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A fter signifi-
cant events, 
there comes 

a time when the 
dust settles, and 
you can pause and 
reflect on what you 
have just experi-
enced and accom-

plished. The end of this past school 
year was just such a milestone at Bing. 

It seems like an eternity ago that we 
reopened Bing in September 2020 after 
the very sudden and unexpected clo-
sure six months earlier. Not only were 
we navigating an entirely new territory 
of a global COVID-19 pandemic, but 
our local skies were full of smoke from 
raging forest fires. Things were very 
different and unfamiliar. Getting our 
school open again and serving children 
and families under these circumstances 
had seemed anything but certain. 

It was a year of great uncertainty and 
challenge, adapting and rising to those 
challenges and, most significantly, 
focusing on what is most important. 
Our teachers and staff  worked tirelessly 

together to provide a safe, nurturing 
learning environment for young children. 
In the end, despite all the obstacles, it 
was a magical year unlike any other.

It was a year of teachers creating en-
chanting classroom environments that 
spoke not of pandemics but of play. 
Wooden blocks, rich palettes of paint, 
truckloads of freshly delivered sand, 
and grassy hills to push wagons up and 
then roll down, all bringing back the 
familiar and reassuring hum of child-
hood. Staff, teachers and parents had 
adapted to new ways of doing things. 
It was that rare opportunity where 
children, parents, teachers and staff  
simultaneously recognized that they 
had not only been part of something 
special but had also made it all happen. 

The last day of school was filled with 
emotion as we’ve never seen. Parents, 
children and teachers all waved good-
bye with boundless joy and celebra-

tion. Joy in having returned to school 
and a semblance of normalcy that at 
times had seemed nearly impossible. 
Celebration in safely welcoming chil-
dren back to play, learn, explore and 
make friends during such an impor-
tant time in their development. 

Some parents shared their reflections 
on their children’s 2020–2021 school 
experience during this year. Among 
them: “The school’s COVID protocols 
gave us full confidence in sending our 
children each day, and despite masks 
and other measures put in place to 
keep our children safe, the magic of 
Bing was very much alive. Bing has 
been a source of  so much happiness, 
stability and familiarity to our fam-
ily in these uncertain times.” Another 
parent said, “It was a blessing to have 
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Bing during this time. It gave our 
son a sense of  normalcy in a world 
that was quickly changing all around 
him.” “The joy with which Zoe came 
to Bing and returned from Bing every 
day was all that we needed as parents. 
Even with the mask, we could see the 
smile in her eyes as she came out of 
the room to share with us stories of 
the day, teachers she had spent time 
with, or things she had made. She 
grew—socially, emotionally and across 
all domains,” said a third parent.

The flood of emotions and memo-
ries pouring out on the last day of 
school presented an ideal opportunity 
to capture what we had learned dur-
ing this novel pandemic year. While 
collectively, our teachers and staff  
had all been working together to-
ward the same goal throughout the 
year, individually they each had dif-
ferent experiences and learning.

The Bing Times    l n s    September 20212

With memories of the year still fresh in 
the minds of our teachers and staff, I 
asked them to reflect upon their experi-
ences. I was touched by the breadth 
and depth of their insights and want 
to share some of them with you. 

What have you learned about  
yourself as a teacher? 

• “That we can adapt our program to 
extreme circumstances … even if  it 
seems impossible. We were able to 
offer a rich program with many op-
portunities for learning and social-
ization while still following COVID 
protocols and keeping children safe.”

• “First and foremost, I was reminded 
that the relationship with children and 
parents is the absolute most impor-
tant part of this job. Making strong 
connections with children allows them 
to feel safe and then to learn. Mak-
ing strong connections with parents 
allows them to trust me so that we can 
have a dynamic two-way relationship.”

• “I have been embracing uncertainty 
and constantly reflecting on my 
teaching methods and as my role as a 
co-worker. There are countless times 
I asked myself, ‘How can I make this 
better?’ I have put into practice my 
ability to adapt to ongoing change 
and really allowing my flexibility 
as a teacher/colleague to shine.”

• “A common feeling among the teach-
ers is that they were more resilient 
and flexible than they thought they 
would be. And, the relationships 
they develop with the children and 
families are incredibly important.”

• “As an educator, this pandemic has 
made me practice more compas-
sion and empathy towards parents/
families, children and teachers.” 

• “Adaptability is key in a dynamic envi-
ronment. Being able to think flexibly 
in regard to how classrooms are set 
up and how our values are integrated 
can be vital in a constantly chang-

ing environment. I was able to reflect 
more about my experiences with 
outdoor learning and how to integrate 
what’s given in our environment to 
supplement our students’ learnings.”

• “I observed how lessening the materials 
in the indoor area allowed children 
to be more social with one another 
and to problem-solve. I found that 
the less there was, the more it opened 
social exchanges. In the block area, I 
listened to children engage in making 
plans to share blocks and take turns 
with a limited number of blocks.” 

• “I found out that I can adapt very fast. 
I believe that the circumstances made 
me become even more observing of 
how everything around me was set 
up and other teachers’ practices, and 
I found out that I was able to imple-
ment what I learned or the changes 
that were necessary in a fast and 
effective way. I also learned that I am 
a lot more flexible than I thought.”

• “I’ve learned the importance of 
practicing more grace for children, 
families, colleagues and myself. Dur-
ing times when tensions have peri-
odically run high, it’s become crystal 
clear to me that we’re all doing our 
best, and that by exercising a compas-
sionate response, especially during 
challenging situations, we ultimately 
yield better outcomes for everyone.”

• “One of the first things I became aware 
of is how much I rely on lip-reading 
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to understand children who tend 
to be quiet, are learning English or 
have challenges with verbal com-
munication. I also realized how 
closely I usually watch children’s 
facial expressions to gauge how they 
are feeling. It is still possible to tell 
a lot about a child’s emotional state 
by just seeing their eyes and body 
posture, but you must be in very close 
proximity to them in order to do 
so. Before I knew the children well, 
it was often challenging to quickly 
discern whether they were comfort-
able with a particular situation.”

• “This past year I have learned that I am 
more patient, resilient and flexible.”

• “I have learned that I have a greater 
capacity for flexibility than I  
had imagined. I have learned 
more about how to triage what 
is important/not so much: Is this 
a little thing or a big thing?” 

• “I also learned that I must be rooted 
in my teaching practices and know 
what I am hoping to achieve in every 
interaction and every curriculum 
created, whether planned ahead, or 
adjusting at the spur of the moment.”

What have you learned (or had  
highlighted to you) about children?

• “Children are strong, resilient and  
adaptable.” 

• “I was reminded how much children 
communicate through their play.” 

• “Children are stronger and braver 
than most of  the world understands 

or appreciates. To 
see how quickly and 
easily they adapted to 
our masking policy, 
our physically distant 
snack tables and our 
adult visitor restriction 
(to name only a few 
of  the many changes!) 
takes my breath away. 
Our successes this 
year were in part 
due to our outstand-
ing teachers but 
were also directly related to the 
competence of  our children.”

• “PLAY remains to be the most impor-
tant and natural activity that children 
engage in. Children need time to play. 
They need to have social play experi-
ences with their peers. We noticed 
that some children who hadn’t had 
play opportunities with other children 
needed more help and support.”

• “This year wasn’t what anyone ex-
pected, but when we added children 
into the classroom, it was just as 
magical and productive, and maybe 
even more relationship-based and 
driven than ever before. Children 
worked seamlessly with what we 
were able to give them. They took 
some time to assimilate to the new 
‘way of the world’ but played their 
way through the tricky transitions.”

• “Children are incredibly resilient and 
flexible. There are few things that 
interrupt their love and desire for play 
and learning, and a mask is certainly 
not one of those things. We have had 
to make several adjustments this year, 
some minuscule and others quite 
large, but the children have arguably 
adapted better than most adults. I 
have also recognized the stillness that 
children bring to our world. It seems 
that the gift of time has remained at 
Bing and is still a very precious com-
modity at our school. I have physical-
ly experienced time slow down in ways 
that have emotionally moved me as a 
teacher. I watch as the children slow 

their pace, I get down to their level, 
and we sit together in awe of the won-
ders of this world. This is a gift the 
children have given to me and will re-
main an imprint on me for a lifetime.”

• “Though I knew and appreciated this 
before, this year at Bing I’ve been 
able to truly experience the ingenuity 
and determination of children able to 
work on projects of their own choos-
ing. I hadn’t previously had the joy of 
spending such uninterrupted amounts 
of open-ended time with children in 
prior teaching contexts. Instead of 
needing to jump from one thing to an-
other, I’m able to sit with children as 
they remain intently focused on their 
play. While the children have this time, 
I’m able to refine my practice of ask-
ing furthering questions and helping 
them solve problems that might arise.”

• “Children are so RESILIENT! Chil-
dren exist in the present and really 
seize the opportunity to explore their 
surroundings, reconnect with other 
children and teachers and immerse 
themselves in their PLAY! Their 
innate dedication to play, despite 
the limitations and changes, has 
been so evident in their eagerness to 
come to Bing and engage during the 
session. Children normalize their 
current reality quite quickly (faster 
than adults!) and accept new experi-
ences with ease and appreciation.” 

• “Children are visibly competent, 
independent and resilient. They 
are adaptable and took to the new 
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changes more easily than 
most adults. I remember 
thinking about how I would 
recognize the children 
with their masks on. The 
children were quick to 
recognize their friends and 
teachers even before I did.”

• “Children are extremely 
adaptable and resilient. 
I didn’t fully appreciate 
what that meant until teaching in 
a pandemic. The competency of 
children really came out. They were 
able to be responsible for wearing a 
mask for an entire afternoon without 
needing reminders. They adhered to 
new routines, such as constant hand 
washing, separation and parentless 
story time. I’ve seen how freedom 
of movement across such a large 
span of area with choices so vast 
and interesting regulates them.”

• “Teaching in COVID times has 
reinforced for me that children are 
above all else resilient, competent and 
capable. They were able to respond 
much easier and quicker to the new 
protocols and parameters put in place 
than some of the adults. We can all 
learn a lot from children’s unique 
perspectives and approaches to life!”

• “Despite wearing masks, social 
distancing, and changes in pro-
gramming (due to concerns for 
the pandemic), children prospered 
inside the classroom. In the fall, 
they successfully and quickly transi-
tioned back into school after being 
home for an extended period.” 

• “I thought children would have a 
more difficult time transitioning 

to school routines because parents 
were not allowed to accompany 
them to the classroom. However, 
this was not the case. Children 
came into the classroom with high 
confidence and self-esteem.”

• “During my first days I was curious 
about the children’s relationship with 
their masks. Seeing most children 
wearing their masks at all times and 
how they put them back on right 
after snack without teacher’s remind-
ers—and how they sometimes remind 
themselves about it—surprised me. I 
was also surprised about how aware 
most of them are about the reasons 
behind the mask and behind all dif-
ferent practices that were happening 
this year due to COVID. But it also 
makes me wonder what the long-term 
impact of having to socialize with 
masks will be for these children.”

It is in looking back that the most 
valuable lessons are learned. From 
this relatively small representation 
of observations and insights docu-
mented by our teachers, you can see 
that a great deal of wisdom about 
early childhood education, children 
and families has been both learned and 
reinforced during this pandemic year. 

The children at Bing are at such a critical 
time in their development across all do-
mains—cognitive, social, emotional and 
physical. It is a window of developmen-
tal opportunity that cannot be missed 
or short-changed. So it was incredibly 
reassuring, particularly under such novel 
pandemic circumstances, to see children 
return after our six-month closure to 

instinctively embrace play. It 
was gratifying to see them be so 
resilient, adaptive, flexible, in-
dependent, capable and compe-
tent; to see them so easily deal 
with things we thought might 
be obstacles, like masks, no 
parents beyond the gates, and 
new ways of doing things; and 
most of all to see them flourish. 

All these observations could 
not have better validated our philoso-
phy that a play-based, child-centered 
program provides the best opportunity 
for young children to develop across all 
domains, and the importance of our core 
principles of treating children as honored 
guests, giving them freedom of move-
ment and the gift of time to explore, to 
interact with each other and to learn. 

When I think back on the six months that 
we were closed, from March until Septem-
ber of last year, I’m reminded of the duck 
on the pond, below the surface paddling 
furiously. We must acknowledge and 
thank those whose “furious paddling”—
the long hours of tireless dedication, navi-
gating the ever-changing guidelines for 
bringing children back to class and creat-
ing the new health and safety protocols—
kept everyone safe throughout the year. 

These include our teachers and staff, 
whom I often refer to as our “secret 
sauce,” and some very special cur-
rent and former Bing family members 
on the local and national front lines 
of fighting the pandemic. Our deep-
est thanks and eternal gratitude go to 
Dr. Paul Mohabir, Dr. Robert Luo and 
Dr. Yvonne Maldonado. Their medical 
expertise and support were invaluable in 
establishing our safety protocols, com-
municating them to concerned families, 
maintaining our confidence and morale 
throughout the year and ensuring zero 
cases of COVID transmitted at Bing. 

I must also express our deepest thanks 
to the entire Bing community of par-
ents, alumni and friends for their very 
generous and immediate support of the 
Bing Emergency Fund, which was cre-
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ated to bridge the gap in our operating 
budget resulting from the unexpected 
loss of tuition revenue when the school 
suddenly closed. The response was im-
mediate and overwhelming. And I must 
specifically call out several key members 
of the Bing community who jump-start-
ed the campaign with their unstinting 
support and tireless outreach efforts on 
our behalf. These include Marissa May-
er and Mubarik Imam, who stepped up 
to spearhead the fund. The fund is what 
kept us going, allowed us to retain all 
our teachers and staff, enabled us to re-

open in September 2020 and sustained 
us throughout the past year of signifi-
cantly reduced student and tuition lev-
els. Without such a swift and generous 
response, we would not be where we are 
today. We are humbled by the unwav-
ering support of the Bing community 
and their belief in what we do. That 
support has made it possible for us to 
focus on safely and smoothly expanding 
our enrollment to pre-COVID levels.

Unquestionably, this past year was one 
of great uncertainty, many changes and 

major challenges for everyone. Thanks to 
the dedicated efforts of all our teach-
ers, staff  and parents, the good news 
for the young children at Bing is that 
they experienced an incredible year of 
growth and development at a significant 
time in their life, an opportunity that 
so often looked anything but certain. 
This magical year for young children, 
delivered under the extraordinary 
circumstances of a pandemic and with 
complete safety, is truly something 
to celebrate. This will forever be the 
silver lining to our pandemic year.  lB 
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DISTINGUISHED LECTURE 

Andrei Cimpian on ‘The Developmental Roots  
of the Gender Gaps in Science and Engineering:  
Children’s Stereotypes About Intellectual Ability’ 
By Karla Kane, journalist and former Bing parent 

What type of person do you 
picture when asked to imag-
ine a successful scientist or 

mathematician? Who comes to mind 
when you think of someone described 
as a “genius” or as “brilliant”?

According to research by Andrei Cim-
pian, PhD, of New York University, 
children as early as age 6 are aware of 
and impacted by stereotypes about 
who’s considered brilliant and what 
endeavors require brilliance for success.

Cimpian, who earned his doctor-
ate at Stanford in 2008, gave the Bing 
Nursery School 2021 Distinguished 
Lecture via Zoom on May 19.

The research he presented suggests 
that the childhood roots of stereotypes 
associated with intellectual ability can 
help explain the marked gender gap that 
still exists in STEM (science, technol-
ogy, engineering and math) fields.

Children, of course, do not need to de-
cide their future college major or career 
path in kindergarten (no matter how 
many “what do you want to be when you 
grow up?” questions they’re peppered 
with by adults). However, according to 
Cimpian, processes formed in early child-
hood inform the pursuit of STEM fields 
in later life. Data shows that the consid-
erable gender gap observed among aca-
demics and professionals in STEM fields 
is already detectable when high school 
students are asked whether they intend 
to major in STEM fields. So, to under-
stand why fewer women land in these 
fields, he said, “we need to look earlier.”

What motivates people to pursue STEM 
studies or careers? It’s a complex ques-
tion involving multiple factors, but 

Cimpian said the 
desire is often is 
rooted in a combi-
nation of interest 
and confidence 
in one’s abilities. 
And interest and 
confidence appear 
to be impacted by 
social perceptions.

“One thing that we know matters 
quite a bit,” he said in the lecture, “is 
the extent to which there is a match 
between how our society views the 
groups that we belong to … and how 
society typically portrays those who 
pursue STEM,” including our collec-
tive stereotypes about scientists and 
mathematicians. If  these aspects (all 
other things being equal) match, we see 
more interest and confidence. If  there 
is a mismatch, members of the group 
show less confidence and interest.

“As you may have guessed already, our 
society’s stereotypes about scientists are 
generally misaligned with our stereotypes 
about girls and women,” he said. “From 
a young age, girls’ STEM aspirations 
are hampered by this mismatch.”

STEM fields, it turns out, are more likely 
to be associated with those who are 
considered to be inherently, or naturally, 
brilliant. And men are more likely than 
women to be thought of in this way. 

In a survey of faculty and graduate 
students from across many disciplines 
(STEM and non-STEM), results showed 
that fields whose members believed that 
a certain innate brilliance or talent is 
required to succeed in the field had fewer 
women PhDs. In other words, the more 
a field values perceived “brilliance,” 

the fewer women are represented in it. 
Even with no objective evidence suggest-
ing men are more “naturally brilliant,” 
the bias against women, especially by 
members of STEM fields, remains. 

In a survey of millions of reviews 
on RateMyProfessors.com, the word 
“genius” is mentioned two to three 
times more often in anonymous reviews 
of male professors. Female profes-
sors, on the other hand, are more likely 
to be called “friendly” or “nice.”

And in another disturbing study cited by 
Cimpian, parents were found to be more 
likely to search Google for information 
to determine if  their sons are “geniuses” 
or are “gifted,” while searches about 
daughters were more likely to be about 
weight and/or physical appearance—this, 
despite data showing that girls are actu-
ally slightly more likely to qualify for 
gifted-education programs and boys are 
slightly more likely to be overweight.

So, how and when do people acquire this 
apparent stereotype association between 
males and the concept of brilliance? 
Cimpian and his colleagues have explored 
the early childhood origins of this issue. 
In a gender-balanced study of 5-, 6-, and 
7-year-olds (“the age of cooties,” as Cim-
pian noted, when in-group bias and de-
fensiveness is typically high), researchers 
told children that one of the people they 
worked with was “really, really smart” 
(the study’s way of translating the concept 
of genius, brilliance and/or natural abil-
ity). The subjects were then shown images 
of unfamiliar people of both genders and 
asked to guess which image represented 
this “really, really smart” person. In this 
case, he noted, the sample images were 
all of white people to avoid interfer-
ence from other cultural stereotypes that 
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target the intellectual abilities of some 
racial/ethnic minority groups. (Cimpian’s 
team is investigating these important 
stereotypes in a separate line of work.)

While at age 5, both boys and girls 
were more likely to choose members 
of their own gender as the “really, re-
ally smart” person, at age 6, research-
ers noted a big drop in girls choosing 
women as the “really smart” candi-
date—even though girls, especially in 
early elementary years, tend to do 
better in school than their male peers.

In addition to the aforementioned stud-
ies (which involved groups of children 
in Illinois and New York), Cimpian 
and colleagues also performed a simi-
lar study of children—ages 8–12 this 
time—in Singapore, which consistently 
boasts very high math and science scores. 
This time, photos of both white and 
Asian individuals were shown, and the 
question took the form of an Implicit 
Association Test, in which partici-
pants had to quickly categorize images 
as belonging to traits on one side of 
the screen or the other. In this study, 
too, the results showed an associa-
tion between males and brilliance that 
only increased with participants’ age.

What are the sources of these stereo-
types? What (or who) is signaling to 
children this association between bril-
liance, STEM fields and being male? 
It could be, Cimpian said, that when 
children reach age 6, they start having 
more exposure to society at large, in 
particular because they’re most often 
enrolled in full-time elementary school. 
As early as kindergarten and first grade, 

there already appears to be a percep-
tion of math as a subject that requires 
one to be “really smart” in order to 
succeed, more so than reading or other 
academic skills. For younger children, 
stereotypes internalized and exhibited 
by their parents also have an impact.

In order to research whether these 
gender stereotypes about brilliance relate 
to children’s preferences and behaviors, 
Cimpian and his colleagues conducted a 
study of 64 6- and 7-year-olds in which 
two versions of an invented game—
named “Zarky” and “Impok”—were 
presented. “Zarky” was described as 
a game for “really smart kids” while 
“Impok” was described as a game for 
kids “who try really hard.” Sure enough, 
the stereotype associating maleness 
with smarts was shown to be in effect 
undermining girls’ confidence, and thus, 
interest. Starting at age 6, the girls’ 
interest in the game for “really smart 
kids” was already lower than boys’. This 
early impact, Cimpian said, could have 
a tremendous cumulative effect on girls’ 
choices as they grow up, already feeling 
by early elementary school that tasks for 
“really smart kids” are not for them.

Ultimately, Cimpian said, he hopes 
his team’s work can help inform sug-
gestions for counteracting the im-
pacts of these stereotypes. “We’re 
not there quite yet,” he said. 

He emphasized that the research implica-
tions are preliminary, but some helpful 
strategies may involve encouraging a 
growth mindset (including reinforcing 
dedication and hard work and deem-
phasizing the concept of “giftedness” 
or “genius”) and being mindful of the 
subtle implications of language. Phrases 
such as “girls are as good as boys” set 
an uneven playing field from the start 
and position boys as the standard to be 
compared against. Better, instead, to go 
with “boys and girls are equally good.”

If we want to encourage more participa-
tion from women and girls in STEM 
fields, it’s also important to expose 
children to successful female role models 

in these fields. However, Cimpian said, 
to avoid a backfire effect, the attainabil-
ity factor must be emphasized. In other 
words, don’t raise successful women (or 
men, for that matter) as geniuses on a 
pedestal, portraying them as extraor-
dinary, but rather make sure represen-
tations are inclusive and normalized, 
showing that STEM is for everyone.

In the Q&A following the lecture, 
a parent asked about potential cor-
relations between gender stereotypes, 
interest in STEM, and racial/ethnic 
backgrounds (which may come with 
their own prejudices regarding STEM 
inclination). Looking at correla-
tions between socioeconomic status 
and stereotypes of intellectual ability 
may add another dimension to future 
studies, Cimpian said. These ques-
tions of intersectionality, he said, are 
of increasing priority to researchers.

“These issues are beginning to be inves-
tigated and are really interesting and 
complex,” he said. “I look forward to 
coming back in a few years and telling 
you more about what we’re finding.”   lB

Watch the lecture at  
http://youtube.com/bingnurseryschool

About the Author
Karla Kane is an award-win-
ning local journalist; former 
preschool teacher; and the 
singer, songwriter and uku-
lele player for the band The 
Corner Laughers. She has 
a bachelor’s and a master’s 

degree in anthropology and lives in Redwood City 
with her husband and bandmate Khoi, her cats and 
her daughter, Octavia (a proud Bing alumna). 

Andrei Cimpian, PhD, is a Stanford alum-
nus who spent much time at Bing as a 
graduate student (2002–2008), calling it 
a “researcher’s paradise.” Cimpian is a 
professor of psychology at New York Uni-
versity. Among other topics, he has inves-
tigated how children think about intellec-
tual ability—what is it? who has it?—and 
how these beliefs shape children’s aspi-
rations. His research has been published 
in many peer-reviewed journals. He is the 
recipient of the 2018 American Psycho-
logical Association Distinguished Scien-
tific Award for Early Career Contribution 
to Psychology. He has been featured in 
The New York Times, The Atlantic, The 
Washington Post, NPR and The Econo-
mist. More information about his work is 
available at http://CimpianLab.com and 
on his Twitter feed, @AndreiCimpian.

DR. ANDREI CIMPIAN
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RESEARCH 

Researcher in Profile: Mika Asaba  
on How Children Develop a Sense of Self 
By Chia-wa Yeh, Head Teacher and Research Coordinator 

How might children develop a sense 
of self  through social interac-
tions with others? This is a topic 

Mika Asaba explored as a graduate 
student in developmental psychology 
at Stanford University. More than 600 
children at Bing Nursery School par-
ticipated in her studies over five years. 

A fourth-generation Japanese American, 
Asaba grew up in a tight-knit and sup-
portive environment with her immedi-
ate and extended family in the Seattle 
area. Playing tennis was a major part 
of her life from elementary school on, 
and in high school she volunteered to 
teach preschool-aged children how to 
play. She received a bachelor’s degree in 
neuroscience at Wellesley College and a 
doctorate in psychology from Stanford, 
where her adviser was Hyowon Gweon, 
director of the Social Learning Lab. 
Asaba was the inaugural manager of 
the lab and worked with approximately 
200 children for various projects. 

An avid hiker, Asaba and her father 
have been on many hiking adventures 
around the world, including trips to the 
Italian Alps and to Virunga National 
Park in Rwanda to see gorillas in their 
natural habitat. She also enjoys bak-
ing, which she has been doing almost 
every weekend during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Recent favorites are sour-
dough bread and vegan scones.

Asaba shared her research projects 
in the interview below. 

What is the topic of your studies?

I am fascinated by how children de-
velop a sense of self  through their 
social interactions. Broadly, my research 
focuses on the cognitive capacities 
that support how children learn and 
communicate about themselves.  

What got you interested in children’s  
sense of self?

I went to college very far away from 
home, on the other side of the coun-
try. In the first few weeks at college, I 
distinctly remember wondering “Who 
am I?” in this new context where no 
one else knew me previously. This 
feeling sparked my interest in how 
we develop our understanding of the 
self––it seemed to me that it is very 
dependent on our environment and 
who we surround ourselves with. 

Tell us about the studies you conducted  
at Bing. 

One line of work investigated how 
children decide what and to whom to 
communicate about themselves and their 
abilities. In one study, 3- and 4-year-old 
children played with a toy that played 
music when two buttons were hit in the 
right way—though a researcher actually 
controlled the toy with a remote device. 
During the first part of the session, one 
researcher watched as the children tried 
but failed to make the music play. In 
the second part of the session, another 
researcher watched the children as they 
succeeded at getting the toy to play. At 
the end of the session, we asked children 
which researcher they wanted to tell that 
they could make the toy go. We found 
that most of the children chose to tell 
the researcher who had not seen them 
successfully make the toy go. This was 

exciting to us, 
because it suggest-
ed that children 
could track others’ 
prior observa-
tions of their 
performance: They 
were sensitive to 
whether others 
had seen them 
succeed or not. 

These results also showed that children 
selected information that would change 
or improve what others thought of them 
and their performance. These findings 
suggest that from a young age, children 
not only care about what others think 
of them but also strategically communi-
cate about their performance to others.

In a different line of work, I investigated 
how 4- to 5-year-old children understand 
whose praise is informative. In one study, 
we showed participants videos of two 
teachers giving feedback to a student on 
his tracings: a teacher who praised all the 
tracings regardless of quality (Overpraise 
Teacher) and a teacher who praised only 
the higher quality tracings (Selective 
Teacher). Later, participants made their 
own tracings of simple shapes. We then 
told participants that the teachers were 
nearby and could tell them how they 
did on their tracings, and then we briefly 
stepped outside the room while keeping 
an eye on them. We then told participants 
that each teacher provided praise of one 
of the tracings (e.g., “Teacher Jane said 
that this one is great!” and “Teacher 
Susan said that this one is great!”) We 
found that participants were more likely 
to trust praise from the Selective Teacher 
and reported that the Overpraise Teacher 
was trying to be nice. These findings 
are exciting because they suggest that 
young children are sensitive to who is 
providing praise to them and how that 
person has previously provided praise.  

8

Mika Asaba
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What was it like to conduct studies at Bing?

Conducting studies at Bing was an abso-
lute joy! I have many fond memories of 
sitting in the observation rooms watching 
children play the games that we had cre-
ated. Many of our toys were controlled 
by a remote switch, with one researcher 
in the game room with the participant 
and another researcher in the observa-
tion room with the remote control. We 
always had to make sure that the toy 
“worked” at exactly the right moment! 

It also was an amazing place to train 
undergraduate research assistants––ev-
eryone I have worked with loved the 
school. I trained approximately 10 

research assistants during grad school. 
Students also really enjoyed being in 
the classrooms with the children and 
developing relationships with them. They 
learned a lot from observing the teach-
ers interact with the children and from 
observing how other research assistants 
establish rapport with the children in the 
room. Many of them took the “Observa-
tion of Young Children” class at Bing 
before working with me, and that course 
really helped them to not only under-
stand the Bing approach, but also to 
better understand children’s behaviors in 
the classroom and in the game rooms.  

Here is a quote from Jessa Stegall, a 
post-bachelor research assistant: “Gener-

ally I’d say Bing is a really special place 
in that it was both fun and generative for 
research! I got to see children learning 
new things, solving problems and form-
ing relationships first-hand, which in-
spired more potential research questions 
than I had imagined it would. It’s a really 
innovative and wholesome environment.”

What’s your next step?

I am now a postdoctoral associate in the 
psychology department at Yale. I will 
continue my research with preschool chil-
dren, but I will also conduct studies with 
adolescents. A current project investi-
gates whose encouragement is motivating 
for middle and high school students.  lB    

KORDESTANI FAMILY PROGRAM FOR PARENTS AND EDUCATORS 

Fostering a Virtual Early Childhood Community  
in Unprecedented Times
By Emma Vallarino, Manager, Kordestani Family Program for Parents and Educators 
 

W ith the COVID-19 pandemic 
disrupting everyday life, how 
were teachers to offer warm, 

inviting, social and interesting play 
environments while supporting chil-
dren’s healthy development through 
play? Many schools and centers faced 
enormous changes to their programs and 
policies. Answering this for early child-
hood educators around the world was 
an important aspect of the work of the 
Kordestani Family Program for Parents 
and Educators at Bing Nursery School 
during the 2020–2021 academic year. 

The Kordestani program is dedicated 
to working with parents, early child-
hood educators and Bing staff  to create 
a professional dialogue around chil-
dren’s development and learning, with 
a focus on the importance of play in 
the lives of young children. Through 
informal coffee talks, in-depth seminars 
and study groups on child develop-
ment, our teachers share their exper-

tise and insights and collaborate with 
Bing families in our shared goals for 
children. And in offerings designed for 
early childhood educators, Bing teach-
ers host seminars and workshops and 
share strategies for best practices in the 
field. This continuous dialogue among 
staff, parents and educators worldwide 
fosters inspiration, strengthens shared 
experiences, and reinforces Bing’s com-
mitment to serving young children.

In 2020–2021, the program offered 13 
virtual coffee talks for parents on topics 
such as “Choosing Quality Literature 
in Early Childhood,” “Setting and 
Keeping Appropriate Limits for Young 
Children” and “Nature Connection: 
Valuing Young Children’s Authentic 
Experiences with the Natural World.” 
We also implemented a virtual parent 
discussion group that began as a book 
club in the autumn quarter, reading 
and discussing The Power of Showing 
Up: How Parental Presence Shapes Who 

our Kids Become and How Their Brains 
Get Wired by Daniel J. Siegel, MD, 
and Tina Payne Bryson, PhD. Dur-
ing the winter quarter, the discussion 
group turned into a TED Talk Series, 
where each of  five sessions focused on a 
different TED Talk relating to parent-
ing. Through these sessions, we had 
discussions around the pressures of 
modern-day parenting, humor in parent-
ing, and how to raise children who are 
inclusive and value and honor diversity. 

In terms of reaching early childhood 
educators, the program’s team, Adrienne 

It’s a racetrack. By Reza G., 4 years 7 months
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by enrollment administrator Katherine 
Jordan and head teacher and research 
coordinator Chia-wa Yeh, shed light on 
the brain science behind play, sharing 
with participants how play supports 
essential aspects of brain development. 

In previous years, the educator semi-
nars proved to be popular, typically 
selling out quickly. Yet, our team did 
not realize the full range of interest 
until moving these sessions to a virtual 
format. We realized that not only were 
we registering more than 100 partici-
pants for the virtual sessions, but that 
almost every participant attended these 
sessions live. This created a lively space 
where participants could engage with 
the Bing presenters and each other. 
Many participants used the chat feature 
on Zoom to connect with each other, 
sharing experiences from their own 
program, particularly around navigat-
ing COVID-19 policies and practices. 

During the summer of 2021, the pro-
gram hosted a virtual Educator Sum-
mer Series, Stepping Outside: Seeing 

10

Lomangino, Sadie Parrinello and I consid-
ered ways to reach and engage educators 
virtually instead of relying on the mostly 
in-person educational programming 
from years past. Moving the educator 
programs to a virtual format enabled a 
community of passionate early child-
hood educators to come together in a 
new way. During the 2020–2021 aca-
demic year, our program offered three 
one-and-a-half-hour educator seminars 
geared toward early childhood educa-
tors. The autumn seminar, which I co-
presented with Bing teacher Parrinello, 
focused on reflective practice, engaging 
teachers to consider the important work 
children create every day. The winter 
seminar, presented by head teacher 
Nandini Bhattacharjya and introduced 
by head teacher Lomangino, focused 
on storytelling in the early childhood 
classroom. Lomangino talked about the 
importance of storytelling in young chil-
dren’s lives while Bhattacharjya focused 
on sharing many wonderful examples 
of weaving storytelling into children’s 
everyday play experiences from the Bing 
classroom. The spring seminar, hosted 

the Potential of the Outdoor Environ-
ment. Through this series, Bing educa-
tors offered a variety of perspectives 
to reinvigorate participants in their 
approach to the outdoors and highlight 
its potential to promote engagement, 
growth and well-being. On Wednesday 
evenings, over the course of five weeks, 
Bing teachers and the program team 
members shared a variety of perspec-
tives on the outdoor environment. 
The time together allowed for fruitful 
conversations and connections in our 
early childhood educator community.

The shift to providing online content to 
Bing’s early childhood educator com-
munity is a true silver lining of this 
pandemic. Inspired by the commitment 
and engagement of the educators, our 
team plans to offer mixed-format con-
tent to reach early childhood educators 
far and wide, strengthening the work 
of early childhood education teachers 
to provide quality, play-based, child-
centered programs that benefit children 
from our own Bay Area community 
to children around the world.  lB      

CLASSROOM CURRICULUM 

The Honor of Engaging with Children 
By Beth Wise, Associate Director 

When we reopened the doors on 
Sept. 7, 2020, it felt like a holiday 
of sorts, welcoming children into 

a carefully prepared oasis ready for ac-
tion. Smiles, laughter, curiosity and a bit 
of tentativeness on everyone’s part were 
the start of a journey into play and learn-
ing during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
abrupt closure of the school in March 
2020, the months of uncertainty about 
the pandemic’s course and the extensive 
planning needed to reopen the school fu-
eled our determination to return to school 
safely. As the associate director, I had the 
honor of seeing Bing from opening to 
closing daily, checking in with teachers, 

getting to know children, substituting as 
needed and keeping an eye on all things 
related to COVID-19. In the process, I ex-
perienced what I can now look back on as 
one of the most rewarding years of teach-
ing in my last three decades as an early 
childhood educator at Bing. The com-
mitment of teachers, the daily presence 
of administrative and support staff who 
worked behind the scenes and above all, 
the resilience, creativity, empathy and so-
cial problem-solving development in chil-
dren throughout the year was astounding.

Teachers were undoubtedly ready 
for in-person engagement, but chil-
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dren gained the most from the play-
based, open-ended learning at Bing. 
Although many classroom moments 
were worthy of documentation since 
the beginning of the pandemic, a few 
stand out that illustrate the children’s 
joy at being in a social group again. 

One day in early November, when the 
trees in Center Room were cloaked in an 
abundance of brilliant red, yellow and 
orange, Hana stood, arms outstretched 
in the sun, a broad smile on her face and 
shouted for all to hear, “I’m just soaking 
up the sun. It’s full of vitamin D!” As 
others ran toward the red playhouse on 
the classroom hill, they enthusiastically 
joined in to experience the miracle we 
call the sun with the kind of unbridled 
enthusiasm that is so characteristic of 
young children. This exemplified what 
we missed most during the six months 
that we were closed, the honor of guid-

ing and facilitating the children’s play 
and witnessing their joy and satisfaction 
in learning and sharing experiences. 

In every classroom, new social groups 
formed while children discovered ways 
to build, problem-solve, express, iter-
ate and engage with each other and 
materials. From building a transistor 
radio following pictorial directions 
(it even played the Giants game!), to 
sculpting towering sand domes and 
deeply dug rivers, to discovering how 
paint fills the paper, each classroom had 
many moments of discovery like this. 

One day I walked into the classroom to 
see teacher Lindsay Damiano support-
ing a group of children who had created 
a masterpiece of delicately balanced 
blocks and animals. The group col-
laboration was apparent from the way 
they leaned in for discussion and ever so 

carefully kept working together without 
blocks falling. I asked a child named 
Maddy what they were working on, and 
she said, “I started thinking, and then 
he said that we can make a roof and a 
floor. Santiago said it needed decora-
tions and it should have more light. 
At first, I didn’t think that was a good 
idea and then when I saw it, I liked it! I 
thought that when we had teamwork, it 
would work better.” The ability to work 
through challenges, articulate differ-
ences, accept other people’s ideas and 
create a final product that was highly 
satisfying for the group is a complex 
and multi-faceted experience for young 
children. Lindsay was highly engaged in 
the process of facilitating and observ-
ing the group effort and learning, and 
moments like this are indeed a privilege.

When we returned for our summer 
school program, it was with more con-
fidence and experience than when we 
reopened our doors last September.  
We continued to build upon the pro-
tocol we established for operating 
safely, and this reinforced our strong 
commitment to the power of play. 
Thank you to the parents, children, 
teachers and staff  who were part of 
this incredible journey with us.  lB    

CLASSROOM CURRICULUM 

The Social Engagement in the Twos 
By Rinna Sanchez-Baluyut, Head Teacher 
 

Carter pulled up a chair, sat 
down, and vertically propped 
a long rectangular hollow 

block in front of her and then an-
nounced that she was driving a bus. 

I asked if  I could ride the bus and Carter 
answered, “Sure. Here’s your seat.” She 
picked up a hollow block and placed 
it flat on the floor for me to sit on. 
Other children wanted to ride the bus, so 
Carter got more hollow blocks for them 
to sit on. When all the passengers were 
finally seated, I asked where the bus was 
going. “We’re going to the zoo!” she said. 

Carter drove for a few moments and then 
announced, “Everyone out, we’re here!” 
All the passengers got off  the bus and 
walked around the patio area. I asked if  
they saw any animals in the zoo. “I see a 
pig!” said Olivia. “I see a cow!” said Will. 

Carter then called out, “Everyone get 
in the bus! We’re leaving.” All the pas-
sengers got on the bus. I asked where 
they were headed next. “We’re going 
to the park!” said Carter. Soon, she 
announced that we had arrived; all 
the passengers got off  the bus again, 
pretending to swing on swings and go 

down the slide until Carter called out, 
“Everyone get in the bus! We’re leaving!” 

Dramatic play episodes like these started 
to unfold in our Monday/Wednesday/
Friday AM and Tuesday/Thursday PM 
Twos classes in the spring quarter. Social 
engagement among children started to 
increase as they became more comfort-
able in our classroom and more familiar 
with their peers. Children had to stay 
home due to shelter-in-place for several 
months, unable to go to the parks or 
plan any play dates with their friends. It 
was, therefore, quite fascinating to wit-
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ness how the children who had limited 
play interactions with their peers prior 
to attending school eventually became 
highly interested in engaging with other 
children in our classroom. We saw a 
growing interest in the children’s desire 
to be together in play. They would often 
gravitate together to areas in the class-
room and begin playing next to each 
other. Initially, the children would play 
in parallel—playing near one another 
with the same materials or engaging in 
the same activity but with little direct 
interaction. Children gradually became 
curious about their peers and sought 
out each other in the same area. 

In the spring quarter, we saw many 
scenes of group play like the bus ride 
described above. The children were able 
to respond to prompts from teachers, 
understand the theme, extend the play 
and collectively join the pretend sce-
nario. For example, Max pretended to 
fall down in the sand area and looked to 
see if  anyone noticed. Teacher Quan Ho 
saw the child’s attempt to engage with 
other children and announced, “Oh no! 
Max, are you hurt? Uh-oh, you need a 
doctor. Is there a doctor who can help?” 
Coco, who was playing nearby, over-
heard teacher Quan’s plea and answered, 
“I’m a doctor. I can help!” Coco went 
over to the sand area and helped Max 
get up. The teacher’s prompt clearly gave 
children an opportunity to make a social 
connection, promote role-play situations, 
and foster care and empathy. After this 
play scenario occurred, children began 
enacting similar play schemes, helping 
each other in various play situations 
and areas. Starting with a few children, 
the numbers grew, and eventually more 

than half  the class 
started helping 
each other col-
lectively. It became 
natural to see chil-
dren pretending to 
fall and see other 
children helping 
them get up.

As children 
became more 
experienced in 
these play scripts, 
they needed less 
support from 
teachers to initiate and sustain similar 
play schemes. For instance, Atlas and 
Max were sitting on two long blocks 
and driving with the attached steering 
wheels. Atlas announced that he was 
driving a motorcycle while Max an-
nounced that he was driving a truck. 
Atlas then pretended to fall down by 
tilting his long block down on its side 
and shouting, “Help! I fell down!” Max 
got a flat board from the hollow block 
area and called out that he had a forklift 
and pretended to lift the steering wheel. 
The increase in dramatic play has given 
children many opportunities to practice 
playing within a theme, assuming dif-
ferent roles, and finding creative ways 
to help each other, this time by using 
a tool—a flat board—and lifting the 
steering wheel to rescue the motorcycle.

The children’s growing interest in pretend 
play also gave them many opportunities 
to practice prosocial skills. They had 
to learn how to take turns, share ma-
terials, self-regulate, talk to each other, 
problem-solve together and take the 
perspective of others. The motivation to 
interact with one another was evident, 
which later assisted them in building 
caring relationships and enabled them 
to empathize with the other person. 
For instance, while pouring water in the 
sand area, Aya accidentally splashed 
water and got Mila wet. Aya tried to 
help Mila change, eagerly seeking to 
get Mila’s backpack and asking which 
set of clothes Mila would like to wear. 
As consideration of others began to 

develop, it became quite common to see 
children showing affection toward each 
other. The physical connection seemed 
to be a way to assure the children that 
they were there to support and take 
care of each other, and that they were 
friends. As children socially engaged in 
the classroom, the community became 
more caring and loving, which created 
a culture of kindness in the classroom.

The social engagement witnessed in our 
Twos classes was especially significant 
since this school year was a pandemic 
year. It was quite remarkable to see how 
they grew in playing socially with each 
other. And though wearing facial masks 
while at play made reading full facial 
expressions and social cues challeng-
ing, the children found multiple ways 
to communicate, socially interact and 
make those connections. For instance, 
following and staying proximally close 
to their peers gave some insight to the 
other children that they were willing 
to engage in play. Showing physical 
affection, such as holding hands, was 
one way to reassure each other that 
they were friends. This pandemic year 
illustrated the importance of play in 
children’s lives and that it is essential for 
them to play with each other. As Bing 
Director Jennifer Winters wrote in last 
year’s Bing Times, “Although much has 
changed this pandemic year, the need for 
young children to play has not.” We look 
back on this year with gratitude in our 
hearts as children took great pleasure in 
playing and caring for each other.  lB   
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Journey Through Fire and to the Sea:  
Aboard a Plane and a Ship Built from Blocks 
By Jessica Predom, Teacher  

When observing children building 
with blocks, you can sense their 
inner architect come to life. Their 

eyes intently watching, their hands dili-
gently working—tilting, turning, inspect- 
ing and shifting, children adjust their pieces 
until they look perfect to them. Block 
building inspires thoughtful designs and 
endless possibilities. At Bing, children have 
many opportunities to build with blocks, 
which are one of five basic, open-ended 
materials—together with clay, paint, sand 
and water—offered daily at the school. 

In the 2020–2021 school year, Center  
PM’s children explored building with 
blocks as a team, which allowed them 
to expand their gross motor devel-
opment, draw upon their empathy 
and come together to accomplish a 
shared goal. Through their play, chil-
dren showed us how eager they were 
to unite and solve any problem.

Children at Bing have access to a 
variety of wooden blocks. Inside the 
classrooms are shelves of unit blocks, 
made with smooth, solid maple. Out-
side, on the patios and in the yards, are 
large blocks with hollowed-out centers 
that children can use to build struc-
tures large enough to get inside of.  

Constructing a large block 
piece requires commu-
nication, balance and a 
willingness to approach 
unexpected challenges. 
On a warm, sunny day 
near the end of January, 
Center PM children came 
together to hoist nearly 
every block from a cabinet 
to a platform nearby and 
prepare the space for con-
struction. A few children 
discussed their design ideas while others 
quietly shifted their blocks into place.   

Jocelyn: “Over here!”
Veer: “I’ve got one, this is  

a big one!”
Jocelyn: “OK, right here.”
Max: “Our vehicle is going to be able 

to fly, I put wings on.”

Excitedly, the children assembled blocks 
on the stage, stacking and reorganiz-
ing them. After much deliberation, a 
structure began to form. Next, they 
ran to the patio to gather additional 
materials, such as keyboards, binocu-
lars and phones. Upon arriving back 
to the structure, they arranged their 
materials and hopped aboard. As more 
children approached, the structure 
evolved to accommodate them and their 
ideas, with new roles for each child. 

On the first day, the structure was 
deemed a “fire plane,” equipped with 
two massive “water blasters” that 
provided a 360-degree spraying radius. 
Children took turns playing the role of 
captain and got busy on walkie-talkies 
and telephones, using binoculars to spot 
the next fire. With speed, the children 
assembled their parachutes, jumped 
down from the fire plane and ran to 
the trees to quell the forest fire. At the 
captain’s command, they ran back 
to the vehicle and executed the water 

blasters again. There was a sense of 
urgency on the fire plane, as the children 
took turns exclaiming “Look! There’s 
another fire!” To which the captain re-
sponded, “No problem, we’ve got this!”

The following day, children arrived at 
school with the intention to rebuild and 
repurpose the structure. They ran out to 
the yard and began filling the wooden 
carts with the biggest blocks they could 
hoist. The fire plane morphed into a ship, 
sailing the high seas to Fiji. The captain at 
the helm, steering the ship with binocu-
lars in hand, exclaimed, “Keeping going 
north!” Another crew mate dutifully 
jotted down notes on their location and 
informed the captain of a storm heading 
in their direction. Frantically, the crew 
worked to tighten up the ship, rearrange 
the computers and prepare for choppy 
waters. Wielding maps of the playground, 
they navigated their ship to the sand area, 
which they labeled Fiji, and disembarked. 

Danger always seemed to be lurking 
near this vessel, but the crew mem-
bers were confident that they could, 
in fact, handle any issues that came 
their way. For several days children 
constructed together, each day find-
ing a way to make sure everyone had a 
job. They navigated the highs and lows 
together, always coming back to laugh 
and plan for the next adventure!  lB    
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Play in the Time of Corona:  
The Evolution of a Classroom Community 
By Mark Mabry, Head Teacher 

As Bing reopened in the fall of 
2020, after the school was shut 
down for almost half  a year due 

to COVID-19, our Center PM teachers 
were grateful to be back in the classroom 
but understandably apprehensive. We 
knew we would be facing challenges 
in navigating all the necessary safety 
restrictions while also providing an 
environment that honored the children’s 
need for play and social experiences.

Many of the practices we had cherished 
as an integral part of our classroom 
experience would have to change. Parents 
would no longer be allowed to join 
their children in the classroom and chat 
informally with teachers. Children and 
teachers would be masked and unable 
to see each other’s full faces and expres-
sions. And goodbyes would have to 
be said at the entrance of the school 
rather than in the classroom, which 
meant parents and children could not 
separate gradually. How would chil-
dren react to this new way of being at 
school, and how would we be able to 
continue to foster a connected com-
munity of children and parents?

Because we were required by state licens-
ing to limit our enrollment, most of the 
children coming to Center PM were 
returnees from the previous, abbreviated 
year, so they were already familiar with 
our classroom. This turned out to be 
quite helpful in making the transition to 

the new way of 
saying goodbye to 
parents. The chil-
dren were so ex-
cited to finally be 
able to come back 
to school, recon-
nect with friends 
and experience the 
joy of returning 
to an environment 
built for them that 
they were eager 
to give a big hug 
to their caregivers 
and then run, skip, hop, dance or prom-
enade their way into the classroom. In 
fact, many of them expressed pride in be-
ing able to make the walk to the room by 
themselves. More than a few parents ob-
served that although they missed accom-
panying their child into the classroom, 
saying goodbye felt a lot easier when it 
was clear that children wanted to dem-
onstrate that sense of independence. For 
the children and families new to Center 
PM, being able to watch the others hap-
pily and excitedly march off  to the room 
made their own separations much easier. 

Once in the classroom, most of the 
children immediately headed outside to 
the spacious yard, challenging them-
selves on climbers, digging in the sand, 
exploring water activities or rolling 
down the grassy hills. The pleasure of 
being able to freely roam and play in an 
outdoor space again with friends was 
palpable. When we shared photos with 
parents of their children enjoying these 
out-of-doors experiences, many were 
touched by seeing their children in a play 
space that wasn’t marked with caution 
tape or closed signs—as most play-
grounds had been during the shutdown. 
They were able to revel in an inviting, 
natural environment and share their 
experiences with old and new friends.

While teachers maintained a safe dis-
tance from each other, children had no 
such restrictions and could freely interact 
with both teachers and their peers. Last 
fall, health and safety guidelines strongly 
recommended that nursery school-aged 
children wear masks in school settings. 
That recommendation later evolved into 
a mandate. Bing teachers created a short 
digital picture book, My Day at Bing 
(with photos also by staff), to help fami-
lies prepare their children for new proto-
cols before the reopening. We wondered 
how the children would cope with having 
their faces covered, but the vast major-
ity came to school masked and had little 
resistance to wearing them. Even the 
few children who did not initially wear 
masks asked their parents for them to 
feel more like a part of the community. 
Children are quite competent and self-
motivated when given authentic informa-
tion, and many talked matter-of-factly 
about needing to be safe from germs. 

Masks posed another challenge for 
children, as reading each other’s facial 
expressions can be very important in 
their social interactions. We tried to 
ameliorate this by providing each child 
with a nametag that also featured an 
unmasked photo of their face. We also 
used these photos to create an online 
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gallery so our families could explore 
the faces together at home. While these 
efforts certainly helped, we began to real-
ize that the children became quite skilled 
in recognizing each other’s intents and 
emotions through body language, tone 
of voice and the expressiveness of their 
eyes. Children are intrinsically driven to 
find ways to connect with each other.

In addition to our faces projects, we 
realized that we would need to be more 
innovative in sharing children’s school 
experiences with parents, since they were 
no longer able to glimpse classroom mo-
ments in person. Center PM has a pri-
vate classroom blog, and we redoubled 
our efforts to share more vignettes and 
stories with families. But we also knew 
that parents would appreciate more spe-
cific information about their own child’s 
classroom experience. We created an 
online portal, where every family had ac-
cess to a collection of photos, videos and 
anecdotes. This became a window into 
their child’s life at school. In a normal 
year, teachers would meet with parents 
for conferences in both the fall and the 
spring. In this anything-but-normal 

year, we also offered a mid-year check-in 
meeting, which was met with enthusiasm. 

Just as children were eager to come 
back to school and forge a new kind of 
community in Center PM, their parents 
were equally invested in reaching out 
to each other in navigating “COVID 
parenting” together. They emailed and 
phoned each other to share experiences 
and ideas. They attended the school’s 
online Zoom coffee talks on topics of 
interest to parents. With their children, 
they attended online sessions with our 
music and movement specialist, Mara 
Beckerman. And they created safe out-
door play dates outside of school with 
small groups based on our classroom 
snack groups, where children could play 
together, masked, as they did in the 
classroom while the adults physically 
distanced. Those efforts brought every-
one together as a tightly knit community 
in a time when we all needed it most. 

It would be remiss of us not to acknowl-
edge children, parents and caregivers, 
who endeavored to make this year work 
on so many levels, despite so many 

obstacles. As teachers, we remain so 
grateful for their efforts and for the 
support and acknowledgement of ours.

What we found in all these potential 
COVID clouds were many silver linings 
we had not anticipated. We rediscovered 
how competent and resilient children 
are and how enthusiastic they are about 
coming to a place that is meant for 
them—where they can explore, play and 
engage with each other. We experienced 
the support, understanding and gratitude 
of a group of parents that were not only 
eager to partner with us but were also 
determined to create a strong, connected 
community outside of the classroom.  lB   

Basking in the Rain 
By Maryam Saqib, Teacher  

Rainy days are great days, especially 
at Bing School. I enjoy these days, 
as wet days bring more than just 

rain jackets and galoshes. With a half-
acre of outdoor space in each nursery 
classroom and freedom of movement for 
the children, the environment serves as 
a teacher in itself. When an atmospheric 
river was forecast to bring heavy rain 
in late January, the Center PM teachers 
were ready with the materials and tools 
to turn the stormy days into an exciting 
exploratory environment for the children. 

At the beginning of the week, teachers 
started discussions among the children 
about the potential for four consecutive 
days of rain, including overnight storms. 

I showed children a galvanized bucket 
that would be used to collect rainwater 
and marked the interior with levels one 
through six, with one being nearest the 
bottom. Then I asked the children to 
hypothesize—or guess—the level they 
believed the rain would reach by the end 
of the week. When they were finished, 
some children explained their reasoning:

Second Line: 
“Because it only comes down a bit by 

bit each time it drops!”

Third line: 
“Because three is my favorite 

number!”

Fourth line: 
“Because it’s going to rain more … 

at night!”
“It will be lots of water!”
“I think four because it can’t get that 

high!”

Fifth line: 
“Because it is supposed to rain 

overnight!”
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“It will rain so much,  
I think!”

“We are going to get a lot  
of rain!” 

“Because I’m turning 5!”

Sixth line (the rim of  
the bucket):

“Because it is going to rain  
and rain all night!”

“Because the rain is water! 
It’s supposed to rain a  
few days!”

“Because it is going to rain  
every day!”

The next day, Zain was the first child to 
check the water. Soon after he arrived, 
he said without prompting, “Teacher 
Maryam, I want to see the bucket!” At 
that point, the rainwater only reached 
the first line of the bucket! Zain was the 
only child who had made that guess and 
was excited that his prediction was cor-
rect that day. Through the week, the chil-
dren often asked to see how much water 
accumulated and made comments about 
the level. The teachers emphasized that 
the hypotheses were only guesses, and 
the results did not mean anyone won or 
lost, but that we can only find answers to 
our questions through experimentation. 

The next day it rained during the class 
session. As it rained, the children and 
teachers noticed water dripping from the 
overhang of the shed near the sand area. 
Collaboratively, we brought an assort-
ment of containers such as bowls and 
measuring cups from the sand area and 
placed them around the shed to catch 
the raindrops until the end of the day.

Children would leave their play in 
the grove and the sand area peri-

odically to peek in the containers. 
We observed and compared how 
much rain was collected in all the 
containers by using vocabulary such 
as “more,” “less” and “equal.” We 
also asked each other questions such 
as, “Which container has the most 
rain?” and “Which container has the 
least rain?” Additionally, the teachers 
explained how to read the numbers on 
the measuring cups to decipher more 
precise measurements of  the rain.

After snack time, the children noticed the 
containers were filling to the top. Subse-
quently, many children decided to pour 
all the rain into one large bucket. After 
Inou, Brandon, Mariana and Gwen 
poured the water into the big bucket, 
they held their hands under the drops to 
feel them as they trickled down, taking 
in the full sensory experience of the rain.

Rainy days are not only great days for 
water play but also for worm hunts. The 
teachers encouraged the children to lift 
up stumps and dig in the dirt to search 
for worms throughout the outdoors. 
Matias and Brandon meticulously 
searched for worms that were camou-
flaged within the dirt and tanbark. 

After the children discov-
ered several worms, the 
teachers placed them in a 
large tray. The children then 
added soil, leaves, sticks, 
grass and tanbark to recre-
ate homes for the worms.

Groups of  children flocked 
to the tray. Inou added a 
large stick to the worms’ 
home and called it “The 
Playground.” Children held 
the worms in their hands 

or used magnifying glasses to ob-
serve the details of  their bodies. After 
staring at one of  the worms for a few 
minutes, Iro loudly exclaimed, “I see 
the eyes of  the worm!” Consequently, 
Iro’s comment spurred an organic 
discussion between the children 
regarding whether worms have eyes. 

When the children were not hunting for 
worms or observing the rain collection, 
freedom of movement allowed them to 
immerse themselves in full-body water 
play of their choice. In the sand area, 
children independently used shovels to 
dig rivers and large puddles, in which 
they happily jumped and splashed.

As the day wound down, Meena 
and Iro stood still beneath the heavy 
drops of  rain dripping from the shed’s 
overhang. Together, they laughed and 
relished the sound and sensation of  the 
drops gently falling on their heads. It 
was lovely to see the unusually stormy 
weather bring out such bold and joy-
ous responses in the children. These 
moments show us how children ap-
preciate the beauty and wonders of  the 
natural world—moments where we are 
reminded how to bask in the rain.  lB      
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Spring quarter brought warmer 
weather and new life to our out-
door environment. The children 

in West AM were noticing blossoms 
on our trees, pollen on our outdoor 
surfaces, birds in their nests and wild 
baby rabbits, who scampered through 
our yard. Every spring we order painted 
lady caterpillars through a science 
education supply vendor so we can 
study their life cycle as we celebrate 
spring and wrap up our academic 
year. The many changes from small 
caterpillar to butterfly provide rich 
opportunities for observation over the 
course of  several weeks. This spring, 
we kept track of  the stages of  insect 
development as we eagerly awaited 
the emergence of  the butterflies.

We also raised some monarch caterpil-
lars and eggs found in the neighborhood  
and compared them to our painted 
ladies. I learned about the monarch’s 
incredible migration several years 
ago during a visit to Natural Bridges 
State Beach in Santa Cruz, a monarch 
preserve. A friend who raises monarch 
butterflies inspired me to help the de-
clining monarch population. Watching 
their metamorphosis is a full sensory 
experience from start to finish and can 
easily spark a classroom project. The 
rapid growth of the caterpillar over two 
weeks’ time is captivating. Children 
loved to study the caterpillars’ vibrant 
white, black and yellow striped bod-
ies. As they grew bigger, one could 
even hear them crunching on milkweed 
leaves, the larva’s sole food source. 

The caterpillars molted by shedding their 
skin every three or four days, almost 
doubling in size each time and eventu-
ally reaching about the size of a child’s 
long finger. They went through five 
cycles and by the end we saw they had 
developed a pair of tentacles at each 
end. When the caterpillars were fully 
grown, they were sturdy enough for 

young hands to hold, and some children 
enjoyed having this opportunity. They 
also liked watching caterpillars develop 
into beautiful green chrysalises, which 
are flecked with gold, and seeing the 
black and orange butterflies emerge. 

Children gained new vocabulary, such as 
“molt,” “chrysalis,” “frass,” “tentacles,” 
“larva” and “pupa,” as they learned 
about this process. They also learned 
how to distinguish female from male 
monarch butterflies: Males have a black 
spot on a vein on each hind wing. 

Some children came to consider the 
monarch caterpillars as temporary 
classmates. Arnold made portraits and 
proudly showed them to the caterpil-
lars. One seemed to perch on the wall 
of the terrarium and watch him, and 
Arnold appreciated what a quiet and 
still subject the caterpillar was. Ad-
ditionally, we sang a song at story time 
about the life cycle of the butterfly. An 

accompanying diagram spurred many 
questions within the large group. 

Johnny and Grace incorporated the but-
terfly life cycle into their dramatic play, 
“flying” around the yard to sip nectar, 
lay eggs inside the houses and cook up 
wholesome caterpillar food while protect-
ing the precious babies from predators. 

Juliette enjoyed decorating the butterflies’ 
netted pavilion and created a mailbox for 
them. She then wrote letters to the cater-
pillars, just as the children in the class did 
for their peers. As the caterpillars trans-
formed, she wished them a “Merry Chrys-
alis,” singing her good tidings to the tune 
of a familiar winter holiday melody. She 
also compiled a list of butterfly names 
suggested by her classmates and teachers. 

The children developed a connection 
with insects and with the process of 
metamorphosis. They were fascinated by 
flight. While they were attached to these 
caterpillars, they released the butterflies 
so they could return to their natural 
environment and connect with other but-
terflies. We documented the activities and 
displayed photos and descriptions on a 
display board so children could revisit 
their experiences. Since parents could 
not enter the school due to COVID-19 
precautions, we placed the display at 
the entrance to the classroom at drop-
off and pick-up times so children could 
share the process with their parents and 
caregivers. It was an enriching learning 
experience and we did our own small 
part to help the monarch population.  lB  

Marveling at Metamorphosis 
By Lauren Matheou, Teacher

Caterpillar.  
By Arnold I.,  
4 years  
5 months



The Bing Times    l n s    September 2021

Storytelling: Adventures with Folk Tales 
By Nandini Bhattacharjya, Head Teacher, and Betsy Koning, Teacher 

Young children love to listen 
to stories, and as early child-
hood teachers, we realize the 

value of quality children’s literature 
and the many ways it can be used 
to enhance children’s learning.  

“The ability to engage children in a story 
so deeply that they adopt its literary 
language, explore the motivation of 
the characters, try out multiple ways 
of being in a character’s role is effec-
tive in promoting children’s literacy and 
language growth,” writes early literacy 
scholar Lea McGee in her essay “Book 
Acting: Storytelling and Drama in the 
Early Childhood Classroom,” which 
appears in the book Literacy and Young 
Children: Research-Based Practices. 
Thoughtfully choosing a book, offer-
ing opportunities for repeated readings 
of a story and providing props that 
can be used to represent the charac-
ters and objects in the tale help set the 
stage for this type of exploration. When 
delving deeply into stories with young 
children, we offer them chances to 
play the parts of characters, encourage 
them to verbalize their interpretations 
of the narrative, allow them to create 
alternate endings or even spin a unique 
tale using their own imagination.

With all of this in mind, the teachers 
in West AM chose to explore folk tales 
in our classroom this year, introducing 

children to a different folk tale at story 
time each week. After all, folk tales often 
have a gripping storyline and compelling 
characters that captivate young listeners. 
We hoped exposure to the tales would 
help children develop their understand-
ing of a narrative form (including a 
beginning, middle and end), cultivate 
vocabulary, build listening skills and 
stimulate their imaginations. Studying 
these tales would also provide oppor-
tunities to build children’s language 
comprehension, sequencing and vocabu-
lary—all important pre-reading and 
writing skills. As anticipated, children 
in our class were intrigued by characters 
like Goldilocks from The Three Bears, 
the troll from The Three Billy Goats 
Gruff, the mischievous title character of 
Rumpelstiltskin, the hard-working Little 
Red Hen and the wolves from The Three 
Little Pigs and Little Red Riding Hood. 

To encourage the children’s investigation 
of these stories, we set out miniature 
versions of scenes from the tales along 
with items that could represent charac-
ters and relevant props. For example, 
spools of golden thread like Rumpel-
stiltskin’s and three differently sized 
bowls like those Goldilocks encountered 
allowed the children to have hands-on 
experiences with the stories during free 
play. Sometimes children played out the 
storylines with their peers, taking on 
the role of their favorite character. We 
also provided a slightly more structured 
way for children to act out the stories: 
staging them as brief  plays at story time. 
Children really enjoyed sharing the 
stories as plays and confidently delivered 

repeated phrases from the stories, like 
“Who’s that tripping over my bridge?” 
Furthermore, we capitalized on areas 
of our classroom environment that lent 
themselves to the retelling of certain 
tales. For example, The Three Billy 
Goats Gruff was enacted on our West 
Room bridge, which lent a great deal of 
authenticity to the activity and made 
the story come to life for the children. 

One morning, Johnny built a bridge 
out of unit blocks and narrated a new 
tale. He was one of several children who 
had begun to invent tales inspired by 
the original story. In Johnny’s story, the 
smallest billy goat gets “caught in the 
crack of the bridge,” and his parents, the 
bigger goats, save him. Luna told a story 
in the sand area about three pigs crossing 
a bridge. The pigs encountered a monster 
that lived under the bridge. After wrap-
ping up her story, she smiled and said, 
“My story is a little bit like the Three 
Billy Goats story, but it’s not the same.” 
Other original story characters emerged 
during the children’s dramatic play, like 
a “Spiderman wolf” and a “cautionary 
fairy” but the new stories retained ele-
ments of folk tales, such as a challenge 
to overcome and a repeated catchphrase.

After teachers introduced musical 
refrains of some of the stories’ catch-
phrases, we were impressed to see that, 
with a little practice, children were able 
to sing and play these short tunes on 
small xylophones and use them when 
retelling the stories. The children also 
began to sing the refrains spontaneously 
at times. For instance, one morning Sky 
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brought a live fish to school, and as the 
children gathered around the fishbowl 
to see the small visitor, Oliver had some 
questions: “What is the fish’s name? Is 
his name Clown Fish?... Is his name 
Angel Fish?” Sky answered, “That is 
not his name!” thereby recreating the 
interaction between the queen and the 
title character in Rumpelstiltskin. This 
became a fun game for the group that 
had gathered in this area, and many 
children came up with guesses as to the 
fish’s name and posed questions about 
whether their conjecture was correct 
while Sky and a few others responded 
with “That is not my name!” They used 
the same phrasing and sing-song tone 
teachers had introduced at story time. 

We continued exploring folk tales by ex-
posing the children to books containing 
alternate accounts of some of the tales. 
We worked with the children to identify 
the similarities and differences between 
the retellings, making charts to record 
these findings. The Three Little Pigs is 
one such tale where we employed this 
method, and our own Bing library had 
several versions to choose from. First, 
we read a traditional telling by James 
Marshall, in which the first two pigs get 
gobbled up by the wolf and the third 
pig outsmarts the antagonist and turns 
him into soup. This book sparked many 
conversations throughout the week at the 
language table. Children commented that 
they knew a different version in which 
none of the pigs got eaten up; however, 
they all seemed to enjoy the version 
we read. We then set out books telling 
variations of the tale. Several children re-

quested to read every version of the story 
each morning before they moved on to 
another activity. They relished contem-
plating which kind of house they would 
build and how they would deal with the 
wolf. For this folk tale, we brought in 
books that showed different characters’ 
perspectives, like The True Story of the 
Three Little Pigs by Jon Scieszka and 
The Three Little Wolves and the Big Bad 
Pig by Eugenios Trivizas. These humor-
ous takes are similar to the originals, 
with many enjoyable twists. Olek said he 
liked these books because it was fun to 
notice what was different… and how he 
liked to be surprised that the pig became 
good. Several children liked the modified 
refrain of the Three Little Wolves which 
included “We will not let you in! Not for 
all the tea leaves in our China teapot!” 

Stories that involve a struggle between 
good and bad or present a moral—as 
folk tales tend to do—often include 
disconcerting characters. As teachers, we 
felt the folk tales were giving us a unique 

opportunity to talk to children about 
scary feelings or daunting moments, 
especially in a year of feeling uneasy 
due to COVID-19. We were surprised to 
see that children were intrigued by each 
of the characters. We asked children if  
adults should be allowed to read scary 
stories to children. They unanimously 
responded, “Yes!” When pressed to 
explain why, Joshua said, “because I 
know that in stories it’s not real, and it’s 
fun to feel scared for pretend.” Emory 
agreed and added, “I like hearing stories 
that are scary because I can think about 
it in my mind, but I don’t like to watch 
movies that are scary, because it’s too 
real.” Several children nodded that 
they, too, don’t like scary movies. Some 
insisted that they never feel scared, so 
they like scary stories. We also found that 
reading the book several times, adding a 
song, role playing the characters, talking 
about the characters or interacting with 
a doll or puppet version of an antago-
nistic character whose actions are under 
the child’s control all helped children 
cope with an unsettling character. While 
guiding children as they think about 
and deal with scary situations in stories, 
we demonstrated our philosophy that 
children are competent beings and adults 
need to see them through that lens. 

Our work with folk tales over the course 
of the year motivated the children to 
participate in a variety of pre-literacy 
activities, provided opportunities for 
everyone in the class to learn a bit about 
the culture and history from where each 
tale originated and inspired creative ways 
of sharing stories with one another.  lB   

SELF-PORTRAITS     

By Emory C., 5 yearsBy Graydon K., 4 years 6 months By Elizabeth D., 5 yearsBy Joshua H., 3 years 9 monthsBy Luna H., 3 years 7 months
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I really love sweet music. Some-
times I don’t go (to music time), 
but I love to listen. Especially 
Mara (music and movement spe-
cialist). She’s the best musician 
in the whole world! —Elizabeth 

Walking through the East PM 
classroom this year, you would 
hear children humming, sing-

ing, making up new songs, tapping 
with sticks, using unit blocks to make 
sounds, exploring the many instru-
ments available in their environment 
and making their own with found 
materials. These children loved music!

Despite the challenges the COVID-19 
pandemic presented, our days were 
filled with music. This brought not 
only joy and comfort, it also promoted 
learning. Music offers so many benefits 
for young children. It helps improve 
memory function and stimulates the 
areas of the brain responsible for read-
ing, math and emotional development. 
And children’s experiments with rhythm, 
words, melody and tempo support 
the development of literacy skills. For 
these reasons and more, music played a 
central role in the East PM classroom.

When we reopened in the fall of 2020, 
singing was considered a higher-risk 
activity for spreading COVID-19, so we 
planned to reduce group singing and 
brainstormed how to fill the gap. The 
result was more chanting and less singing 
at story time. We also often played music 
and read books related to music, includ-
ing a few that came with recordings of 
the author singing the books. Two stories 

that especially caught on were by John 
Lithgow: Never Play Music Right Next to 
the Zoo and Marsupial Sue. The children 
sang each of these stories spontaneously 
throughout the day and requested them 
during our small-group snack times. 
They learned every word of the stories 
and hit each note as we paged through 
the books. They could keep a steady 
rhythm, vary their speed and volume 
and express emotion with their voices. 

Soon, concerns over singing eased, espe-
cially with masks on, and we added more 
songs to our days. During this time, 
children were exposed to new languages 
through music, learning many songs 
in Spanish and many hand movements 
in sign language to accompany spoken 
songs. But singing wasn’t the only aspect 
of music we pursued. We exposed the 
class to a variety of genres of music, 
which led children to take a great inter-
est in instruments. We talked about 
string, brass, woodwind, percussion 
and keyboard instruments, and children 

guessed which 
instruments 
made certain 
sounds. Many 
children 
practiced 
songs on the 

piano each day using a colored key 
music score or from their memory. 

As the children became more interested 
in instrument-making, we provided 
open-ended materials such as bottle 
caps, craft sticks and film canisters that 
they could use to make their instru-
ments. Teachers invited the children 
to use these instruments at story time 
and The Bing Band was created. Band 
sign-ups took place and later, children 
chose instruments from the classroom 
such as maracas, triangles, tambourines 
and guiros. Many times throughout the 
day, the children sang “The Bing Band 
is Coming to Town,” a song I created 
to a tune they already knew. The band 
encouraged writing as the children 
signed up to play, creativity as they 
made instruments, and collaboration as 
they worked with their band members.

In January, we read the story Because by 
Mo Willems and illustrated by Amber 
Ren. It is about a young girl’s musical 
journey to the stage. We introduced 
vocabulary related to the book, including 
“conductor,” “score,” “performer,” “or-
chestra,” “symphony” and “usher.” We 
listened to Symphony No. 8 in B Minor 
by Franz Schubert as we read the story. 
Later in the week, we made tickets and 

The Bing Band is Coming to Town … A Celebration of Music 
By Mary Munday, Head Teacher    
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created an outdoor event venue. The  
children were each given a ticket with 
their seat number, and a child act-
ing as usher helped them to find their 
seats. The Bing Band performed on 
a wooden platform under a tree in 
front of a live audience of their class-
mates and teachers. They joined along 
with the orchestra as we listened to 
the score throughout the story.

Music continued to be a focus in our 
classroom, and in the spring, we had 
breaking news that Mara, our music 
and movement specialist, was return-
ing live, in-person to Bing! Mara had 
not been coming into Bing and had 
been offering music sessions on Zoom 
instead to reach all children in our 
nursery programs. Many children from 
East PM had joined Mara on Zoom, 
yet missed having her in the classroom. 
When she was able to return in person, 
the children greeted her with joy. In her 
first week back, Mara offered music 
each day. Children sang and played 

instruments while Mara strummed her 
ukulele or guitar. After multiple requests 
for Mara’s memorable version of “The 
Gingerbread Man,” she performed the 
song at story time as the grand finale 
of her week in our classroom. All the 
children sang along and participated 
with movement as they sang, “Run, 
run, run as fast as you can, you can’t 
catch me, I’m the Gingerbread Man!” 
Our hearts were full of gratitude that 
our music specialist was able to return 
in person for this lively week of music. 

Music helps develop social skills through 
collaborative experiences such as The 
Bing Band. Children worked as a team 
with instrument planning, turn-taking 
and leadership opportunities and they 
traveled throughout the environment or 
joined together on stage. Music helps 
build self-confidence as children learn 
about instruments and some begin to 
play. Music inspires creativity through 
building instruments with open-ended 
materials and using classroom instru-

ments to experiment with sounds and 
techniques. Music helps children with 
patience as they wait for their turn in 
the band or at the piano. Music helps 
children express themselves through 
song and sound. Music can build 
resilience and focus, since learning an 
instrument requires practice. Most 
importantly, music is FUN and we saw 
this demonstrated all year long as the 
children connected through music. 

We celebrated our last few days of the 
academic year with the children choos-
ing the books for the end-of-the-day 
group time. Guess what was chosen? 
Marsupial Sue and Never Play Music 
Right Next to the Zoo! We sang songs 
and then sang the stories. Children 
stood up and danced while singing and 
had a truly joyous time. On our last day 
of school, Mara returned and joined 
us, finishing up with “Goodbye Chil-
dren,” a song that we sing at the end 
of each day. What a special day and a 
wonderful year filled with songs!  lB  

A VISITING LIZARD PROMPTS A LIVELY DISCUSSION 

Oliver came to West AM one morning with 
a box in hand, excited to share the con-

tents with his classmates. “I brought a lizard,” 
he said excitedly. “I found it in my back yard.” 
Joshua peered into the bug box. “What is this 
yellow thing?” he asked. “Is it a leaf or another 
kind of bug?” “It’s just a leaf,” Oliver said. “Did 
you touch it?” asked Joshua. “Yes,” said Oliver. 
“It was a little bumpy and scaly. That’s be-
cause it belongs to the reptile family.” 

Some of the children wanted to know how Oli-
ver caught the lizard. “It was running and ran 
into a bag,” he said. “Then we put the lizard in 
the bug box. I named him Lizzie the lizard.” 

When it was time to feed Lizzie, Oliver put two 
crickets and a few mealworms into the bug box. 
Kiara looked and said, “He’s not eating. Maybe 
he ate earlier and is taking a break.” Oliver 
continued, eager to share more of what he had 
learned about Lizzie: “If you rub his tummy, he 
freezes for five seconds,” he said.

Joshua: “Does it bite?”
Oliver: “No.” 
Joshua: “But some lizards are poisonous.”
Arnold: “Look, there is a roly-poly in here too!”
Kristina, drawing: “I am drawing a sun for 

the lizard.”
Kaitlyn: “When we went to Mikey’s, we saw 

a lizard and it ran."

The lizard had not moved at all, and children were 
wondering if it was alive.

Arnold: “Look!” It squinted his eyes! I guess 
that means he is alive.” 

Charlie, peering into the box: “This is a 
lizard, not a salamander.”

Teacher: “How do you know that, Charlie?”

Charlie: “It’s a lizard because lizards 
have scales.”

Anna: “This is a lizard. I think I saw one 
a very long time ago at Hubbard Park. 
He was just moving around.”

Kaitlyn, drawing: “Once upon a time 
there was a lizard; he saw a bug and 
his tongue came to it to eat it. The 
lizard has a long tail.”

Arnold, moving his hand: “Yes, lizards 
have a long tongue, and it goes  
like this.” 

—By Nandini Bhattacharjya, Head Teacher

By Kaitlyn D.,  
4 years 6 months



The Bing Times    l n s    September 2021

A Study in Squash and Musings from the Mud Kitchen  
By Brianna Kirby, Teacher 

In mid-October 2020, 
the East PM teachers 
introduced a squash-

themed scavenger hunt 
in the classroom’s yard. 
With fall upon us, seasonal 
squash were abundant as 
usual, appearing at farmers 
markets, in grocery stores 
and on kitchen tables—as 
decoration and as din-
ner. We brought images of this festive 
and familiar symbol of autumn into 
the classroom, taping vivid images of a 
variety of squash to tree trunks, fencing, 
climbing equipment and playhouse walls. 
The children were thrilled to explore 
the outdoor classroom in search of the 
round, the striped, the bumpy and the 
colorful squash on their paper checklist. 
They delighted in discovering these hid-
den photos on their way to greet a friend 
and forged new and continuing social 
connections with their peers on this 
collaborative search through the yard. 

“What’s this one called?”        
“Do you have a clue for this one?”
“I found the delicata squash!”
“I know where that one is! Come!  

I’ll show you!”

The following week, as children began to 
talk about pumpkin patches and falling 
leaves, we offered opportunities to make 
squash still-life drawings and leaf rub-
bings. The next week, we continued the 
seasonal theme and read Sophie’s Squash 
by Pat Zietlow Miller for story time. We 
also brought in some real versions of our 
scavenger hunt squash for the children 
to investigate. Some of the children 
even brought in squash to share with 
us, excited to identify them by name! 
At story time, we were impressed by the 
children’s newly acquired squash vo-
cabulary: butternut, honeynut, delicata, 
acorn, kabocha, carnival and spaghetti 
(lovingly dubbed the “mango squash” 
by the children because of its resem-
blance to the oblong, pale orange fruit).

Four weeks after we began featuring 
squash in the classroom, we invited the 
children to measure them using rul-
ers and to weigh them on a tabletop 
scale before dissecting their seeds and 
flesh on the patio later that week. The 
children also enjoyed planting their 
own squash seeds. With eager hands for 
scooping soil and delicate fingers for 
selecting seeds, we traveled backward 
from fruit (yes, squash are fruits) to seed 
in order to understand their origins. I 
was elated to hear some children share 
their stories of cooking and eating 
squash at home. They were so proud 
and excited to connect their classroom 
learning to their home experiences: 

“We had acorn squash for dinner last 
night! And for lunch today!” 
exclaimed August and Victor. 

“I saw a kabocha squash at the 
market!” Kai shared excitedly. 

“My grandma is growing butternut 
squash in her garden!” Asha 
remarked with pride. 

The following week, we continued to 
observe our squash plants. Approxi-
mately three weeks after planting, we 
discovered our first sprout, appear-
ing in Teo’s delicata starter pot. This 
exciting discovery conjured memories 
of  Sophie’s Squash, where Sophie 
plants her quickly expiring butternut 
“friend” into the soil and awaits a tiny 
sprout come spring. (Thankfully, we 
did not have to wait that long.) We 
soon had many sprouts to observe, 
which we continued to water and watch 

grow. Shortly after, we brought our 
small squash plants to the classroom’s 
garden beds, where we tucked them 
into their new communal home.

Our squash and planting curriculum 
moved from weeks of active, hands-on 
exploration to a more passive exercise in 
patience and observation of time while 
waiting for glimpses of emerging plant 
life. In the meantime, we busied our-
selves with another soil-inspired project: 
preparing one of our garden beds for a 
new mud kitchen—a place where water, 
dirt and other natural materials are used 
as ingredients for dramatic play cook-
ing. The first step was establishing a mud 
box to serve as a source of material for 
children’s kitchen creations. For this, we 
used a garden box that had been home to 
long-established plants heartily holding 
their own against the thirsty, relentless 
roots of nearby bamboo. The children 
cleared the box, transplanting the large 
rosemary, lavender and hydrangea plants 
it had held. Things got exciting when we 
discovered some stubborn bamboo roots 
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in the newly excavated mud 
box. The children truly 
embraced getting muddy 
and digging in the soil. Af-
ter preparing the mud box, 
we rearranged the outdoor 
furniture, including wood-
en crates and benches, and finally added 
some cookware to that corner of our 
yard so children could start their culi-
nary mud exploration. This new addition 
to our classroom has benefited the chil-
dren’s development in a variety of ways.

When school reopened in September of 
2020, teachers and staff returned with 
a heightened sense of health and safety 
in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
A plethora of new policies were estab-
lished, along with some restrictions on 
materials and activities normally of-
fered for the children’s development in 
the classroom. These activities included 
the use of clay and play dough, the op-
portunity to cook with children in the 
classroom and other sensory-oriented 
activities that involved sharing tactile 
materials. As such, with the introduc-
tion of the mud kitchen, it has been 
exciting to see the children literally 
get their hands dirty (as well as their 

shoes, clothes, elbows, 
ear lobes ...). Sensory 
play invites children to 
physically engage with 
their learning, and the 
mud kitchen has provided 
a vibrant space par-

ticularly suited for hands-on play. The 
children explore concepts of chemistry 
when mixing wet and dry ingredients, 
much as we do when we have class-
room cooking projects. They grow 
their large and small motor skills while 
digging out giant bamboo roots and 
delicately plucking herbs and flowers 
for culinary ingredients. Furthermore, 
they develop social connections by 
sharing materials, space and ideas.  

With the open-ended opportunities for 
play offered by natural materials such 
as mud, water, leaves, sticks, rocks and 
plants, children explore the depths of 
their imagination and express their in-
nate creativity. They freely play with mud 
(or sand, paint, water, etc.), and find 
themselves immersed in a rich, fulfilling, 
grounding world that inspires them to 
cook vegetable pizza, chocolate volcano 
ice cream and camouflage slop for pro-
tection from the imaginary “bad guys.” 

After literally breaking 
ground in our new open-

air mud kitchen, the 
children invested 
themselves in some 
elaborate recipe-mak-
ing. Offering local, 
organic “fare,” the 
East PM Mud Kitchen 

menu boasts a delecta-
ble array of comestibles:

STARTERS
Grass Pea Soup

ENTRÉES   
Spaghetti Green Beans

Plain Pasta

Christmas Feast

DESSERT

Rosemary Pudding with  
Sweet Strawberry Pineapple Sprinkles

Strawberry Cupcakes with Frosting  
and Rainbow Sprinkles

Christmas Vanilla Sprink 

Vanilla Chocolate Mochi Cake

Sweet Mint Coating  
with a Little Chocolate

Chocolate-cados

Super Hotty Cake

The Chocolate Mint Cake  
with Crumbled Bark and Wood Chips

Mud Pie with Peas

Tiny Bit of Chocolate Chip Sprinkles

Chocolate Muffins

Peanut Butter Cookies

Milk Dark Bitter Dipping Chocolate

Lovely Cupcake Pink with  
Goopy Sour

Chocolate-Covered Almonds

Blueberry Muffins

Pumpkin Pie

BEVERAGES 
Very Very Cold Icy Mint Water

If you’re ever so fortunate to visit this 
visionary corner of creative cuisine, be 
sure to request a seat at the chef’s table. 
I’d recommend a starter of the Grass 
Pea Soup, followed by some Plain Pasta. 
Be sure to save room for the expansive 
dessert selection. The classic Peanut 
Butter Cookies pair well with the Milk 
Dark Bitter Dipping Chocolate. Wash 
it all down with a refreshing glass of 
Very Very Cold Icy Mint Water, steamed 
by the sun on the top of an airplane!

We’re hoping to offer indoor, com-
munal seating coming fall 2021.  lB   

Watch a video of play in the mud kitchen at  
http://youtube.com/bingnurseryschool
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Emergent Literacy and Play 
By Parul Chandra, Head Teacher 

This is a ’puter. You like, type 
on it. — Jack, referring to his 
two pieces of taped cardboard 
with handwritten “keys.”

Parents of preschool-aged children 
often wonder how their children 
are going to leap from being un-

able to recognize letters to becoming 
avid, full-fledged readers. They ask if  
their children would benefit from direct 
reading instruction. Teachers are quick 
to inform them that children’s experi-
ences in the Bing classroom actually 
build their basic literacy skills. In early 
childhood education, we call this pre-
reading stage “emergent literacy,” and 
it can take place in the form of play. 

Emergent literacy is a term that is also 
used to describe children’s knowledge 
of reading and writing skills before they 
learn those skills. In a literate society, 
young children are in the process of 
becoming literate even before they read. 
The skills, knowledge and attitudes 
that children acquire through play 
are the building blocks for learning to 
read and write. At Bing, teachers find 
many ways to support the children and 
enhance their engagement in literacy.

When they arrive to Center AM, 
children are greeted by a teacher at a 
table holding their name tags, which 
include their photo. As part of  the ar-
rival ritual, children are encouraged to 
find their tag by identifying their name. 
Initially, the younger children look for 
their photo and later begin to recog-
nize the letters in their name. As the 
year progresses and peer relationships 
are formed, we have noticed children 
scanning the table for their friends’ 
names. They quickly make the associa-
tion that if  a friend’s tag is on the table, 
their friend hasn’t yet arrived. They 
get excited if  the tag is not there and 
rush off  to find their friend to start the 

day. This arrival ritual is intentionally 
woven into our routine as a meaning-
ful way for children to learn that letters 
are symbols and represent names.

Children’s Mailboxes

Teachers further enhanced the children’s 
emergent literacy this school year by 
introducing the children to mailboxes. A 
large, wooden box on wheels contained 
several rows of small doors, each with 
a name and picture of a child. Chil-
dren delighted in the mailboxes, and 
we observed an abundance of letters 
being exchanged. We noticed that the 
children were very excited to receive 
mail from their teachers, parents and 
peers. Receiving and giving spurred the 
children’s desire to create more and more 
mail for their friends. In addition to the 
letters written in school, children also 
brought in letters written at home and 
delivered them to their friends. Letters 
from parents were especially significant 
to some children, who carried the notes 
with them all morning as a reassurance 
of their bonds with Mom and Dad.

Letter writing was a satisfying project 
for the children. They made connec-
tions with each other and established 
friendships. Because all the children 
participated in some way, it strength-
ened a sense of community as they 
expressed their feelings in their writing. 

The project also provided an oppor-
tunity for children to express their 

feelings in the wake of the pandemic. 
They wrote about how the year was 
different and how they felt when prob-
lems arose. Acknowledging the feelings 
expressed in their letters shows children 
we value their thoughts and ideas. For 
example, when children had difficulty 
with separation, teachers offered to 
help them write a letter to their parent 
or caregiver. Listening attentively and 
recording children’s words seemed to 
help children externalize their feelings 
and make them more manageable:

Dear Mom,  
I want you to not go. I want dad to 
drop me [off]. Come back soon. 
Now. —Quentin

Other children wrote to friends who 
had moved on to kindergarten:

Dear Mila,  
I miss you. I hope we can have  
a playdate. I hope you have a 
really good day. And I really  
miss you. —Josie

The letters indicated variations in the 
children’s readiness for pre-reading 
experiences. Young children are aware 
that their marks carry meaning, and 
they may use drawings, intentional 
scribbles, or letter-like forms to explore 
and express ideas. Some children drew 
pictures, while others wrote recogniz-
able letters and names. Some children 
used bright colors and drew vigorous 
lines. All of the children seemed very 
satisfied with their product, includ-
ing Mikey, who wrapped up a piece of 

24



25September 2021    l n s    The Bing Times

tape. “This is mail for Toby,” he said, 
placing the tape in Toby’s mailbox. 

Teachers helped model the process by 
writing down children’s words, when 
appropriate. All these early stages of 
writing build a solid foundation for 
conventional writing, which typically 
develops in the early primary school 
years. As children move from pre-
school to kindergarten, they begin 
to use conventional letters to write 
words phonetically, also called inven-
tive spelling (e.g., “5 dolrs”). They 
use this kind of writing to tell a story, 
share news and to label their projects. 

Making Lists, Signs and Charts

Another emergent literary experience oc-
curred when the children recorded their 
names on waitlists. If  children wanted to 
do woodworking, they had to put their 
names on a list. Some children left marks 
on the list to represent their names, some 
wrote a few letters in their names, while 
others wrote their whole names and 
offered to write the names of children 
who were still developing this skill. These 
actions underscored the benefits of a 
mixed-age classroom, where children 
can scaffold each other’s learning. Older 
children were helping younger children. 
They all showed delight in making their 
“marks,” regardless of their different lev-
els and abilities. Waiting became easier 
once they were actively involved in the 
process of writing their names on the list.

Solutions to everyday practical prob-
lems in the classroom can also be an 
important part of emergent literacy. For 
example, Evie and Jack worked together 
at the language table to create signs that 

said: “MISSING 
MITTEN. GIVE 
TO EVIE.” Evie 
drew a picture of 
her lost mitten as 
a visual to help 
peers identify it. A 
group of children 
went out to the 
grove area of 
the yard to tape 
the signs onto 
trees. Evie told the children, “I think I 
lost it here.” Evie’s face lit up the next 
morning when she saw that her sign 
had worked: Her mitten was waiting 
for her on the language table! Children 
remembered this incident many weeks 
later. Gabe said, “I lost my gold coin 
in the sand. I buried it, and I don’t 
know where.” Jack responded, “You 
can make a lost sign,” and he ran into 
the classroom to bring out a clipboard 
and pencil. Making the connection by 
reflecting on a past experience was valu-
able to Jack, as he felt he was able to 
contribute to being a problem-solver.

Teachers observed that children are 
intrinsically interested in the play of their 
peers. As a result, we saw that children 
were motivated to make signs for their 
play as an invitation to bring others into 
that play. These signs were the children’s 
own unique symbols, letters and draw-
ings, reflecting their point of view about 
play or a game. We noted that shared 
interests brought new combinations of 
players together. Children provided a 
description of their play in symbolic 
form, whether through letters or draw-
ings, and others were interested in 
deciphering the meaning of these marks.

Another emergent literary experience 
arose after reading the book Bunny 
Cakes. The children decided to vote for 
their favorite cake. A teacher created a 
chart and children wrote their names in 
the column of their choice. A scavenger 
hunt in the grove area generated more 
examples of emergent literacy: Chil-
dren had to hunt for pictures hidden 
throughout the redwood trees and record 
their discoveries on their clipboards. 

Expressing Ideas

When teachers act as a scribe for what 
the children are saying, the children 
recognize that their thoughts are valu-
able and that the act of writing them 
down is valued. In one emergent lit-
eracy activity, the teachers documented 
some questions posed by children: 

“How do you hear the ocean  
in the shell?”

“What is rain? What is rain  
made of?”

“How does your shoulder work?”

Teachers shared the children’s ideas 
with the group at story and snack 
times. This exposed the children to 
many varied ideas, which can help to 
develop their ability to see from oth-
ers’ perspectives. We heard children 
agree and disagree. Hana expressed 
it well when she said, “Everyone 
thinks differently. And that is OK!” 

Playing with Letters and Words 

An exchange between two friends il-
lustrates how play is preparing them 
to be successful readers. Grabbing 
a clipboard, Josie rushed over to a 
teacher. “I learnt Grace to write a G! 
See, that’s a nice G,” said Josie, proud 
of her friend’s efforts and expressing 
happiness to be her teacher. The girls 
were in their pretend office playing with 
keyboards, clipboards, phones and other 
office supplies. They burst into peals of 
laughter as they showed each other their 
clipboards and looked for the letters 
in their names on the keyboard. For 
young children, play is rich, dynamic, 
intentional and purposeful. This type 

Center AM News: 
 
Evie: I found a  
special leaf yester-
day. It had a special 
color—yellow  
and brown.  
 
Yaelle: I found a 
black leaf at the 
beach with my  
aunt Becca!
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hair. I washed it because I put water and 
I did my whole body and everything!” 

Word games with rhyme and rhythm are 
another playful way to build on these 
pre-literacy skills. Children enjoy explor-
ing syllables in each other’s names and 
try to identify similarities and differ-
ences. A 3-year-old may still be grasping 
the idea of having two syllables in his 
name. Older children enjoy counting 
syllables and learning rhymes and songs 
that involve syllables. While observ-
ing name tags, children begin to notice 
that not all names with two syllables 
have the same number of letters. They 
start to weave numeracy and literacy 
together as they spell out the words, 
count the letters and compare them. 

Making Books

Children often have stories in mind 
when they paint or draw. Narrative 
prose often accompanied pictures that 
children made. For example, Eleni made 
her own version of Giant John, one 
of her favorite books, which included 
detailed illustrations and text from her 
memory of the storyline. Children also 

created books out of their own imagi-
nations or experiences. Kaira worked 
hard writing and illustrating her own 
eight-page book. She declared, “I am 
the author and the illustrator.” She 
then decided to sell her book, adding a 
piece of yarn with a price tag: “5 dolrs.” 
She was quite pleased when the book 
found an eager buyer. The confidence 
these children felt was palpable as they 
showcased their work to their peers. 
This sense of self-efficacy resulting from 
creating a written product is important 
for pre-reading and emerging literacy.

Teachers observe children express-
ing tremendous satisfaction as they 
communicate their thoughts through 
writing. Exploration and experimen-
tation accentuate the importance of 
play in supporting emergent literacy 
in early childhood classrooms. These 
experiences were meaningful to our 
children as they helped them to ex-
plore their interests and interact with 
each other. We teachers in Center AM 
are highly motivated to support our 
children by observing the beautiful, 
natural and caring ways they commu-
nicate and connect with each other.  lB   

26

of play is best when inspired by peers 
and supportive adults. In the girls’ ex-
change, the play served as an important 
avenue for them to develop literacy.

There are numerous other examples 
of play that fall under the defini-
tion of emergent literacy. Children 
dictated prose that ranged in com-
plexity. Some created to-do lists. 
One list noted play and activities 
that were important to the child: 

1. Play outside with Yaelle.  
2. Play with my sister.  
3. Artwork with my sister.

Another example is when Quincey 
looked at herself  in a mirror as she drew 
a self-portrait. As she viewed her draw-
ing, she dictated: “It’s me! I have good 

I t certainly has been one very strange 
year. During most of the pandemic, 
I had the opportunity to offer mu-

sic and movement sessions remotely 
via Zoom in order to work with all 
children in the nursery program (3- to 
5-year-olds) in the school. In May, 
I was excited to return to the class-
room in person to elicit songs and 
movements through books and sto-
ries—and the children were equally as 
excited to dance and sing together.

Dance and movement in person pro-
vide rich and meaningful experiences. 

We all dance in our own way, so seeing 
each other’s interpretations of dance 
and sharing feedback can inspire new 
movements, expanding everyone’s 

movement vocabulary. This not only 
awakens new options for dance but also 
enlarges a child’s toolbox for com-
municating with and understanding 
the world around them nonverbally.

Here are some of the highlights 
over our first few weeks back:

Everyday Items, Interpretations  
and Instruments 

After placing a small box of pencils onto 
her back, Kaitlyn crawled over to me, 
fulfilling her duties as a self-proclaimed 

Creative Exploration and Improvisation  
Through Music and Movement 
By Mara Beckerman, Music and Movement Specialist 
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worker ant. We had just learned a 
song that included the movements of 
a penguin, gorilla, tiger and ant. The 
other children scanned for items to put 
on their backs too, and soon a group 
of worker ants was marching around 
with an amusing collection of computer 
keyboards and phones balancing on 
their backs. Focused intently on hold-
ing up the items while crawling forward, 
the children soon realized that they 
could not scurry along as fast as before. 
They needed to slow down and focus on 
their body’s fine movements and bal-
ance, important elements of dance and 
movement. They transported the items 
across the patio and made a large pile. 
Thinking of something constructive to 
do with the items, I suggested build-
ing a sculpture. The worker ants soon 
began to construct an elaborate tower 
out of the materials they had gathered.

I picked up an unused pair of binocu-
lars from the pile. “Oh, an instrument!” 
I exclaimed, pretending to blow into 
one side of it to produce a tone. Rebeca 
asked if  she could do it too. Suddenly the 
children disassembled the sculpture and 
transformed every keyboard and phone 
into a musical instrument. Contemplat-
ing how they could produce music from 
these everyday items, the children soon 
began to bang the objects joyfully while 
I played conductor. Later, they delighted 

in taking turns conducting their friends 
with fast, slow and stop hand signals. 

Collaborative Movement and Improvisation

“Polly Put the Kettle On” was a popu-
lar song activity. It involves a kettle and 
a metal plate acting as a stove top. As 
I sang, the children took turns walk-
ing to the plate and putting the kettle 
on or taking it off, pretending to heat 
water for tea. What children found most 
enjoyable was that they had the op-
portunity to design their own walk to 
and from the stovetop, expressing their 
own unique movement to the world. We 
called these “Silly Walks,” named for a 
Monty Python comedy sketch featuring 
the “Ministry of Silly Walks.” Inspired 
by their peers, the children soon changed 
and incorporated different ideas into 
their movements, creating a wonderful 
environment for collaborative move-
ment, improvisation and self-expression.

After observing some of his friends’ silly 
walks en route to and from the kettle, 
Teo decided to do a “lizard walk.” He 
dropped to the ground and slithered on 
his belly while pushing himself  forward 
with one leg. The other children were 
fascinated by this unique and interest-
ing movement and began incorporating 
elements of Teo’s walk into their own 
moves. Later, Alia, who had walked as 

if  the rest of her body was being led by 
her belly, changed her movements to 
involve turns. This novel movement soon 
became a part of the group’s move-
ment vocabulary. Children began to 
twist and turn in all directions as they 
meandered to and from the stovetop.

Sometimes the game, as well as the 
children’s movements, shifted in response 
to an unexpected outside influence. As 
the children continued to do their silly 
walks, two new friends joined the game, 
not by lining up to walk to the kettle but 
by sitting next to the stove. These new 
participants took turns removing the 
kettle from the stove and holding it in 
their lap. Flexible in their play and move-
ments, the earlier participants readily 
incorporated this new element into the 
game, allowing the new friends to take 
the kettle off  the stove and handing it to 
the next walking person to replace it. 

Children learn from interactive, hands-on 
experiences with their peers and an atten-
tive, knowing adult. Music and movement 
are two areas that invite creative explora-
tion and improvisation. This helps them 
to feel more secure and grounded in their 
own bodies, make confident choices, and 
improve their ability to communicate in 
verbal and non-verbal ways. More exam-
ples of songs and movement activities are 
available at musicwithmara.blogspot.com.  lB   

MAKING VIRTUAL MUSIC AND MOVEMENT CLASSES INTERACTIVE

Teaching music and movement on 
Zoom was very different than teaching 
in person. Although we could all see 
each other, a fourth wall—the digital 
screen—separated us further. I had 
three goals:

1. Break the fourth wall to create truly 
interactive lessons. 

2. Assure children they are seen  
and heard.

3. Find ways for children to make  
music and play using household 
items and a little imagination.

Break the fourth wall 
• I greeted each child by name with a “hello” 
song; each child responded with a dance using 
only their hands within their small Zoom window. 
(This became the catalyst for exploring whole 
body movements.) 
• We sang a song while children danced—and 
then dashed off screen. They returned using var-
ied movements: fast, slow, jumping and reaching. 
• We sang and drew together and then shared 
our creations. I made a video of the song with 
their drawings and posted it on my blog. 

Assure children they are seen and heard 
• To minimize chatter, I held up a poster showing 

different movements, moving a pointer from 
one image to another. When the pointer reached 
the movement that a child wanted to do, he or 
she would raise a hand. 
• We sang a color scavenger hunt song and 
encouraged children to search for specific 
colors in their room.

Make music, play games 
• Children made instruments out of objects  
they might have at home. Plastic contain- 
ers, boxes or tabletops became drums. An 
empty soup can and a pencil became a guiro.   
• We scrunched up paper into snowballs, then 
tossed them at our screens in a virtual snow fight. 

 

 



The Outdoor Environment: The Best Teacher During a Pandemic 
By Nancy Verdtzabella, Head Teacher 

All the outside things—flowers and trees 
and all the equipment—were to help  
children to be intrigued by what they  
found outside. —Edith Dowley, Bing’s  
founding director

Learning outdoors has been a major 
component of the Bing education 
since the school’s opening in 1966. 

Our founder, Dr. Edith Dowley, was 
intentional about designing a school 
that called attention to the outdoor 
setting as a focal point for learning.  

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Bing administration and teachers endeav-
ored to safely reopen the school and de-
liver the best possible educational experi-
ence for children. All classrooms at Bing 
were encouraged to support outdoor 
play as much as possible. Looking for 
ways to pivot the program, the West PM 
teachers realized we had the opportunity 
to widen our lens and reimagine our 
class as an all-outdoor experience. We 
were inspired by historical accounts of 
New York City teachers during the 1918 
“Spanish” influenza pandemic. To keep 
children and teachers safe from con-
tracting or transmitting the deadly flu, 
these teachers took learning completely 
outdoors despite the weather. Having a 
suitable outdoor space, we embraced the 
opportunity to implement an education 
program fully outdoors in West PM. 

Scientists and education experts strongly 
advocated using the outdoor spaces dur-
ing the pandemic, which fit in perfectly 
with the ideal half-acre of outdoor learn-
ing spaces. Bing’s trees, grass, rolling hills 
and flowering plants year-round have 
always highlighted the value of learning 
outdoors. When asked about this design 
in the 1960s, Dowley said: “We hoped 
California children would like to play 
outside.” Her hope came to fruition and 
the value of education outdoors contin-
ues to be a principle we embrace at Bing. 

West PM teachers met daily prior to 
the reopening of the school to design 
a set-up that was malleable and engag-
ing for the children and teachers in the 
outdoor learning space. The in-depth 
and honest conversations during this 
planning time helped us understand our 
role as educators, the children’s devel-
opmental needs during a pandemic and 
the role the environment would play in 
children’s learning during a school year 
of uncertainties. As educators, we grew 
tremendously. With a little flexibility, 
creativity and courage, we improved our 
class management and pedagogy while 
discovering new ways to meet children’s 
developmental needs. We also gained a 
deeper appreciation for how the outdoor 
environment supports children’s emo-
tional, physical and cognitive growth.

The Outdoor Space: A Welcoming Presence

As a safety measure, Bing established 
separate entry points for each class 
cohort. Many classes, including West 
PM, entered through a gate directly 
into the classroom’s yard. Parents had 
shared their concern about not being 
able to enter the school to support their 
children emotionally during the school 
re-entry. Those concerns were put to 
rest when they observed the power of 
the outdoor environment to greet their 
children. This became the bridge that 

seamlessly supported each child’s transi-
tion from home to school. Children were 
able to demonstrate to their families 
that they were resilient. After saying 
their goodbyes, children confidently 
crossed the gate threshold into West 
yard. Parents marveled at their child’s 
emotional strength, while children were 
simultaneously in awe of the array of 
colors from the natural landscape that 
welcomed them on the other side of the 
gate: lush greens, blues, whites, reds, 
purples, oranges, blacks and browns. 
These colors were magnets that lured 
each child into an environment that sup-
ported limitless opportunities for wonder 
and hands-on learning. The hills, sand, 
shade-producing trees, flower blooms, 
resident wildlife and ample space called 
out to each child. The children were 
excited to learn more about their rela-
tionship with the outdoor environment. 

The Outdoor Space: Restoration and  
Development of Physical Strength

After months of being indoors during 
the lockdown, we noticed that children 
needed to get accustomed to being out-
doors again. Some children were “on the 
move” the entire three-and-a-half  hours 
of the session to meet the sensory needs 
that had been on hold for so long; others 
were seeking chairs to sit in because they 
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movement they hadn’t experienced in 
many months. Day by day we noticed 
how children were getting reacquainted 
with their bodies and physical abilities 
that had gone dormant. Teachers sup-
ported physical play with minimal props 
such as carts, shovels and wooden beams 
to enhance what nature already had in 
place. The props, along with children’s 
imaginations, gave children opportuni-
ties for whole body play. They embraced 
climbing trees, digging in the sand, mov-
ing large blocks and stumps, transporting 
peers in carts, rolling down hills, running 
across the yard, walking across beams, 
climbing over A–frames, flapping their 
wings to take flight and jumping as high 
as their bodies could take them. This 
freedom of movement encouraged and 
supported restoration and development 
of children’s physical strength. Soon 
each child grew stronger and more con-
fident, challenging themselves further.

The Outdoor Space:  
A Naturally Engaging Teacher 

The outdoor environment became a 
place where children began to notice 
nature at a deeper and more intimate 
level. On one occasion, a teacher was 
reading aloud under a willow tree to a 
group of children at story time. All of 
a sudden, a child exclaimed, “I hear a 
bird!” The same words were echoed by 
other children who moved their heads 
in the direction of the bird sound. The 
teacher closed the book, and together 
they listened to birds singing. The birds 
had always chirped in our yard, so what 
was different? Perhaps it was the act 
of quietly sitting in nature and relax-

ing at the end of an engaging school 
day. It was evident to the teacher that 
the children’s senses were heightened 
in the natural outdoor setting. They 
were attending more closely to their 
natural surroundings. Thus, such 
comments became more common: 

“Do you see the nest way up high?”
“Lavender smells good!” 
“What happened to the kale we 

planted?” 
“I think a gopher ate them!” 
“I saw a gopher!” 
“How does a tiny seed turn  

into a large tree like the ones  
in our yard ?” 

“Butterfly!” 

Many of these observations led to in-
depth projects. In small groups, teachers 
conducted investigations with children 
on plants, trees, insects and other visit-
ing wildlife, as well as natural materials 
and phenomena such as sticks, leaves, 
water, rain, wind, mud, fire and wood. 

Overall, our all-outdoor experience was a 
joyful exploration for the children, lead-
ing to new discoveries about themselves 
and the natural world. Each session, chil-
dren had the freedom to move about the 
space, explore, and engage their senses, 
body and mind in meaningful activities. 
The feeling of community among the 
cohort and teachers was at an all-time 
high. Nine months together in the same 
space with everyone in sight of each 
other was an experience we teachers will 
forever cherish. All the children played 
together and celebrated with one another 
when they reached milestones. While 
class was in session, the troubles of this 

modern world were forgotten by children 
and teachers, and the love of learning 
and building community was abundant.

Bing’s outdoor environment contin-
ues to be a centerpiece of the school. 
West PM’s all-outdoor experience was 
an homage to Dowley’s belief  about 
the importance of outdoor learning.

Maintaining a high regard for her vision 
for the school over 50 years ago allowed 
us to continue providing an excellent 
educational experience to children dur-
ing a worldwide pandemic. Thank you, 
Edith Dowley, for your careful plan-
ning! It permitted us to have an amaz-
ing and unforgettable school year.  lB    

COMMUNITY BUILDING 

Ode to the Butterfly!
After weeks of caterpillar and chrysalis 
investigations, the children marveled 
at the transformation from caterpillar 
to butterfly as they observed butterflies 
breaking out of their chrysalises. Each day 
for about three weeks, we had butterflies 
emerging and spreading their wings. The 
children cheered with each successful 
flight. When the last one had flown away, 
a variety of butterflies visited the West 
yard. Excitement filled the air with each 
new arrival. Soon children came up 
with a system to alert everyone about a 
visitor before it flew out of the yard: Each 
time a new butterfly appeared, the child 
who noticed it would yell “Butterfly!” 
Instantly, children would come running 
from all directions to see the butterfly in 
flight. This invitation to come and join the 
celebration strengthened the sense of 
community among the children as they 
ran up and down the hills to cheer the 
butterfly for its accomplishment. This 
became a daily occurrence for the class 
cohort, which joyfully lasted through to 
the last day of school! 

Please visit Bing’s YouTube channel  
http://youtube.com/bingnurseryschool  

for a video featuring Dr. Edith Dowley’s  
reflection on Bing Nursery School. 



Lending A Hand: A Project on Helpers and Helping  
By Todd Erickson, Head Teacher 

Look for the helpers. You will always find 
people who are helping. —Fred Rogers

The East AM teachers knew the 
2020–2021 year would be remark-
able. The COVID-19 pandemic 

forced us to revise everything, from 
enrollment to health protocols to class-
room visitors. What we did not expect, 
however, was the remarkable desire of 
the children to be helpers on all levels!

Almost from the beginning of the autumn 
quarter, the teachers observed children 
helping in small but meaningful ways. 
Children were happy to help teachers 
prepare for snack time, which was more 
labor-intensive due to coronavirus-related 
protocols. When a teacher needed help 
cleaning up instruments after music time, 
several children were there to assist. If  
a child needed help with a push on the 
swing or the tying of a shoelace, other 
children were always ready helpers.

During a repair visit from a team of 
Stanford University groundskeepers, 
it became clear that the children were 
deeply curious about and motivated 
by the idea of  helping and helpers. 
Children carefully observed the ground-
skeepers replace some of  the water-
ing system’s pipes, even asking them 
questions and introducing themselves. 

At that point, we thought we had the po-
tential for a classroom project. A project 
is a classroom-wide, in-depth, multidisci-
plinary study of a theme. Together, chil-
dren and teachers make discoveries relat-
ing to the theme and inspire each other as 
they learn through hands-on experiences. 
Projects have been a staple of the Bing 
classrooms for decades and remain an 
exciting and meaningful way for children 
to learn and engage with curriculum.

When launching a project, teachers 
often first uncover what children already 

know about the topic or theme. When we 
asked the children, “What is a helper?” 
these were some of the responses:

Beatrice: “Somebody who helps.”
Luca: “When somebody needs help 

or something’s hard.”
George: “Iron Man is a helper.”

As the children continued to help 
around the classroom, the teach-
ers also made sure to note the assis-
tance provided. The children began 
to understand and even relish the 
importance of their helper roles. 

“I like to help,” commented Valentina 
one day as she worked with the teach-
ers to finish their snack preparations. 
Children teamed together to help move 
tables before snack time and clean up 
areas at the end of the morning session. 
Both the process of assisting and the 
sense of purpose gained as a result led 
to increased investment in the well-being 
of the classroom. The children increas-
ingly saw themselves as effective and 
competent as the helper roles expanded.

Perhaps the most meaningful aspect of 
these efforts came from the personal 
connections built through one child 
supporting another. One morning, 
Riley took a spill and was heartened 
that Beatrice, Eva and Kaelyn offered 

to accompany her to the kitchen for an 
“owie sponge.” Another morning, Niko 
was on the patio, asking the whereabouts 
of one of his classmates. Mason was 
nearby and heard Niko. “I know where 
he is!” said Mason as he took Niko’s 
hand and led him to the sand area.

Even during COVID-19-related proto-
cols that limited the number of adults 
allowed in the classroom, many adult 
helpers were present in the lives of the 
children at Bing. Over the course of 
the project, we focused on three adult 
classroom helpers. We started with Beth 
Wise, our associate director, who worked 
as a substitute teacher and helped with 
classroom cleanup during the 2020–2021 
school year. The children were in-
vited to share their thoughts about how 
Beth helped our classroom and Bing. 
Here were a few of their answers:

Beatrice: “She makes music.”
Valentina: “She takes care of the 

flowers she brings in.”
Luca: “She certainly helps in every 

classroom!”
Eloise: “[She] types and talks to 

someone.”

Additionally, the children recreated  
Beth’s office using hollow blocks and  
then performed their own dramatic play  
“work” there.

We then moved to Bing’s master  
carpenter, Gene Aiken. Children had  
questions for Gene. “Why do you 
use wood and nails?” asked Mason. 
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“Do you get materials at the store?” 
wondered Maddy and Lucas. 

We also talked about some of the tools 
that Gene uses in his daily work, which 
include hammers, nails and saws. These 
are all common tools in our classroom; 
learning this helped the children connect 
their experiences with Gene’s work. 

We ended our time spent on adult 
helpers by focusing on Anita Tor-
res, who cleaned the room daily and 
sanitized after morning sessions. The 
children came up with many ques-
tions for Anita. “Do you clean the 
bathrooms?” asked Elisa. “Do you 
love people?” questioned Kaelyn, to 
which Anita kindly provided answers.

Children also offered their guesses 
regarding the tools that Anita used. The 
responses were very practical, including 
“a broom” (Riley), “a vacuum” (Mason) 
and even “her hands” (Saaniya). To 
connect Anita’s work with the classroom 
experiences of the children, we brought 
out brooms and dustpans. The children 

also made flowers and gratitude cards for 
Anita, in thanks for all of the assistance 
she provided the room. The time spent 
talking and thinking about Anita helped 
the children understand her role as an 
important person in our classroom.

A project engenders study and interac-
tion across a variety of broad and often 
integrated learning domains. A good 
example of this is an activity that took 
place around a long table on the patio, 
where teachers had placed an outline 
of a human body and the statement: 
“When I help, I feel ____ in my _____.” 
When children wrote their names and 
their feelings on a card (with varying 
degrees of teacher assistance) and placed 
it on the corresponding body area, they 
blended language arts/fine motor work 
(writing) with social/emotional learning 
(naming a feeling) and with science/biol-
ogy (considering parts of their bodies).

Throughout our study of helpers,  
teachers asked questions to find out more 
about the children’s thoughts on help-
ing and helpers. One of our most recent 

questions was “How do other people help 
you?” The children had many answers:

Eloise: “Papa feeds me.”
Niko: “With the hammer.”
Riley: “The doctors take care of me.”
Orson: “My dad helps me change 

batteries in stuff.”
Hayden: “Mamma and Mommy 

help me climb and they help  
me build.”

Like so many other aspects of this un-
usual school year, our foray into project 
work was remarkable. We were fortunate 
to match a project about helpers with a 
classroom that was already willing and 
able to lend a hand. Given the challenges 
faced by each one of us during the  
pandemic, we were quite happy to sup-
port the idea of helpers and helping. By 
moving through this project with the chil-
dren, the process of knowledge construc-
tion deepened our compassion, honed 
perspective-taking skills and bolstered 
agency for both children and teachers. 
The project helped us all to remember 
how invaluable helpers are to our com-
munity and to our wider world!   lB   B   

The Bing Fair Lives on During a Pandemic  
By Nancy Verdtzabella, Head Teacher 

In our community, one of the high-
lights of spring is attending the Bing 
Children’s Fair. This annual event with 

engaging activities that spread across 
the three Bing yards is an attraction one 
does not want to miss! When the fair 
was cancelled in 2020 and 2021 due to 
COVID-19, West PM teachers found 
a way to share the experience with the 
class cohort for three days in May. 

After a planning session, teachers were 
ready to transform West yard into a mini 
version of the Bing Fair. In preparation 
for the big event, we invited children to 
help paint banners to decorate the yard. 
Children also helped make ribbons that 
would be awarded for completing the 
obstacle course. Next, we used materials 

on hand to replicate typi-
cal Bing Fair activities. 
Included in our mini fair 
were favorites such as the 
fishpond, treasure bags, 
obstacle course, water 
works, beanbag toss, 
pocket lady, handprints, 
wood gluing, sandcastles 
and other activities 
tailored for our West PM children. 

A high point for the children was 
having the independence to use their 
tickets on whatever they wished. Each 
child was given a program booklet that 
featured a map with the location of 
each attraction. On the flip side of the 
program, children tracked their com-

pleted activities by placing a stamp next 
to the activity icon. At the end of the 
fair, the program became a meaning-
ful keepsake and valuable tool to help 
children recall key points when shar-
ing their Bing Fair experiences with 
their families. “I want to do it again on 
Monday!” exclaimed one child. It was 
a fair this cohort will never forget.  lB   



The Bing Times    l n s    September 2021

STAFF DEVELOPMENT 

Examining and Appreciating Our Outdoor Environments 
By Adrienne Lomangino, Head Teacher 

This year we were more grateful than 
ever for the expansive outdoor 
spaces at Bing. Founding director 

Edith Dowley designed the school to 
provide plenty of outdoor experiences. 
She believed that “in California chil-
dren should be outdoors a great deal 
and learn from real things rather than 
artificially engineered kinds of toys and 
games.” Given this year’s recommenda-
tions for ventilation and spending time 
outside to reduce the risk of COVID-19 
transmission, we embraced the class-
rooms’ outdoor spaces as environments 
that promote children’s growth and 
development in a multitude of ways.

During autumn and winter quarters, 
the teaching staff  met periodically via 
Zoom to think and talk about chil-
dren’s play experiences in the outdoors 
and the possibilities for supporting 
and extending these opportunities. We 
read articles and watched videos about 
the importance of outdoor play for 
children’s development. These offered 
plenty of ideas for small-group discus-
sions. Turning to our own classrooms, 
we shared our observations about how 
children were engaging in play outdoors. 

Having discussed the current outdoor 
spaces, the staff  examined archival pho-
tos of Bing yards as a further source for 
reflection. The black-and-white images 
of children, which included captured 
moments of climbing on boards, leaping 

from tunnels, sawing boards and quietly 
petting a free-ranging rabbit, spurred 
conversation about how outdoor settings 
can fill children’s needs: They provide 
places to take risks, feel sheltered, inter-
act with animals, feel immersed in the 
“wild” and use various natural materials.

To extend the exploration of outdoor 
environments further and probe the 
boundaries of teachers’ comfort zones, 
we watched and discussed a webinar on 
risky play presented by Rusty Keeler, 
a natural playground designer whose 
most recent book, Adventures in Risky 
Play, prompts adults to examine their 
beliefs about safety and acceptable risk 
for children. As a culminating conversa-
tion, each teacher submitted a photo 
of play in the outdoor environment at 
Bing with an accompanying reflection. 
These served as prompts for gather-

ing teachers’ perspectives on the value 
of outdoor experiences for children. 

The photos touched upon the possibili-
ties found in the outdoors for supporting 
social, emotional, cognitive and physi-
cal growth, as well as aesthetics, well-
being and a sense of self. A collective 
submission from the West AM teach-
ers showed a photo of children on an 
obstacle course of blocks, accompanied 
by a description that read, “Repeated 
experiences with the climbing equipment 
helped children develop persistence, set 
goals for themselves and feel proud of 
their accomplishments. As they were 
able to do more challenging large-motor 
activities, it helped them gain confidence 
and build self-esteem.” In contrast, 
another photo showed a solitary child 
looking at a maple tree with foliage in 
fall colors. It was captioned with a quote 
from the child, “That tree is really beau-
tiful! It’s a rainbow! Well, it doesn’t have 
violet, but that’s okay. It’s sooo pretty!”

At Bing, the outdoor spaces are an 
integral part of the classroom, not 
simply places where children go to 
release energy—although they serve 
that role too. Teachers’ reflections at 
the end of our exploration of learning 
outdoors highlighted their appreciation 
for how much outdoor experiences offer 
children. Teacher Chuyi Yang noted, 
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Left to right: Archival photo of a Bing yard. Children playing in the same yard in 2021.
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stick, a rock or a pinecone as brimming 
with possibility.” Teacher Lara Carda-
mone’s response also highlighted how 
children help us to reframe our experi-
ences: “Children teach me every day 
what a miracle this world is—and if  we 
look through the lens of their experi-
ence of nature and the outdoors, we 
will remember that.” Such reflections 
reveal how valuable these experiences 
are for eliciting positive emotions, awe 
and appreciation of the world around 

“The outdoors really gives children the 
freedom they crave to explore and play in 
whatever way they want. The outdoors is 
an incredibly flexible and abundant space 
that meets the physical, social, emotional 
and cognitive needs of young children.” 

Teachers reflected not only on what 
they learned about children in the 
outdoors, but also what they learned 
from the children while spending time 
outdoors with them. Children point 
out to us, through their actions and 
responses as much as their words, the 
varied possibilities, sensory experiences 
and gloriousness of the natural world. 

As teacher Jessica Predom said, “When 
I am outdoors with children, I learn 
more about living in the moment, being 
mindful and remembering that learning 
is happening during every exploration. 
Having the ability to touch, smell, feel 
and simply feel free are so rewarding 
and necessary for our mental health.” 
This sense of being present in the mo-
ment is also reflected in teacher Lindsay 
Damiano’s comment: “I learn to see a 

us. Moments such as these make a 
pandemic seem more manageable.

Even as the world returns toward 
normalcy, the teachers at Bing will 
continue to embrace the possibilities 
that outdoor environments provide. 
These spaces, which have been here 
since the school was founded, have 
helped to carry us through a pandemic 
and will continue to be a source of 
joy, exploration, inquiry and play.  lB   

THE STORY OF A SONG

A 4-year-old child sat in the warm sun with 
a clipboard and pencil in hand. Leah had 

spent the previous 45 minutes deeply engaged 
in dramatic play by picking flowers from the 
blooming crab apple tree and making a "tea" 
and an accompanying meal out of the petals. 
Putting pencil to paper, she proceeded to sing a 
song about spring. As she sang, she made long 
squiggly lines with her pencil from left to right, 
all the way down the page. They were the lyrics 
to her song.

Leah’s song 
Flowers everywhere! 
Thank you sun! 
Thank you sun! 
The garden has some flowers for me. 
So that’s why I’m here-rrrrr. 

When the spring is here, 
I love to swing. 
I don’t enjoy the cold.

After spring, 
The summer is coming. 
Doo doo dee doo doo.

Spring is here, 
Spring is here. 
Not too hot, 
Not too cold. 
The sun is not too bright! 
I enjoy the spring tonight, and the  
sun is perfect for meeeee. 

Spring is here, 
Spring is here. 
The wind is not too hot. 
The swings are not too hot. 
That’s why we’re having  
a celebration here-rrrrr. 

—By Emma Vallarino,  
Manager, Kordestani Family Program  
for Parents and Educators
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B ing Nursery School’s 2021 spring 
staff  development day, held on 
April 26, gave teachers the oppor-

tunity to put on some safety goggles, get 
out our lab kits and become scientists 
for the morning, as we participated in 
a number of hands-on physics, earth 
science, biology and chemistry activities. 

The virtual session, led by Bryan 
Holmes, a STEM educational specialist 
from CuriOdyssey Science Playground 
and Zoo in San Mateo, started off  with a 
presentation that highlighted how educa-
tors can encourage and support scientific 
inquiry and curiosity and spark excite-
ment for experimenting in the classroom. 

The session led to rich conversations under-
scoring what we at Bing have long known: 
Because young children are less ingrained 
with ideas about what is possible and what 
is not and are motivated to try things over, 
they are extremely innovative and creative in 
the areas of science, technology, engineering 
and math. We see the evidence daily in our 
classrooms. Whether children are rolling 
balls down unique arrangements of gutters 
and ramps, pouring water into creative com-
binations of pipes and tubes or watching 
caterpillars metamorphize into butterflies, 
these young learners are intrinsically driven 
to explore the world around them. 

Holmes outlined the importance of stra-
tegic questioning—asking open-ended 

questions that encourage children 
to make direct observations, draw 
connections and make compari-
sons—and provided examples of 
questions he had been asked by 
children at CuriOdyssey:

“Why do hawks look so angry?”
“Why do balls bounce?”
“Why are there so many more 

craters on the moon than  
on Earth?” 

Holmes suggested strategies for 
answering these types of questions that 
involve children in the discovery process. 
He also discussed the use of open-ended 
materials, such as popsicle sticks, tape 
and paper towel rolls, describing how 
children use them to create unexpected 
combinations and intriguing tactile and 
sensory experiences. 

The second part of  the morning was 
spent tapping into our innovative sides. 
We were challenged to construct marble 
roller coasters with foam pipe insula-
tion and rolls of  tape; build solar stills 
to observe the water cycle on a small 
scale; and dissect owl pellets, which are 
regurgitated masses of  bones, hair and 
other indigestible parts of  an owl’s prey. 
Many laughs were had as we compared 
finished products: marble roller coast-
ers taped to backyard slides, stairs or 
bookshelves and foam pieces taped to 
form loop-de-loops or connected to 

instruments to generate sounds. The 
owl pellet dissection was a highlight, 
with exclamations of, “I think I found 
a skull!” and “Is this a beak?” echoing 
over Zoom, as teachers tried to identify 
the contents of  their pellets.

The morning sessions highlighted the im-
portance of stepping back and seeing the 
world through the eyes of young children. 
Finding effective ways of encouraging that 
sense of wonder can expand our own view 
of the world and can broaden the realm of 
possibility within the classroom. Accord-
ing to Holmes, educators should “want to 
empower children to be lifelong learners” 
and to recognize that “not knowing some-
thing is not a bad thing. It’s how you learn 
more.” That growth mindset and willing-
ness to ask questions and take risks allow 
children to view science as a process and 
not as a collection of facts. Bing’s deep-
rooted belief in giving children the gift of 
time and allowing for repeated exposure 
allows them to explore ideas and questions 
deeply, at their own pace. This gives us a 
wonderful framework in which to foster 
rich STEM experiences. 

Later in the day, teachers met in small 
groups to share and reflect upon their 
experiences as educators during this 
unprecedented school year. To read more 
about how classrooms adapted and what 
teachers learned during the pandemic, 
see the Director’s Column on page 1.  lB   
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Spring Staff Development Day: Cultivating  
Scientific Curiosity and Experimentation in Children 
By Laura Benard, Teacher 

These are two spaceships.  
By Grace P., 5 years 4 months

Robot. By Callum S.,  
5 years 8 months

Rainbow snail. By Matilda C.,  
5 years 7 months



CONFERENCES 

Play Summit 2021: Honoring Children and Highlighting Play 
By Coco Delaporte, Teacher 

P lay Summit, a follow-up to last 
year’s Play First Summit online 
conference, was held June 20–25. At 

the conference, alongside a world-wide 
audience, 17 Bing teachers attended and 
viewed 26 national and international 
“childhood champions” engaged in 
conversation with education consultant 
Tom “Teacher Tom” Hobson, organizer 
of the online event. In a year of redefi-
nition for education, the conversations 
shed light on how educators, parents 
and communities can work together to 
face the challenges of learning online 
and reopening schools, advocating for 
learning through play and fostering 
successful experiences for children. 

Kisha Reid is founder and head of 
school at Maryland-based Discovery 
Early Learning and a board member of 
Defending the Early Years, a non-profit 
organization advocating early childhood 
education for all children. She is powered 
by her passion to create indoor and out-
door classroom environments that allow 
children to thrive naturally and build 
confidence. Places of childhood, as she 
fondly calls schools, value each individu-
al’s voice and ideas and set the stage for 
a child to develop and feel accepted. She 
advocates for a term she used, authentic 
childhood, as, “what the child naturally 
needs and does when no one’s telling 
them what they need and what to do.” 

Reid stressed the importance of honor-
ing children who have different interests 
and empowering them to be self-directed 
with the agency to choose, which aligns 
with Bing’s founding principles of 
freedom of movement and choice. 

Similarly, award-winning musician Raffi 
Cavoukian, who goes by his mononym 
Raffi, advocated for efforts to address the 
universal needs of children. He told con-
ference attendees that his vision at the 
Raffi Foundation for Child Honouring is 
a social change revolution with the child 
at its heart. Its principles encompass 
restoring natural and human communi-
ties and prioritizing the needs of their 
youngest members. Raffi highlighted 
that it is the community’s responsibility 
to nourish a child’s love for life and to 
honor and respect the child as a whole 
person. This, he believes, can be achieved 
through dialogue, the celebration of 
diversity and universal love for children. 

Two speakers who contemplated the 
post-COVID-19 situation in schools 
and at home were John Yannoudis 
and Laura Markham. Yannoudis is a 
returning guest speaker and the founder 
of urban play-based school Dorothy 
Snot Preschool and Kindergarten, in 
Athens, Greece. Yannoudis said children 
are naturally capable of adapting to the 
world and embracing what is seem-

ingly new. He suggested that the current 
preschool child does not recall a world 
before COVID and thus, has already 
adapted to the changes implemented in 
schools and daily life. At his school in 
Greece, much as at Bing, families and 
caregivers are temporarily restricted 
from entering the classroom and daily 
temperature checks are enforced. As a 
result of the protocols, Yannoudis said 
children come to school healthier, and 
fewer children and teachers are getting 
sick. Noting the vast amount of infor-
mation that the current preschooler is 
exposed to on a daily basis, Yannoudis 
recommended working with the child 
to think more critically when presented 
with information from media outlets. 

Markham, a clinical psychologist 
known as the guru of peaceful parent-
ing, described the pandemic as a year 
of uncertainty that propelled parents 
into “a crash course of big emotions” 
resulting from the demands of caregiv-
ing and balancing work and home life. 
She urged parents and teachers alike to 
remember to regulate their own emo-
tions before “showing up” for the child, 
adding that self- and co-regulation 
are pathways to fostering connec-
tions that fuel the influence a parent 
has on a child. Building a trusting and 
secure relationship allows the adult to 
respond to the needs of the child in 
trying and peaceful times, she said. 

Event organizer Hobson chronicled the 
previous year as one of breaking apart 
and coming together, honoring different 
perspectives. The summit enforced the 
pressing need to continue to advocate for 
a child’s right to be part of community 
building and to respect and honor child-
hood experiences. Childhood champions 
enforce the idea of letting children take 
agency of their daily encounters. Play 
affords children the space to process 
experiences and build necessary connec-
tions vital for future experiences.  lB    

3535September 2021    l n s    The Bing Times

BING STAFF PRESENT AT 2021 CAEYC CONFERENCE

At the 2021 annual conference of the California Association for the Education of Young Children, Bing 
staff members Emma Vallarino and Sadie Parrinello jointly led a session on looking deeply at children’s 
work. The conference took place in April and was held online.

Their session described the value of engaging in reflective teaching—a practice that supports teachers 
to recognize what may appear to be everyday moments as important opportunities to develop rich 
understandings of children. Vallarino, the manager of the Kordestani Family Program for Parents and 
Educators, and Parrinello, a teacher, explored the idea of viewing children’s work as a way to more fully 
understand children’s learning and development in the context of the classroom and gain insight into 
their perspectives. Participants had the opportunity to reflect on children’s work through structured 
conversations led by the presenters, practice seeing children’s work in a new way, and emerge with 
new reflective tools to support their teaching practice in their own unique settings.



EVENTS AND INFORMATION 

Kindergarten Transition During a Pandemic 
By Anna Christiansen, Teacher 

In most ways, this year’s kindergar-
ten information night was perfectly 
ordinary: As usual, parents of Bing 

children had lots of questions about 
how to best prepare for kindergarten, 
and Bing teachers had lots of answers. 
But in some ways, the info session, 
held Jan. 13, 2021, was extraordinary 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The panel discussion and Q&A took place 
online, a first for Bing. Panelists answered 
parents’ frequently asked questions, 
from how to register for kindergarten to 
the kindergarten pandemic experience, 
and outlined the developmental nature 
of growth in nursery school and how it 
prepares children for kindergarten. The 
panelists included head teachers Adri-
enne Lomangino, Todd Erickson, Emma 
Vallarino and Nandini Bhattacharjya.

Following an introduction to local 
kindergarten eligibility and registra-
tion by Lomangino, Erickson reminded 
parents to live in the “here and the now” 
with their children. He emphasized that 
children in this age group are making 
progress through their “job” at a nursery 
school: being part of a community and 
learning routines, fundamental life skills 
and ways of interacting with the world. 

Lomangino addressed the impact of the 
pandemic on the kindergarten experi-
ence, reviewing the results of a survey 
completed by 88 former Bing parents with 
current kindergartners. The survey re-
vealed that the transition to kindergarten 
in 2020 was not much more difficult than 
the transition the year before—highlight-
ing the resilience of children. But, added 
Lomangino, “not surprisingly, parents 
did not have the most positive things to 
say about starting kindergarten during a 
pandemic, when children could not go to 
school in person as they usually would.”

Indeed, the comments of the survey 
revealed sobering parental feelings 

toward the 2020–2021 school year. A 
parent lamented, “I wish she could 
have started kindergarten in any other 
year. … Starting kindergarten is one of 
those milestones.” Plus, said the par-
ent, “It’s hard to make new friends. ... 
She is doing great given the circum-
stances, and we are all adapting as 
we must, but I still imagine what her 
transition to kindergarten would have 
been and how she would have loved 
it. Nonetheless, she has a wonderful 
teacher and she still loves school.” 

The crux of the night featured a discus-
sion about the pyramid of kindergarten 
readiness, a concept featured in the 
study “Are Children Ready for School?: 
Assessment of Kindergarten Readiness 
in San Mateo and Santa Clara Coun-
ties: Comprehensive Report 2005.” 
Put together by Santa Clara County 
Partnership for School Readiness, the 
Peninsula Community Foundation and 
the Peninsula Partnership for Children, 
Youth and Families, it is based on inter-
views with current kindergarten teachers. 

The pyramid represents the basic 
building blocks children work on 
during their first five years, featuring 
self-help and motor skills at the base, 
self-regulation and social expression in 
the middle and academics at the top. 

Vallarino highlighted the foundational 
aspects of readiness. “When children 
come with these self-care, motor, regula-
tion and social expression pieces, it’s easy 
for teachers to then teach those kinder-
garten academic skills,” she said, but 
without one of the elements they cannot. 

Indeed, Bing children build gross- and 
fine-motor abilities naturally, said  
Vallarino, as they explore the class-
room and outdoors by running, jump-
ing, skipping, climbing, picking up 
paint brushes and manipulating small 
objects. They develop independence 

and self-care skills through managing 
their own backpacks and their belong-
ings and separating at drop-off. 

Looking at the next tier up—social 
emotional growth and self-regulation—
Lomangino explained how children at 
the nursery school learn to read the situ-
ation and pick up on interactive social 
cues, which aids in becoming a good 
listener and being able to take on roles 
as both a leader and a follower. Such 
social-emotional skills are “hard to teach 
directly—they really need to be learned 
through meaningful experiences,” said 
Lomangino. Indeed, children’s language 
and communication abilities develop 
while they are at Bing so they can navi-
gate social situations independently. 

Vallarino then conveyed how academic 
learning is woven into the play-based 
curriculum throughout their session 
at the nursery school. “Building a love 
of literacy and language, reading and 
writing, is what we hope your chil-
dren are gaining from Bing,” she said, 
referencing ways of experimenting with 
letters and words. Similarly, said Valla-
rino, we see children practicing math-
ematical skills, such as understanding 
numbers and counting through self-
directed activities like picking flowers.

The evening ended with recommendations 
for preparing a smooth entry to kinder-
garten. For example, families could plan 
to be home a few weeks before school 
starts so children would not experience 
too many transitions, Lomangino said. 
She added that it’s worthwhile to have a 
“big picture” talk with children about what 
goes on in a day at kindergarten, but to 
avoid making children anxious by dwell-
ing on the topic. Bhattacharjya advised 
parents to give their child a full quarter to 
get used to kindergarten; provide down 
time after the school day; and consider 
their child’s personality when making 
choices about after-school activities.  lB    
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Harvest Moon Auction 2021 Goes Virtual
By Sandi Gedeon, Associate Director of Finance and Operations 

Well, this year has certainly 
been unforgettable. The Bing 
Harvest Moon Auction, origi-

nally planned for November 2020, was 
postponed due to COVID-19. Instead, 
we decided to try our first-ever Virtual 
Harvest Moon Live Auction, which was 
held on Saturday, March 13, 2021.

Our theme, A New Hope, derived from 
the Star Wars theme, tied in pandemic-
related struggles. Our invitations con-
tained the following message: “A New 
Hope is on the horizon. Citizens of the 
galaxy are held hostage in their homes, 
anxiously awaiting a cure. However, 
brave families of Bing Nursery School 
are banding together. These heroes 
smuggle donations to the Scholarship 
Fund for Bing Nursery School, located 
on the paradise planet of Stanford. 
Soon, freedom and good health will be 
restored to the galaxy.” 

Given the many struggles resulting from 
the pandemic, donations were a bit 
low—about 325—compared with about 
500 in a normal year. Many businesses 
had closed or were struggling. Our team 
of creative parent volunteers offered free 
or discounted advertising for affected 
businesses and partnered with those that 
focus on children’s health for donations 
and advertising opportunities. Dona-
tions included gifts from businesses, Bing 
teachers and current students’ families 
and included virtual—and hopefully 
in-person—parties hosted by our Bing 
parents and teachers, including a virtual 
robot-making party, a gourmet Indian 
dinner with wine pairings, a stomp 

rocket party, Champagne-tasting with 
Moet Hennessy, child/parent yoga class 
with teacher Lindsay Damiano, Califor-
nia pinot noir tasting, dinner with Bing 
Director Jennifer Winters and many 
more. The ever-popular class baskets 
were again a big hit, with over 25 beauti-
ful baskets created by each classroom.

We auctioned many of our donated 
auction items on BiddingforGood.com, 
raising more than $88,000. 

On March 13, 2021, at 8:00 p.m., our 
virtual event began via Facebook Live. 
More than 300 participants were logged 
on to bid on items, including a signed 
Stephen Curry jersey; a children’s out-
door hand-washing station handmade by 
Bing’s carpenter, Gene Aiken; a picnic 
with teacher Nandini Bhattacharjya; 
a Squaw Valley getaway; and another 
opportunity for dinner with Direc-
tor Winters. The bidding was fierce for 
many of the items; we raised more than 
$68,000 on the live auction items. The 
ever-popular Fund a Scholarship, a live 
bidding item with direct cash donations 
supporting the Bing Scholarship Fund, 
raised more than $50,000 that evening, 

in addition to the $182,000 raised prior 
to the event. As in past years, Helen 
and Peter Bing were major benefactors, 
with an initial generous gift of $50,000. 
All in all, the auction raised more than 
$395,000, and because overhead was low, 
we cleared more than $375,000 for the 
Bing Scholarship Fund.

Teacher Todd Erickson was the MC 
and auctioneer for the live event and as 
always, did an incredible job keeping 
the audience enthusiastic and bidding 
up items! We can’t thank him enough 
for all his effort. We would also like to 
thank the talented Skot Walker, who 
created and designed the graphics for the 
auction; teacher Mischa Rosenberg, who 
put together the auction catalog; teacher 
and research coordinator Chia-wa Yeh, 
for filming children’s play for a video 
shown at the event; teacher Mark Mabry, 
who was instrumental in helping us get 
the live auction up and running; and 
Amir Khostavan of eSocial Multimedia 
Solutions for his expertise and guidance 
in providing production support for 
our virtual live auction. And of course, 
we couldn’t have had a successful event 
without the leadership and tireless effort 
and support of our wonderful parent 
chairs, Sonia Chang, Judith Duval, 
Stephanie Holson and Siddhartha Singh. 
Thank you! 

We would like to extend our deepest ap-
preciation to all the Bing parents, teach-
ers and staff  for making this first-ever 
virtual auction a tremendous success.  lB
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Auction co-chairs, from top left, clockwise: Sonia Chang, Dudith Duval, Stephanie Holson, Siddhartha Singh. 
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