EE Resource Review Assignment
EDUC 5236
Chrissy Larson 

The resource I chose to review is called Minnesota Project Learning Tree: Early Childhood Supplement. It is a recent curriculum developed by Minnesota environmental researchers and early childhood educators designed to be more appropriate for young children than the original lessons in the Project Learning Tree curriculum. The lessons are divided into blocks of shorter activities and set up like an early childhood program, where a day contains a series of learning experiences in the various developmental domains (cognitive, social, emotional, physical). 

In the PLT Early Childhood Supplement, each lesson starts with an overview and background and then contains a main activity, some form of music and movement activity, an art project, a snack and reflection questions. Activities are oriented around direct experience. Some are more exploratory, some are more teacher-directed. Children do a lot of observing, manipulating, sensing, questioning, sharing, and exploring. For some of the lessons, the main activity has numerous sub-parts. Variations on lessons and activities are listed when appropriate. 
The Early Childhood Supplement meets some of the Guidelines for Excellence but not all of them. I found this hard to assess, as early childhood classes are rarely going to encounter real environmental problems, and if they do, they will not be addressed with the same thoughtful and action-oriented discussion as they would in older classrooms. As far as fairness and accuracy, the information given in the supplement is correct, but it is not information about controversial issues. It is general knowledge about the natural world at the level that a four- or five-year-old would experience it. All of the lessons are open for inquiry, and quite frankly, young children inquire better than most human beings. Questions like “what” or “how” or “why” come up during every lesson. Young children have a natural curiosity that allows an early childhood educator to have very directed conversation with them if and when an issue comes up. I found no actual lessons that contained a direct, purposeful focus in any given environmental issue.

The depth of the lesson is largely dependant on where the child is developmentally before starting the lesson. A five-year-old will understand the concept of habitat. A three-year-old will only be able to explore the various parts of a habitat. Much of early childhood is a stepping stone to the next level of development. For example, a three-year-old will explore the various parts of the environment. When they are four they will begin to understand one or two simple connections within that habitat. One year later, the child will finally begin to understand the concept of “the habitat” as something that can be defined outright, but only because of the previous experiences with and within the habitat itself. Therefore, every lesson in the book has a conceptual focus, but it is a conceptual focus relative to the developmental level of the child. All concepts are taught in context, because young children learn by direct experience with their surroundings. Early childhood is the primary time to create an awareness of the world. It comes naturally.
The lessons in the book do develop skills, although they are not the same type and level of skill discussed in the guidelines. I would argue, however, that young children are indeed learning skills all the time, and the skills they are learning are the foundational ones that will increase their ability to have real problem solving and prosocial skills later in life. Critical and creative thinking and action skills are gained because when the child was 2 or 4 or 6 she learned to tear long pieces of birch bark and build stick shelters and resolve conflicts over sharing something amazing found in the woods. Children are learning all the time through everything they do. They way they are directed during this time is directly related to the way they will direct themselves in the world 10, 30, or 50 years later.

The lessons do invoke a feeling of responsibility, although it takes a different form. Young children use their knowledge to think about the natural world and ask new questions. They also bring to the child an idea of self-efficacy. Young children are excited to “do it by themselves”, and these early childhood lessons celebrate that.

As far as the instructional soundness and usability, the lesson supplement is generally pretty strong. I would argue that the lessons could be more in-depth as far as the actual knowledge that is portrayed to the children. In my own experience, children can learn some “more complicated” ideas, even at a young age, as long as they are explained well, given one at a time, and experienced somehow directly. As environmental educators, we can scaffold children’s learning, and the supplement seems to fade in this area. However, the lessons are certainly varied, student-centered, interdisciplinary (as everything is for early childhood), and appropriate for the developmental level of the child. 

The assessments are weak simply in that they are all the same—reflection questions. There are more ways to assess young children’s’ learning than by asking review questions. That being said, the lessons are very straightforward, easy to read, easy to set up and understand, and are in line with the general early childhood developmentally appropriate practices. 
I would say the Early Childhood Supplement lessons are appropriate for both a school classroom (assuming this includes time indoors and out) or a nature center type program. As a formal curriculum, it would be one part of a day, or maybe one day out of a week. It fits nicely into a classroom set up. As a nature center curriculum, however, there are some things left out that should be part of every early childhood program. Play is the medium through which young children learn. Fine and gross motor skills, language learning, prosocial behavior, in-depth projects, balanced meals, health and hygiene—all of these seem to be assumed by the curriculum. For example, if a nature center naturalist were to pick up the curriculum and decide to provide a program for early childhood, there would be many small things to think about that are never discussed. Wash your hands after you are outside, before you eat a snack. Take time for all children to go to the bathroom before you head outside. Have a time of free play in an area that is safe and has obvious, logical boundaries. Set up some simple rules before the day begins and make sure children know why the rules exist and what might happen if they aren’t followed. Play games so children can run around and expend energy. If you’re serving a meal, encourage teeth brushing. Send notes home before the program so parents know exactly how to dress their child. Have the parents send an extra outfit and some rubber boots and a hat and gloves just in case. Read stories to bring the group back together. Count things out loud. Spell out simple words. Exaggerate letters at the beginning of words. Make comparisons. Talk about opposites like similar and different, under and over, inside and outside. 
I think the greatest danger of environmental early childhood programs is that in general, the educator is trained for environmental education, not early childhood education. The theories they know and the practices they understand are within one discipline. Teaching the young child means teaching the whole child, regardless of what setting you’re in for the day and what knowledge you have in your field.
