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Monday, Sept 3 
BlueSkies closed for Labor 
Day 

Wednesday, Sept 4
Parents for BlueSkies Com-
munity Committee Meeting
6:15 - 7:45pm

Thursday, Sept 12 
Nursery School House  
Meeting 6:00 - 8:00 p.m.

Upcoming Events
The Other Teacher in the Room
By: Claire Bainer 

September 
2019

All of you who have been around BlueSkies for a while have probably heard 
us refer to the classroom environment as the “third teacher in the room.”  This 
is an old early childhood expression, from the days when nursery school com-
monly meant a 2.5 hour session for 18 children with 2 teachers.  The concept 
it expresses is that children learn not only from the teachers, but also from 
the way the spaces are set up for play; in this way the environment “teaches” 
appropriate behavior.,.  This is not just true of children; we adults certainly 
behave differently when our environment signals different expectations.  We 
may whoop, whistle and shout at a ball game, but the carpets and tablecloths 
and well-dressed patrons remind us to modulate our voices when dining at the 
Claremont Hotel. The communication of the environment can be somewhat 
subtle as it communicates the how to be as well as the what to do. From the big 
picture point of view, awareness and sensitivity to the clues from the environ-
ment are part of the “civilizing” that every parent is ultimately working toward 
as they help their child grow.

 Young children learn very holistically, with all senses feeding the immature 
brain at once and the brain having very little ability to prioritize or filter what 
comes in.  Early childhood teachers know that means the children are espe-
cially sensitive to too much or inappropriate stimulation, and that such envi-
ronments make it harder for them to stay focused on their own learning and 
growth, so they are very thoughtful and careful about the learning environment 
they build.  The teachers keep classroom and yard spaces calm and orderly; 
even out in the yard a running game may need to be focused so that the chil-
dren—both participants and bystanders—feel safe.  Teachers think about the 
colors and quantity of wall décor, the ability to move through spaces or to limit 
the number of children in a space, the noise level, the lighting, the attractive-
ness, aiming in general for “this place feels good” for the children.  The opposite 
of this is a loud, chaotic, brightly colored classroom with artwork plastered to 
every surface – for a child trying to focus, that’s like taking your laptop to the 
ballgame and trying to create a complicated spreadsheet amidst the hotdog 
vendors and cheering.

In addition to being sensitive to this holistic learning, teachers want to use the 
environment to support the children’s autonomous capacity to learn.  Once tod-
dlers learn that there are as many chairs at the table as the number of children 
allowed to sit there, they never again need the teacher to tell them whether 
or not there’s room for them – if there’s an empty chair, they know they can 
sit in it.  Thus children who are not experienced enough to make a judgment 
as to whether a table can comfortably accommodate 2 or 4 children have clear 
external cues to help them; as a result they feel competent and respected, and 
the teachers can give their attention to the more complicated lessons (like how 
to say you’ve finished the activity at the table without just dumping it on the 
floor). In the older classes the procedures and systems for using the toys and 
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Director’s Report, Cont...
supplies and getting along with each other all support this growing competence and self-confidence.

A third way the environment teaches the children is by inviting them to take initiative in appropriate ways.  
Teachers at BlueSkies want the children to learn that they are full of wonderful ideas and can turn those ideas 
into activities that are meaningful to them and, as they get older, draw other children into play with them.  
The way this happens is through another layer of careful design on the teacher’s part – setting up activities 
that the children can choose and manage by themselves.  For the toddlers these are things like hammering 
benches, dolls with blankets, and books laid out on the porch – as the child toddles by, something catches her 
eye and she participates in an activity that is “her own idea” rather than something the teacher told her to do.  
This wandering is a little like browsing in a store; the child is looking for something to do and the environment 
offers suggestions of things that might attract them, offers activities that could extend their understanding or 
draw a friend to them. It is all very deliberate and often goes quietly unnoticed to the untrained eye as visitors 
look around and comment on “what well behaved children you have at this school.”

As the children get older and develop more abstract thought they also are learning from their toys and with 
language developing they also are experiencing logic and consequence as well as action and reaction because 
the activities are also changing and becoming more open-ended. Here is an example when building with Du-
plos on a blanket on the floor babies may stack them and clap them later the teacher might put some on a 
table so the child can stand to use them  the dublos  blocks suggest what the child could do:  connect the plastic 
bumps on one block to the holes on the other. Put on wheels and carry the plastic animals around –the sug-
gestion of what to build and how to use the block gets stronger. Two and three year olds without many ex-
periences with building anything love this toy because the toy its self is helping the child play. Wooden unit 
blocks stacked on a shelf , requires more thought and intention and give more creativity and opportunity for 
open-ended play where whatever you build can please the player and be anything the player desires. One year 
in the oldest group the children all began making something in the block area that they called a “ bindy” these 
carefully constructed little clumps of  blocks were always the same very important and required some careful 
balancing but did not seem to do anything but be a clump of blocks everyone made and was proud of. That was 
years ago, someone’s idea caught on became a trend and lasted awhile then it was not a trend anymore. Play 
can be like that freely chosen self-initiated and self- directed.   While the children are making more and more 
choices about what to do, they also have developed more skills as they were play and this makes the play more 
interesting, more creative, and more fun than the day before.

Have no doubt even as the children become more skillful and more sophisticated players the teachers remain  
key to their successful play. It is the teachers who choose what the children will find in their classroom and 
yard. The teachers arrange the play spaces and create traffic patterns through the classroom that protect 
the playing children from interruption and interference. The teachers carefully select the type of activity, the 
quantity of materials, and display the toys in ways that will call the children to come played and make the toys  
accessible and available to the children. Teachers are also monitoring the way the children are playing, they 
protect the play and add or subtract toys to  best support the play.  The oldest children, who have learned that 
the teachers respect their competence as players, also know they can ask the teacher for additional items or 
exceptions to rules when it is necessary for the game (while books generally stay in the book area so they’ll be 
protected, children building a library with the big blocks might really need some books on the shelf). All these 
nuances adjustments are made to be sure that the children see how important their play is and how much we 
want to be sure their needs are met and adjusted for in the course of the day.  

Every day all day teachers are adjusting things for the children in every classroom, each week toys change 
new opportunities are presented. So when Tim and Sue built a fire truck in the yard the teacher found the fire 
book to read at story time and when nap was over the little ladders were out and some lengths of hose could 
be seen on the shelf so the play could grow if they were still thinking about fire trucks. It may turn out that 
Jake who was watching Tim and Sue play this morning will wake sooner and hurry out to build his own truck 
and that seeing this Sue decides to swing with Fred just as Tim grabs the ladder and demands owner ship over 
the truck Jake built- but that is ok because now the lesson is about working and talking to one another. It’s all 
good in this opportunistic and carefully constructed world of the preschool. 
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It’s the end of the summer session at Blue Skies, and what a great time we’ve had!  Lots of free, open sensory 
exploration.  Part of the service I provide is creating a space where they can get truly messy – and then 
cleaning it up before you come for pick-up.  But if you’d like to facilitate more of this fun at home, I’m sure they 
would love it!  With my own kids, I’d put them in the bathtub with whatever goop they were fascinated with, 
then they could get as messy as they wanted and it was a great lead in to bath time.  A hint for your future, as 
mine are now too big for the bathtub trick, is to save an old shower curtain and use that as a tarp.
It seemed fairly unanimous that concoctions that included liquid glue or starch did not create pleasing textures 
to the children.  The stuff we all enjoyed most, used just a couple of simple and safe ingredients.  At home, I’d 
recommend snack time first, and then a reminder that just like at school, our science experiment materials are 
not for eating.

Here’s aloe dough: You want between 1.5-2 times as much cornstarch as aloe vera.  We worked with this in 
individual trays on which I put 2 tbsp gel and 3-4 tbsp. cornstarch and had 
them mix it together with their hands.  This led to observations like “When 
the dough covers your hands you can see all the cracks in your hands”.  Or as 
in this photo “It can cover your hands like gloves” 

Moon sand was also super simple but very 
satisfying to play with.  Just flour and baby 
oil, in an 8 to 1 ratio.  We made this in a 
large bowl and shared among 5 students, by 
mixing together 4 cups of flour and ½ cup of 
baby oil.  They almost universally followed 
an impulse to compress this mixture flat 
into their tray.  I’d then encourage them to 
experiment and see if they could shape it. 

They enjoyed experimenting with how they could squeeze it in their hands 
and make it hard, or crumble it between their fingers which made it soft.  
This led to good discussions about how combining two materials changes 
them both, and how we touch the materials affects how they react.  

Exploring the moon sand, they found the 
dusty nature of the flour which led us to 
observe that powders are 
really lots of little solid pieces, an often tricky idea, as powder acts like the 
classic definition of a liquid (a material that can pour and take the shape of the 
container it is in). 

My favorite, and the potion that held their interest the longest, is Oobleck 
which is simple as can be, a 2 to 1 ratio of cornstarch to water.  It’s great to 
get out the Dr. Seuss book of the same name to read as they play.  It’s a book 
intended for older children, but when they have something to engage their 
hands, I think it’s grand for them to hear the rhythm of the good Doctor even 
if they don’t understand everything – and it makes for lots of good discussions, 
discussing both the new words and ideas in the story.  

To reflect the beginning of the school year and end of summer session, our new Homeroom students will have 
their first science class on 8/26.  We’ll get to visit with a crustacean, I’ll bring in Scarlet, my son’s crayfish.  
They’ll add ice to her environment (they like it cold), feed her, and we’ll talk about how her body works and 
how very different it is from ours – a preschool version of comparative morphology.  
Once Schoolroom kids have had a chance to do that lesson, we’ll turn to observing the change of the seasons.  
The curriculum will be new to Homeschool students and a revisiting of lessons from the fall of last year for 
Schoolroom kids – as I’m sure you are well aware, repetition is a valued experience at this age.  These fall 
lessons will examine apples and acorns, autumn leaves and corn.  Looking forward!

Science with Naomi
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Spencer Perry, our Operations Director since 2016, will be leaving BlueSkies at the end of September. While 
we are sad to see him leave and know he will be missed, we are also buoyed in knowing that he now has the 
opportunity to pursue his many interests and passions.

Spencer has been a tremendous asset to BlueSkies and we appreciate his many contributions. He has guided 
us through a slate of much-needed facilities improvements and upgrades, improved our technology infrastruc-
ture and seen us through transition in our finance and accounting management.  He has greatly enjoyed build-
ing relationships with all of the staff and families at BlueSkies.

Spencer has offered to continue to support the good work of BlueSkies as both a volunteer and a consultant so 
we can continue to gain from his knowledge and experience for years to come. He lives close and is very avail-
able. 

We are happy to announce that we are promoting Julia Owens, our Office Manager, into 
his role and Spencer will be transitioning her into the job over the next month or so.  
We are using this transition to rethink and reorganize our little office team.  We will 
begin looking for a new part-time Office Manager to replace Julia.  

Spencer has been a big presence here these last 3 years and we will miss him and the 
school is chugging along at a nice steady clip. Change and transitions occur and as 
they do we keep our awareness on the stability and predictability that the school of-
fers everyone associated with it. The structures and systems don’t change -- they are 
the foundation that carries on and the structures that give the school a life of its own, 
allowing it to grow and change and thrive just as the children and families and staff do 
here at BlueSkies.

A note from Spencer:

I just wanted to send out a note to all the families at BlueSkies, letting you know that I will be leaving the 
school, and that my last day will be September 30.  When I came to work here three years ago, it was purely by 
accident, and I had no idea what to expect.  I hadn’t worked in education before, nor had I worked with chil-
dren, so I couldn’t know how lucky I was to be joining such an amazing community.  I cannot tell you how fortu-
nate I now feel having spent so much time getting to know the wonderful families at the school, and seeing your 
incredible children thrive in such a magical place. 

I arrived at the school thinking I understood how people came to be the way they are, but little did I know that 
I had just scratched the surface.  Seeing the children at the school begin to blossom, and recognizing so clearly 
what interesting, creative, and compassionate adults they will grow into, has been a singular experience in my 
career.  Every day, I’ve learned something new from these amazing little humans who come here to learn, play 
and, grow, and I will always be grateful to them for allowing me to be a part of that experience. 

I will miss the dedicated staff who work hard every day to keep this place going, and I hope I have been able to 
give them as much as they have given me.   I will be continuing to support the school on a more limited, as-need-
ed basis, so you will probably see me around, but I just wanted to take the opportunity to say thank you for the 
chance to be a part of the BlueSkies family. 

Please join us in wishing Spencer all the best in his next chapter. We will host an informal gathering to share 
our appreciation for Spencer in October, details to come

Administrative Staff Transition

Thank you Class of 2019!
We would like to thank the 2019 graduating class for 
funding the recent construction in the Todds Classroom!  
Each year, the departing class makes a gift to the school 
to support important capital projects and leave a legacy 
for the next generation of children to enjoy. 
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Snapshot in the Playroom
Today is the first day visiting the Playroom for 8 children moving up from the Todds.  They are meeting all 
kinds of new equipment and activities, and while some are flitting among so many wonderful choices, others 
are trying hard to master an alluring new piece of equipment.  The tricycles are in high demand.  The Todds 
have “scooters,” toys with 4 wheels that you sit on and propel with your feet; the Playroom has scooters too, but 
in the Playroom the children are also introduced to tricycles with pedals.  Carolyn and Shawn are pleased to be 
the ones on tricycles and earnestly work their way up and down the path.  The Playroom path has just enough 
slope to make it a challenge for a new pedaler to get up and a thrill to ride down a little fast.  Carolyn is nearly 
in tears with frustration as she tries to get up the slope, her feet slipping off the pedals as she pushes with 
more forward than downward motion.  “Go!  Go-o-o!” she yells in fury at the tricycle.   The teacher comments, 
“You are really working hard, aren’t you Carolyn? It takes a lot of work to push those pedals and get up the 
hill.”  Persisting, after 15 minutes Carolyn can make it nearly all the way up the slope.  When she gets stuck 
she fusses a bit, then pushes once or twice with her feet—just enough to get onto the level part where she can 
successfully pedal again.  Those momentary frustrations are offset by the excitement of pedaling very fast and 
easily on the down-slope trip.  Shawn, meanwhile, is perfectly happy to put his feet on the ground and push for 
the entire up-slope and put his feet on the pedals when they nearly move on their own, going down.

Children usually set themselves just the right level of challenge, and when the challenge is embedded in their 
play it is always going to be one that matters enough to them to work hard at it.  The teacher could see how 
much it mattered to Carolyn to be able to use the pedals to move the trike so she occasionally acknowledged 
the effort Carolyn was making and then left her to work on it.  It obviously didn’t matter to Shawn whether he 
could pedal or not; he cheerfully pedaled when it was easy and just as cheerfully pushed with his feet when it 
wasn’t.  Just like the rest of us, different things are important to different children; at the same age one wants 
to master a tricycle, one has to solve every new puzzle, one is focused on learning to use the toilet. This is how 
children learn perseverance in problem solving, and develop self-confidence; some will learn it on the trikes, 
and some in the frustration of wet pants, or a block building that won’t stand up. The activity is secondary to 
the bigger, more important lessons that will guide and sustain them in life.  The teacher’s job is to provide a 
balanced set of choices every day, trust the children to tackle new problems as they are ready, and offer the 
right bit of encouragement when it is needed to help the children learn what resourceful and resilient learners 
they are.
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Staff out in September

 
The following staff will be on vacation this month:
•	 Mimi 9/5 - 9/9
•	 Kiki - 9/12 - 9/16
•	 Sue 9/16 - 9/20
•	 Maria V- 9/16 - 9/18
•	 Kenji - 9/23 - 9/27

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.

This phrase avoids giving a direct order, which often 
elicits resistance. Instead, phrase the order as an ob-
servation or suggestion. When “go wash your hands” 
is changed to “it looks like your hands need some 
washing” the child is less likely to resist. “Put your 
jacket on” can become “I wonder where your jacket 
is?” Prompting the child to look for his jacket plants 
the idea that he needs it before he goes outside, and 
allows him to take care of this himself without adult 
micro-managing. 

BlueSkies-isms

“It looks like your hands need 
some washing.”

Fall Mailer 2019 

Welcome!
Grayson in the Baby House!

Cora in the Homeroom!
Reggie in the Wobbly Walkers!

Farewell!
Romy in the Wobblies

Teacher, Ki’erra, in the 
Wobblies and Todds
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It’s the time again... time for the Fall Mailer!

What is the Fall Mailer?
The Fall Mailer is the only direct-mail solicitation 
BlueSkies sends for gifts to the Annual Scholarship 
Fund that supports tuition assistance for children 
at BlueSkies.  About one of every six children at 
BlueSkies receives support from the scholarship 
fund; your child’s friends might not be able to attend 
BlueSkies without this assistance!  

BlueSkies has been collecting the names and 
addresses of friends and supporters since 1983, and 
every year close to 100 respond with gifts.

How does the Fall Mailer help BlueSkies 
programs?
The diversity of BlueSkies enriches every child’s 
learning, and the income from the Mailer is one of 
the ways we support economic diversity. 

How do BlueSkies parents help with the 
Fall Mailer?
The biggest way to help is by submitting names and 
addresses of your friends and family. In the coming 
weeks, you will receive a mailing list form with 
instructions. 

More to come! Please see Julia with any questions 
about how you can support this year’s Fall Mailer. 
Thank you in advance for your help!


