




need ideas on how to do it. Ever. What they need are the materials with which to do it, with which to make their 

expression. BUT - and this is a big but - expression always follows impression; whatever makes an impression 

on that child seeks expression. So have the children had some stories about fairies? (One won’t cut it - that hardly 

leaves an impression.) Have they played fairies, have they had more stories about fairies...?  Because if they have, 

the impression will seek expression and they’ll do their own expression about fairies. It may be a model, a painting, a 

fairy house in the bushes, a play that they sell you tickets for... but it won’t be a copy of yours. That’s activity based 

busy work, it is adult led, and there is no way you can dress it up otherwise. The defining human gift of imagination 

and creativity is meant for far greater things than activity based busy work.

Teachers see that there is rich content in the rich 

environment - and the children process it

Remember, impression - expression. Too many teachers ask 

children (students) to make an expression (draw a picture, 

write a story...) when there is no impression deep enough to 

warrant an expression. It’s not real. It’s busy work and it has 

no relevance whatsoever to the inner life of the child. So it 

is our task to choose carefully because everything makes 

an impression. It is up to us to locate stunningly beautiful 

story books (“The Waterhole”, “Ten Little Fingers, Ten Little 

Toes” - not the fart and bum variety); to tell great stories 

(How Maui found his Mother, or the time Nana swallowed a 

gobstopper...); to play great music, world music (not the bus-

wheel variety); to have live music; provide lots of interesting 

things (wind-up gramophones, alarm clocks, saddles...); to 

provide real work (making the bread each day for morning 

tea, cleaning up after making the bread...) etc. Lucky are 

the children who have adults who understand how to pass 

on the highs of human culture - instead of sinking to the 

lows. Pop culture will deliver children enough lows in just 

one evening in front of a screen, so it is up to us to offer a 

balance. 

On the same page

Outstanding centres are centres where staff have worked 

hard to come to a shared philosophy. Every member of the 

team needs to be on the same page philosophically, because 

it is the philosophy that holds the practice in harmony. I 

cannot emphasise this enough. When you are all on the 

same page you generate the harmony that characterises an 

outstanding centre. 

Let ideology serve biology 

Philosophy is the point where the second play continuum comes in, the ideological play continuum. At one end 

of this continuum there are the teachers who have structured the children’s day into 20 minute periods rather like a 

secondary school timetable. At the other end of this continuum are the teachers who give the whole of the day for 

children to follow their own interests in child-led play-learning - and there are all sorts of combinations in between. 

How would we judge one from another? The question to ask is, “Does this support what is coming from the inside 

the child, does this support the biological play continuum? Or is this an imposition of what I think a child should 



‘know’ from the outside?” If you can answer in all honesty that what is on offer supports the child’s biology, then you 

and your team can unite in your philosophy, knowing that together, your practice supports child-led learning.

The Greats

All the ‘greats on the behalf of children’ worked out 

approaches to match two things: who they believed the 

child to be, and how they believed the human child learned: 

Friedrich Fröbel, Rudolf Steiner, Margaret and Rachel 

McMillan, Emmi Pikler, Maria Montessori, Jean Piaget, Loris 

Malaguzzi, Urie Bronfenbrenner, Lev Vygotsky, John Holt et 

al - they all came up with approaches to match the unfolding 

of the child. In the end, it isn’t about the approaches being 

‘better than’, it is more about ‘different from’ - and the 

differences suit different people. No matter who is the 

greatest influence on a teacher’s practice, or where they fit 

on the ideological play continuum, as long each practitioner 

resides in their own heart, with the intention to honour and 

serve the Human Patern of the child first, (and not criteria 

drafted out of political-economic considerations), our 

children are in safe hands.
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