Over the last two years we have met with Hudson Kindergarten Teachers, Literacy Specialists, and Early Childhood Specialists on several occasions.  My intent of these meetings has been to learn how we can prepare our students for success in the elementary schools.  The resounding answer has been “social and emotional skills!”  Kindergarten Teachers surveyed by the National Center on Educational Statistics found that while only 7% of those teachers felt that counting to 20 or more by the start of Kindergarten was essential, 84% felt that the ability to communicate needs, wants and thoughts verbally was essential.  10% of those teachers surveyed believed that children should know the alphabet by the start of Kindergarten, whereas 56% felt the priority was on taking turns and sharing.  At BHP we have earned a good reputation in the community for preparing our students academically.  We have long dreamed of an outdoor “village” where pretend play leads to the development of the social and emotional skills needed for Kindergarten success.  The village would be built on our playground perimeter.  Children naturally use outdoor time to engage in role play, such as the tricycles becoming police cars.  This village would allow a garage, a post office, a grocery store, and other community locations where social skills are explored and practiced.  

“Research has shown that pretend play provides children with a microcosm for life that encourages them to take the skills they have learned in classroom lessons and apply them to meaningful life activities.  It is believed that this process of application will help a child not only develop a skill, but learn how to use it in life…. When a child pretends to be different characters, he has the experience of ‘walking in someone else’s shoes,’ which helps teach the important moral development skill of empathy.  It is normal for young children to see the world from their own egocentric point of view, but through maturation and cooperative play, a child will begin to understand the feelings of others…. Pretend play helps a child understand the power of language.  In addition, by pretend playing with others, he learns that words give him the means to reenact a story or organize play.  This process helps a child to make the connection between spoken and written language – a skill that will later help him learn to read…. Pretend play also promotes abstract thinking.  The ability to use a prop (such as a block) as a symbol for something else (such as a phone) is a high-level thinking skill.  Eventually it will enable a child to recognize that numbers represent quantities of things, and that combinations of letters represent the words she speaks, hears, and reads.” – Ellen Booth Church, Scholastic Parents  

Every classroom in our preschool has an area for dramatic play.  We encourage role play by providing costumes, kitchens, props, etc… these activities take place in the very controlled classroom environment.  We have noticed the natural partnership between large motor play on the playground and pretend play.  Research has shown the value of more physical large-motor activity during pretend play, which would best be expressed during outdoor play.  “Researchers in early brain development believe that this sort of play (large motor) helps develop the part of the brain (the frontal lobe) that regulates behavior.  Instead of worrying that this type of activity will encourage a child to act out or become too aggressive, be assured that within a monitored situation, large-motor play can actually help a child learn the self-regulation skills needed to know how and when this type of play is appropriate.”   Unlike the typical preschool, our village intended for pretend play, will be outdoors where large motor and social skills are developed simultaneously.  

The village buildings will be representative of a typical city street, with a variety of services.  In this village children will pretend to be police officers, mechanics, bankers, postal workers, grocers, retail merchants, builders, teachers, preachers, and most importantly they will pretend to be customers functioning in society.   They will role play daily exchanges between community members.  They will share jobs and buildings and materials.  They will learn conversation and language to make progress in transactions.  They will initiate new processes to accomplish goals, and will have the freedom and the space to explore new concepts.   With these open-ended opportunities, all children will be developing social and emotional skills far beyond what’s possible in the typical classroom.   

We believe this dream is within our reach through various fundraising and grant opportunities.  Following the Carnival, we will have a “design day” with a designer from Leathers Associates, in which the children will drive the vision.  The next few months will consist of the fundraising, and eventually lead to the “build day” where the community will gather to build the village.  There will be many people involved in the entire process, from folks needed to help with the construction and painting, to folks needed to attend and volunteer for the Carnival.  

Please join me in my enthusiasm for this amazing project.  I look forward to seeing this dream unfold and giving our students an experience to last a lifetime.  Afterall, “IT TAKES A VILLAGE TO BUILD A VILLAGE!”  
Thank you!  Kari Jo 
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