems.
While it might seem like fidgets are distracting, they actually take care of “antsy” behavior—making us
more relaxed and evening out our energy levels.

Fidgeting is a normal behavior for children and adults, and most everyone
fidgets to some degree. We often fidget when we are trying to concentrate or
pass time, and we may switch from one fi to another depending on the stress
level. Some common examples of fidgeting include biting nails, tapping a foot,
twirling hair, and chewing on a pencil. Some common situations for fidgeting
include talking on the phone, listening to a presentation, or riding in the car.
In school, students may feel stress and fidget when struggling to come up with an
answer, when getting ready to accept an award, or after sitting for a long period of time.

Sometimes, individuals show inappropriate or socially unacceptable fidgeting. These behaviors
include biting hands, picking the nose, and chewing on clothes. In the school setting, educators may work
with students to find more socially-acceptable fidgeting behaviors or replacement behaviors. Replacement
behaviors often include using objects that are common, less distracting (no lights or noises), and more
hygienic. Educators may also use fidgets to help students regulate their sensory systems throughout
the day, which can lead to better focus, attention, and listening for tasks. As well, children with certain
diagnoses, such as attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) or autism spectrum disorder (ASD), may
especially benefit from the sensory feedback of fidgets.

Examples of Fidgets

Fidgets come in differentsizes, shapes, weights, and textures. These different characteristics provide
different pressures and sensations to the nervous system. Some fidgets are for the hands. These include
stress balls, therapy putty, clay, pencil grips, zippers, beanbags, gloves, bracelets, hand-held games or toys,
and drawing/notepads. Other fi are for the mouth. These include gum, plastic key chains without the
metal ring, chewing tubes, and suckers. Foot fidgets include foot rests/massagers and resistance bands. At
school, an educator or therapist, such as an occupational therapist, can help determine which fidget(s) is
age-appropriate and effective for an individual. At home, be sure to provide guidance and supervision when
using fi as tools with your children.

For more Handy Handouts®, go to www.handyhandouts.com.

Helpful Products

The list of Super Duper® products below may be helpful when working with children who have
special needs. Visit www.superduperinc.com and type in the item name or number in our search engine.
Click the links below to see the product description.

Super Duper® Prize Bucket Chewy Tubes™ (3 Ea. Red/Yellow)
Item #SD-609 ltem #0M-414

Super Duper’® Treasure Chest Webber® Neon Pressure Brushes
Item #SDC-33 Item #0TS-365

*Handy Handouts® are for classroom and personal use only. Any commercial use is strictly prohibited.
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REDESIGN YOUR
CIRCLE TIME

WHAT IS DAP?

Developmentally appropriate practice was developed from research on how children develop and learn. It

was designed to promote children’s learning and development. DAP involves teachers meeting where

children are both individually and as a group; helping children meet challenging and achievable goals.

10 Effective DAP Teaching Strategies

1.

2.

3.

10.

Acknowledge what children do and say.

Encourage persistence and effort rather than just praising and evaluating what the child has done.
Give specific feedback rather than general comments.

Model

Demonstrate

Create and add challenge

Ask questions that provoke thinking

Give assistance

Provide information directly by giving facts, verbal labels and other information.

Give directions for children's action or behavior

N Locs s‘“

Developmentally
Appropriate
Practice ok

in Early Childhood Programs
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Rote Learning

e Memorization

e Quick Recall

e Basic Facts

Meaningful /Conceptual Learning
e Active

e Constructive

e Long Lasting

e Fully Engaged

e Retention/Transfer

Opening

-

Parts of
uosine. Class
Meetings

Solving

Social Emotional Activities: Read Stories, Model
and Define, Make Rules and Puppets

Strategies for Problem Solving are: Conscious
Discipline, Flip It, Problem Solver or SEFEL




Items needed in group

WHAT IF time are:

EVERYBODY

UNDERSTOOD ¢ Make It active

CHILD &)

DEVELOPMENTO

e Breathing Break

o Make it the proper
length

e Mind Breaks

Strategists you can use in circle time:
o Fidget

e Alternative Seating

e Visual Supports

e Motivational Tools

Circle Time Checklist
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Additional Notes:
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