
Setting the Stage for 
Children’s 

Engagement
How to use children’s play-based 

experiences to build a curriculum that 
embodies STEM standards







INTRINSIC 
AND 

EXTRINSIC 
LEARNING

Finding a path to prepare 
children for academics



INTRINSIC 
LEARNING

Intrinsic learning comes from 
within, it is child-lead, interest-

based, and exploratory. 

Extrinsic learning is delivered to 







Presence & Interaction







Observing 
Children’s Play













Implications for practice:

What keeps us from 
routinely recording 
observations to inform 
our work? 



Curriculum 
Planning



Insights on Creating Experiences for 
Children:

Children’s Experiences

Children in the first five 
years learn best when their 
learning is self-led. They 
appear to fail or need 
remediation when they are 
taught through instruction.  
When a child enters an 
environment that reflect 
expectations and outcomes 
in the context of play, they 
thrive. 

Standards

Standards are created 
by national or statewide 
professionals.

Curriculum / Lesson Plans

Teachers us the standards to 
create curriculum, set 
environments and carry out 
lesson plans.  These plans 
instruct children about what to 
play with, which activities to 
engage in, and ultimately what to 
learn during certain times of the 
year. 



Insights on Creating Experiences for 
Children:

Documentation of Learning / 
Assessment

Teachers, document 
play over time, noting 
interests, skills, 
abilities, and where 
children are meeting 
national/state 
standards as they play.

Children’s Play

Teachers create safe 
relationships between 
them and their children, 
and rich, well thought-out, 
designed space for 
children to engage freely in 
true play.  Materials are 
offered with an eye on 
open-ended use and 
extending their play 





Identifying Play 
Themes

• Broadly, what ideas are children playing 
with?

• Social Dynamics
• Roles & Responsibilities
• Physical Abilities
• Problem Solving, STEM themes











COMPONENTS OF 
STEM 

In play that includes STEM learning, 
children test ideas, investigate through 

physical participation, bring desired results 
through action, create a plan, find the best 

answer or solution, make errors, 
collaborate with peers, ask scientific 

questions, and adjust to their bodies during 
growth and development. 









STEM curriculum is designed through 
observat ion, planning, team communication, 

and careful design.  
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