April 2019
What Do Children Talk About?
By: Claire Bainer

Upcoming Events

Parents sometimes ask teachers about what children talk about at school. It is
true that we hear all kinds of things, and like most parents we are very aware
that preschoolers are notably unreliable narrators. The teacher’s primary
concern is not what the children talk about, but that the children are talking!
These pre-school years are so important for language development, but more
than just learning to talk and increase vocabulary, language is one of those
tools that does other things, too. It structures thought, develops social skills
and intellectualizes, thus creating emotional control and building connection
with others.

Weds, April 3

Luckily, we have enough experience with the way smart, imaginative children
think that we learn not to overreact when children say things that are questionable. If a child in the dollhouse says “I’m the mommy so when I get up I
throw up”, it could be a tell that a new baby might be coming to that family…
of course we would never say anything. If a child tells us “A big dog jumped
over my fence and bit my baby” we would likely think this kid is getting pretty
creative to have that kind of imagination rolling and we would probably wonder why the child said that. We would not accept information like that at face
value. The teachers would probably wonder what the children are telling us or
wondering about that brought those words out. Maybe that statement is a bit
of information the child picked up that caused some confusion about dogs or
a telling comment about how much of a bother the baby is becoming now that
she is crawling? Teachers are most focused on making sure children feel heard
and seen and that they know their words count. So we are thinking “is there
a question hidden in the words?” or “What does this child need?” The teacher
might say “I wonder what made you think about a dog biting your baby?” and
see where that goes. If it goes to what a bother babies can be, keeping one
awake, that would elicit a sympathetic response: “Babies really are so little
they need lots of help.” If it goes to “Yes, and then a lion came over the fence,”
that’s another kind of “let’s liven up the conversation sort of story”. This kind
of talk really isn’t a lie as much as it is an experiment. “Wouldn’t that be interesting, and what would my grown-ups do then?”

Parent Scholarship Cmte
6:15 - 7:45pm

There are funny conversations like the three year old’s explanation of a game
called Squash that her father plays at the gym. It became apparent that her
vision of this game includes lots of squeezing and rolling on the ground with
friends! We have also known a child who came to school with what looked like
a bad bruise and a big story about a bad fall—only to find that the purple mark
washed right off and was ink from a marker.

Parent Scholarship
Committee 6:15 - 7:45pm

Sunday April 14

Spring Picnic/Park Cleanup
10:00am - 12:00pm

Weds, April 17
Tues, April 30

Staff Appreciation Lunch
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There are serious discussions, too, as the children work to understand the
world using words they don’t fully grasp, with a brain that doesn’t yet have
the facts or the capacity to understand the abstract concepts they are wondering about. Deep discussions often occur around the drawing table, at lunch, or

Page

1

Director’s Report, Cont...
on the row of little potties—anywhere people are sitting for a while together. Hard questions about exactly
where heaven is, or if you have the kind of a family that celebrates Christmas, Kwanzaa, Hanukah, or Ramadan (families who celebrate several holidays are very interesting)! The children talk about who gets two
mom families – something that seems to be unanimous among four-year olds is that no one could have too
many mommies. Where people come from is another interesting topic, in part because of its double meaning – are we talking the birds and the bees, or moving here from New York? Since the facts of life concept
really makes no sense to them, this sort of discussion can become very outlandish. Children speculate about
how things like bridges are made, or how airplanes fly, and they pretend the sand in the yard is “hot lava or
quick sand” and rescue each other. The facts are always sketchy; “why can’t you see the cord and plug for the
airplanes when they are in the sky” and we were all surprised to learn that “chicken is not meat, it comes
from a pig”! In this case, as in many others, the most determined believer trumped the discussion as the
authority. Teachers carefully clarify mixed up ideas but generally the most important thing happening is the
conversation itself. Conversations are such a wonderful brain workout! They build neurons and synapses,
empathy and understanding, creativity and most importantly they are interesting and fun. For the preschool
years, encouraging the developing feeling of friendships and connection that come through the use of language are so important. In elementary school, children are asked to be quiet in class, but in preschool we
want them to chat away.
If a child asks us, a conflict regarding facts comes up, or if
a child is clearly confused we would of course clarify children’s understanding. It is cute and amusing to get these
insights into the child’s mind, but like you, the children
don’t really like to be laughed at when they make mistakes.
Kindness and respect for those who are learning is always
the rule. Having said that, we also know better than to fill a
child with facts that his immature brain can’t understand,
or to give information that confuses or even scares him.
So we do tell the truth, but we tell a limited version. Explaining how the skin got off the skeleton really isn’t ever
going to be a productive discussion with a four year old! A
response like “I wonder what you think about that?” really
is more constructive; after you hear the child’s ideas it will
help you keep your explanation within the child’s understanding. Children can jump to very surprising conclusions with their immature thinking. Children beautifully prepared for mommy to go to the hospital when the new baby comes can freak out when their previous
experience in the hospital was seeing a dying grandparent. No matter how intellectually prepared they were
they know their experiences better. We may talk about the baby coming and everyone being happy, but if
their experience is that people die in the hospital, and they have no experience seeing a healthy mama and
baby in a hospital, the semi-verbal child’s experience with a dying grandparent will hold a much stronger influence than any words about babies. Since we never know where the child’s mind will jump, we stay honest,
keep it simple, and remember to listen for the child’s responses. We know that is the best policy when dealing with immature and relatively uninformed brains. The young child’s brain is also just beginning to understand reason and logic so it is always best to avoid making assumptions and to try to figure out what you are
talking about before jumping in.
One common sort of conversation is really not a conversation at all but a kind of “associative musing.” This
is early communication when the child’s sense of self is still very focused on self (around 3, although children
with no social exposure to peers would start here and quickly progress to the actual norm for their age). At
this stage the language kind of hops around as the child’s mind does, following one little riff after another; in
a group no one is really relating to the other although they may stop and tell each other something now and
then. Often the other child’s riff just goes along without a pause whether or not they are including another
child. One of a teacher’s joys in the Nursery School is being able to help the children move from this disconnected non-communication to using language that creates reciprocity and relationship. At first children use
language mostly to tell each other what they want the other person to do; being forceful, loud, and dominating can be quite effective with young preschool peers. Some children ignore conversation altogether, and
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others follow along as directed by a peer. The teacher reminds the children that a person may decide to say no
thank you to the domineering playmate and do what she wants, and once the children are ready to implement
this concept the dynamic begins to shift. At the same time the children’s development is making them want to
do things with a friend, so dominating, not engaging, or just following along become less and less satisfying.
A teacher related this story of dissociated conversation, with a child speaking the right words but failing to
make a true connection:
Jan is engrossed in a book. Sue looks at Jan and goes to sit
beside her. Jan reads. Sue chats. Sue gets up and heads to the
yard; when she is about five feet from Jan she says “come on.”
Jan studies her book without looking up. Sue goes on outside,
and looks around for Jan. Sue comes back in, goes back to Jan
and says “Wanna play?” Jan says “yes” without looking up,
continuing to look at her book. Sue heads back outside. Teacher
says “What happened, Sue? Does Jan know you want to play
with her?” Sue seems unsure. “Let’s go together and ask her.
First we’ll say ‘Jan’ so she’ll know you are talking to her.” Sue
and the teacher approach Jan. Sue says “Jan, do you want to
play?” Jan says “yes” and continues to read her book. Sue turns
to go. Teacher says “Wait a minute, Sue. Jan, Sue wants to know
if you’d like to come play with her.” Jan says “I want to play. I’m reading now”. “I see,” says the teacher. “You
can tell Sue ‘I’m reading now, I’ll come play when I’m done’.” Sue smiles. “Where will you be, Sue, so Jan can
come find you?” asks the teacher. “I’ll wait on the swing.” Sue says.
If Jan doesn’t go out soon the teacher will follow up; she doesn’t care if the children actually swing or not but she
does care that the children learn to use language to connect with each other. So she will ask again and remind
these young minds that when they say something they are making a commitment to other people. She wants to
teach them to discipline themselves enough to stop their spontaneous behavior and hold to their plans. It is fine
for Sue or Jan to decide to do something else as long as they remember to tell each other; if in a few minutes Jan
is still committed to her book the teacher will ask her to go out and tell Sue she will play with her later. These
young three year olds learned something—Sue learned that she really has to make contact to make words work,
and Jan learned to tell people what she is up to rather than just think it in her head. Both want to play; of
course they will need repetition, teacher supported successes like this one, and practice, but they are on their way
to reciprocity in language and the joys of relationships with friends.
Eavesdropping on the children gives the teacher great insight into their development and informs her goals for
them. Amusing as it is to ask a child “Do you need a hand?” and see him stare in confusion at his two outstretched hands, it is even more a great glimpse into his brain’s development.
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Board of Directors

BlueSkies-isms

Board of Directors:
Brooke Abola, President
Bryan Quevedo, Treasurer
Lisa Freitas, Secretary
Claire Bainer, BlueSkies ED

Parents often hear their children using phrases that
they suspect they learned at BlueSkies. Each month’s
“BlueSkies-ism” will include a phrase the teachers use all
the time at BlueSkies, and some context to help you use the
phrase at home too.

Meghan Horl		
Maggie Greenblatt
Murali Naidu
“I think that is my job.”
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Welcome!

co mi

Nobi in the Wobblies
Taos in the Homeroom
Devan in the Baby House
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- Parent Services Committee:
Kelly Newman
- Parent Scholarship Committee:
Lauren Webster & Macy Parker
BlueSkies Program Directors
Ameena Muhammed, Program Director
Christa Edwards, Assistant Director

Teachers out in
April
The following staff will be on
vacation this month:
• Julia 4/2 - 4/5
• Danielle 4/11 - 4/15
• LaTasha 4/12 - 4/15
• LaTeka 4/17-4/19
• Janice - 4/22-4/23
• Ki’erra - 4/23-4/25

Books
Birthday

&
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Parent Committee Chairs

ourselves. As children
learn about feelings they
may ask teachers and
parents if they are “mad”
or if they will be mad
if they do this or that.
Adults may notice children watching then as
they go about chores with
little expression is when
this question is likely to
come up. Understanding
emotion requires reading
visual cues in others as
well as identifying your
own feelings.
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In the classroom a child
may try to control other
children by saying the
teacher will get mad if
that child won’t do what
he wants the child to do.
The teacher will sit with
the child and say “I hear
you saying that I’ll get
mad, but you know it is
my job to tell people if
I’m mad. Just like it is
your job to tell people if
you are mad.” This supports the basic tenet that
we are each one responsible for taking care of

Christa Edwards 		
Rory Darrah
Aara Amidi-Nouri

Birthday books are displayed in the front office
and can be purchased for BlueSkies in honor of a
child’s birthday or any other special occasion. A
nameplate is added to the beginning of the book
and it is gifted to the BlueSkies library. Ask office
staff for more information.

NightSkies Auction & Raffle
The NightSkies Annual Auction & Raffle, is Saturday, May 11th, 2019!
NightSkies is our single most important fundraising event of the year, providing the bulk of the funding that
supports need-based scholarships and tuition assistance for families here at BlueSkies. But the event is also so
much more – it’s an opportunity to get to know other BlueSkies parents,
teachers, and staff, a chance to score some great, locally-sourced items and
services through the raffle and auction, and a rare, kid-free night out for
parents to enjoy food, adult beverages, and fun!
Last year’s auction was a rousing success, raising over $40,000 in donations
and creating a great sense of community with an unprecedented number of
BlueSkies parents attending the event or participating in some way.
“We had a great time at NightSkies getting to know other BlueSkies
parents outside of the rush of drop-off / pickup. It was great knowing our
participation was supporting BlueSkies scholarships, and an evening out
without the little one was pretty nice too.”
--Andie, Schoolroom parent
With your help we can make this year’s NightSkies even better!
The NightSkies event could not happen without the help of parent volunteers – whether you can only spare a
little time, or want to be more involved – we have a variety of ways parents can help – and it’s a great way to
fulfill parent participation hours too!
How can you help?

•

Secure sponsors: we always try to keep the event costs down so we can ensure most if not all funds raised
go to the Scholarship Fund. Sponsors help us immensly - if you know a business or individual who may be
interested let us know!

•

Secure auction items: items or services from local merchants, restaurants or service providers your
family frequents is a great place to start!

•

Donate to the auction: past donations have included dinner parties, honey, eggs and fresh produce from
home gardens, sporting event tickets, vacation rentals, tour tickets, and much more! Get creative, partner
with another family or staff member! PLUS you get parent hours!

•

Volunteer: there are many pre-auction day jobs to be filled. Look for the sign-up sheet soon in the front
office

To learn about other ways to get involved and help a great cause supporting families at BlueSkies, join us
at an upcoming Parent Scholarship Committee meeting. The next meetings are on the website and always
include childcare and dinner.
For more information or to RSVP, please feel free to contact Julia at juliao@blueskies4children.org, or sign up
online. Dinner and childcare are both free, but we need to know if you plan to attend.
Thanks –
Lauren Webster and Macy Parker, Parent Scholarship Committee/Auction Chairs
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Snapshot in the Baby House
The Infant teacher sits on the floor holding a little
baby in her arms, humming and rocking the child
to sleep. Jerry wiggles on the mattress about two
feet away, cooing as his arms and legs go in every
direction. Teacher nods and smiles to him saying “It
feels good, doesn’t it Jerry, stretching and moving?
Your body is growing.” He holds her eye for a moment,
continuing to wiggle and coo. A few minutes later,
watching his movements grow more agitated, she
comments “That is a lot of moving; I wonder, are you
getting tired?” She shifts the drowsy baby in her arms
and reaches out to 5 month old Jerry; slipping her
hand under his prone body she slides him closer to
a toy that is mounted on the railing of the crawling
ramp. When he is close enough she touches the part of
the toy that rattles and he turns his head to the sound, becoming interested in the toy. His body relaxes
and his movements become less jerky as he calms. Sitting on the floor a few feet in the other direction is
eight month old Lydia. She is rosy and plump and not really quite crawling, although she is scooting and
rolling to get around. She lets out a loud whoop, high pitched and resonating, and smiles in delight! She
has discovered something new about making sounds. Now she tries a guttural sound, deep and burbling,
followed by two fast high screeches. Lydia is smiling away, causing quite a ruckus in the peaceful baby
room. The teacher on the floor smiles and simply says “Lydia” in a quiet and caring tone of amusement,
and continues to hum and rock the baby in her arms. Jerry continues to be interested in the hanging
toy, watching, moving and listening, and Lydia seems to be singing back-up for the baby house noises.
Another teacher making notes on charts steps around the corner of the changing table, surveys the group
and asks brightly “Is everything all right?” The teacher on the floor smiles and nods.
Lydia’s big noises could easily have been misunderstood
as a call for attention, but this teacher understands that
normal development for a child this age is to simply enjoy
making sounds. Just because she is making big noises
doesn’t mean she needs help—she is very happy yowling
away, discovering yet another aspect of her body’s amazing
abilities. An older child making such sounds probably
would be seeking adult interaction, knowing more about
the call-response of language—and the adult would want to
reinforce the use of verbal communication by responding.
But Lydia is in the stage before this, just making and
enjoying the sounds. So the teachers were able to respond
appropriately and let her enjoy her beautiful, loud and
exuberant sounds without attaching adult meaning to them.
If they had responded by quieting her, or perhaps picking her up or distracting her, she would quickly
learn that big noises quickly engage an adult. The brain is wired to repeat an experiment and see if
it happens again, and when it does repeat a habit is born. With the best intentions, this is how adults
create an undesired repetitive behavior that will be hard to hard to change or ignore. That will not
happen today because the teacher knows how to let the behavior be. After some experimentation with
sounds something else drew Lydia’s interest, and the day rolled along with each child’s needs met.
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BlueSkies Spring Picnic and Park Cleanup
Sunday, April 14
10am - 12pm
Roberts Regional Recreation Area in Redwood
Regional Park | 10570 Skyline Blvd, Oakland
Join us for our Spring School-Wide Picnic at Roberts Park. The picnic is a potluck so folks should bring something to share!
This year, the Parent Scholarship Committee is also hosting a volunteer clean-up activity during the picnic to
help keep our Oakland parks beautiful.
Our goal is to have parents/caregivers lend a helping hand during the picnic and do some clean-up throughout the park - kids can help too! We’ll have gloves, bags, and other clean-up supplies. The Parent Scholarship Committee is hosting this activity in order to receive Disneyland Tickets for our Spring Auction (Disney
requires us to do a community volunteer activity in order to receive the tickets). Follow the link below to sign
up.
Enjoy the picnic and - if you are so inclined - swing by the Parent Scholarship Committee table to pick up a
few supplies, and help pick up at the park.
https://www.allforgood.org/projects/nQPRy0JN
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