
	  

Dear Parents, Staff and Students,

 I t s e e m s t h e r e ’ s a n e ve r 
increasing demand to be productive.  
Maria Papova of the blog Brain Pickings 
has several posts related to presence 
versus productivity where she cautions us 
to remember the joys of presence in the 
f a c e o f a c u l t u r e o b s e s s e d w i t h 
productivity. In response, she calls us to 
be present, to recast rest as an act of 
resistance against the forces of busyness. 
“We treat rest like a sin, instead of the 
sanity-elixir and ambrosia of creativity 
that it is.”   As much as we know rest is 
important, we don’t do much to sustain it.  
I’m sure many of us would benefit from 
joining the toddlers and preschoolers in 
their afternoon siesta. Maybe it’s living in 
New York, but it’s hard not to be drawn to 
distraction among so many opportunities 
and to the 24/7 busyness that takes us 
away from presence.  

The extraordinary Maxine Greene 
harkened us to “wide-awakeness” and 
active attending.   She asked us to bring 
ourselves to our encounters and to break 
from our habits to imagine the world as it 
could be otherwise.   Children, of course, 
sure can imagine a world that is 
otherwise. They imagine all sorts of places 
and characters. They are figuring out their 
selves in relation to the world, and they 
are both productive and present, fully 
engaged
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engaged in their own becoming and their 
own curiosities, such as this semester’s 
interests in animals, trains, parks and 
collecting found objects, which are further 
explained within this newsletter. Ellen 
Galinsky calls self-control and focus as 
some of the most essential skills in a world 
of distraction.

 The world children will inherit 
will be even more complex and distracting.  
Having the space to focus, understand 
others’ perspective, prioritize will serve 
children well yet these seem like more 
commodities when perhaps we should 
remember not to forget how to be present.

As we approach our mid-semester 
break, I hope that it is a respite and a 
chance to recharge, giving us all the space 
to be both productive if we chose and to be 
present. From all of us at the Rita Gold 
Center, we wish you and your family much 
joy together.

 A special thanks to Liz, Clara’s 
mom, and Clare, Liam’s mom, for all that 
you have done to make the newsletter 
happen.    The Rita Gold Center is a very 
special place and we are fortunate to have 
a forum to record the  many rewarding 
and happy pursuits among  the children, 
parents, students and staff.  Enjoy! 

Warmest regards,
Patrice 
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SAVE THE DATE	  

	  SPRING 2015 
Monday, January 5

Spring Semester Begins
Friday, January 16

Center Closed at 1pm
Monday, January 19

Center Closed: MLK Jr. Day
Thursday, February 5
Mid-winter Tea Party

Friday, March 6
Art Show Reception

March 16-20
Center Closed: Spring Break

Friday, May 1
Center Closed: Staff 
Development Day

Wednesday, May 13
End of Semester Potluck

Friday, May 15
Last Day of Spring Semester



SPRING 2015
Summer A

May 18 – June 26, 2015
Summer B

June 29 – July 17, 2015




 

    
	  

CLASSROOM INQUIRIES	  


CLARE FRIEDRICH, Liam’s mom.


Infant Room, RGC. With 5 new infants 
joining Rita Gold this year, there was a 
steep learning curve in the classroom. 
The first six weeks were spent getting the 
babies acclimated to basic routines, and 
as head teacher Amanda put it, “how to 
exist in group care.” The classroom has 
come to a place now where they can 
explore more deeply the children’s 
interests. 

 The older infants have shown a 
passion for trains. Earlier in the year, a 
big subway map puzzle dominated the 
room. Co-head teacher Erica brought in a 
“boxcar bin” to sit in. Adrian and Oden 
are especially fond of this kind of play, 
including building ramps and other 
physical structures as a jumping off-point 
for developing other skills. The younger 
babies are exposed to the train 
curriculum through books and through 
observing their older peers.

 Another recent interest of the 
older infants has more to do with their 
y o u n ge r a u d i e n c e . T h e t e a ch e r s 
recognized how the older infants would 
approach the younger infants, give them 
a toy, or observe how they drank from 
their bottles. Typically the younger babies 
resided in the corner of the classroom 
with the mirrors, protected from the 
commotion that the older bunch is 
inclined to make. Erica decided to move 
that area into the center of the room to 
better foster these peer relationships and 
caretaking skills. Amanda offers some 
examples of learning happening in these 
spaces, such as appreciating what “gentle 
touch” means! Some of the one-year old 
infants bring toys to the youngest infants, 
p l a c i n g t h e m n e a r t h e i r f a c e s , 
appreciating the fact that they like to 
mouth the objects. 



	  
	  

	  

	  

TRAINS AND CARE-TAKING IN THE INFANT ROOM



	  
Amanda, Erica, and the student teachers 
have engaged all of the babies in healthy 
challenges. Sometimes this comes in the 
form of altering a particular space to 
make it more uneven or bumpy. Other 
times, it means bringing out foam blocks 
and building a structure in which a tunnel 
or a particular “key” piece is moved every 
couple of days. The large age gap in the 
infant room is certainly a test at times, 
but there has not yet encountered a test 
these babies could not pass. 
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LIZ VAN HOOSE, Clara’s mom

This year’s toddlers are an iconoclastic 
bunch. Superhero play is merging with 
baby play. Baby play is unfolding in the 
kitchen area. There is a profound 
resistance to working with materials in 
traditional ways, and the teachers’ 
organization of classroom materials has 
been subverted so thoroughly that they 
have decided to shift their observations 
away from what the toddlers are playing 
and train their focus instead on how. 
Between Sahana’s sophisticated color 
schemes, Davis’s objects-in-motion, and 
all the toddlers’ increasingly complex 
“displays,” it has become clear that these 
kids are developing an aesthetic. A baby 
on a blanket morphs into a baby on a 
blanket on a riser with dinosaur, which 
grows more elaborate with each new 
toddler contribution. When the teachers 
leave these displays out from one day to 
the next, the toddlers seem to recognize 
them as creations, respecting and 
preserving them, and often adding 
something of their own. Objects from 
outdoors—rocks, sticks, and leaves picked 
up during an extended trip through the 
woods—are being used in the classroom in 
a host of unexpected ways as well. 

  
 


 

	  

THE TODDLER AESTHETIC



    

	  	  

	  

	  

	  

“We don’t necessarily always need a fence 
around our playing arenas,” Emmy notes. 
“With this year’s group, we’re learning 
about the curriculum opportunities that 
can grow out of knocking preconceived 
boundaries down.”
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HANDS ON: WITNESSING NATURE AT WORK	  





    

	  	  

	  

	  

	  

CLARE FRIEDRICH, Liam’s mom
Head teacher Kuan-Hui Leu leads most of 
the gardening projects, from seed 
planting to pesto processing. When it 
comes to worm composting, he leaves 
things up to the classrooms’ lead 
vermiculturalists, Paco, Uma, and Leah.

 The preschoolers excitedly 
described the ways in which they tend to 
the worms’ vital needs. The worms 
consume large quantities of fruit, and 
Carter is their guy. “Carter always has 
pear or apples,” explained Paco, but all of 
the preschoolers help out. The worms like 
to eat at lunchtime, sensibly. Uma pitches 
in by donating her orange peels each day. 	  

	  

Leah described some of the more exotic 
foods favored by worms, such as 
mangoes. The trio agreed that it was 
pretty handy to have garbage-eating 
creatures to take care of the trash, but 
Leah pointed out that worms do not eat 
non-organic items. Paco also mentioned 
that worms do not eat a whole lot of 
processed foods, like cookies: “They eat 
half. Half cookies. They like little crumbs 
of cookies.” 	  

To some, it is debatable why the 
preschool room has worms. When asked 
why they had worms, there was a 
resounding, “I don’t know!” Uma 
suggested that the worms were class pets. 
When prompted, however, she explained 
the ins and outs of worm poop, or soil, and 
how the class makes it. 

 Makes poop, you ask? The 
scientists matter-of-factly confirmed that 
they contribute to the production of worm 
poop by feeding them and keeping them 
in a dark, safe place. Next, they harvest 
it. “It - the worm poop - helps the plants 
grow. So you collect their poop and after 
there’s a lot, we take them and we put 
them on the sand table and let them crawl 
around, and then we take all the poop out 
and put it in a container, put the soil - the 
poop - into the plants,” said Uma. Leah 
stressed the importance of wearing gloves 
lest a worm pee on a hand. 

The three scientists lifted the soil 
bin off the shelf and onto the floor. Once 
the bin was safely placed, they opened the 
l id to reveal layers of shredded 
newspaper. Paco shared the importance 
of a dark, damp environment and stated 
that this is why worms generally stay 
underground. 

 It can be a mucky business, but 
the preschoolers will reap the rewards 
come harvest time. 
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MAPPING OUT THE PRESCHOOL CURRICULUM
 


    

	  	  
	  

	  

	  

LIZ VAN HOOSE, Clara’s mom

Year to year at Rita Gold, preschoolers 
can count on a certain set of constants. 
Morning meetings, music classes, outings 
to soccer and ballet, and the annual bake 
sale offer regular practice at being part of 
a group, listening for a purpose, and 
focusing on a teacher in order to pick up 
on lots of directions very quickly. 

 Everything else—from the osage 
oranges the preschoolers have adopted as 
s o c c e r b a l l s t o t h e i r d e t a i l e d 
reenactments of the Disney movie Frozen
—is emergent, varying from one year to 
the next as the makeup of the group 
changes. This year’s preschoolers are 
turning out to be a set of adventuresome, 
business-minded trekkers, making 
outings to parks near and far as 
individual kids propose destinations, 
draw maps showing how to get there, 
determine public transit options, and lead 
the way. So far, they’ve ventured to 
Central Park’s Harlem Meer Playground, 
Morningside Park’s 110th Street and 
116th Street Playgrounds, and Mushroom 
Park on 83rd Street. Early in the 
semester, Uma’s burgeoning ornithology 
interests inspired the construction of a 
bird feeder, which the preschoolers have 
taken with them wherever they go 
outdoors, observing the pigeons, sparrows                                 	  
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and raccoons the feeder attracts. Leah’s 
knack for finding money in parking 
meters en route has introduced the 
concept of coins to the culture of the 
classroom, providing a natural bridge to 
the annual bake sale. As the preschoolers 
pool their found treasures with the funds 
raised by selling the goods they proudly 
make at home and in classroom kitchen—
more than $200 and counting!—they 
learn how to categorize, budget, and 
divvy up tasks in a shared effort to give 
back to the community outside the walls 
of Rita Gold. While it is unanimously 
agreed that an animal shelter will be the 
beneficiary of these efforts, the question 
of monetary versus material donations 
(“blanket,” “pillows,” “medicine”) is still 
up for debate. More developments to 
come in the spring!
	  	  
	  

	  



	  

RITA GOLD AT LARGE (RECE 2014) 
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LIZ VAN HOOSE, Clara’s mom

Each year at RECE—Reconceptualizing 
Early Childhood Education—scholars 
from around the world gather to discuss 
the work of caring for and educating our 
youngest as individuals from diverse 
c u l t u r a l , e t h n i c , a n d l i n g u i s t i c 
households. This year Rita Gold sent 
three teachers to Kent State in Ohio to 
p a r t i c i p a t e i n t h e i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
conference, now in its third decade. There 
they picked up lots of inspiring ideas from 
both the panel presentations and the 
expansive outdoor playspace at Kent 
State’s Early Childhood Center. And they 
presented papers of their own.

 Toddler room head teacher 
Emmy Fincham spoke about power 
dynamics in a mixed-age classroom. One 
thing that stands out from her research is	  
that older children, when entering into an 
established scenario with younger 
children, often adjust their focus to play 
on the level of the younger group; but 
when older children start out in the lead 
and are joined in their play by younger 
kids, these older leaders don’t tend to 
reposition their roles to support their 
smaller peers. Emmy has been observing 
her own role in this pattern, as well as 
that of colleagues, to explore what 
practitioners do or say that might play a 
part in constructing and reinforcing this 
big/little binary. If teachers provide 
scaffolding to help younger kids “play up” 
to their older peers, what possibilities can 
emerge if we more actively help older kids 
in leadership roles “scaffold back down” 
to their younger classmates?

 Infant room head teachers 
Amanda Reeves Fellner and Erica Russo 
McKenna also critiqued conventions of 
the early-childhood classroom. Amanda 
talked about her ongoing study of 
teachers’ perceptions of risk-taking in 
children under three. Interviewing a 
small sampling of early-childhood-center 
workers, from TAs to head teachers, 
A m a n d a f o u n d t h a t w h i l e m o s t 
practitioners agreed on the level of risk 
attached to a given scenario, there was a 
notable divide between teachers who 
would allow such risks in the classroom 
and those who wouldn’t. Take, for 
example, the wooden slide in RGC’s infant 
room.   

Most teachers from all the schools 
Amanda visited agreed on the level of risk 
this equipment presents, as well as the 
level of risk an infant takes on when 
climbing up the slide itself. But while the 
sight of babies scaling pillow-lined slopes 
is a frequent and welcome one at RGC, 
some other institutions consider the 
activity too risky for infants—rather than 
augment it with safety measures, they 
simply don’t permit it. Amanda will be 
expanding this study in the months to 
come, testing ideas about the dominant 
frameworks that can shape a classroom 
environment—a protection frame versus 
a capabilities frame, for example—and 
how infant teachers can foster an 
environment that is the most opportune 
for the individuals in their care. 

The term “infant teacher” itself is 
the subject of Erica’s research. Her debut 
RECE presentation addressed the 
challenges of identifying herself as such 
when people outside the field of early 
childhood education ask the proverbial 
New York question, “What do you do?” 
How, people wonder, is it teaching if 
you’re not sitting down with a student 
instructing them on colors and ABCs? 
Remembering that she herself had 
difficulty regarding the infant room 
practitioners as “teachers” back when she 
was a practicum student, Erica has been 
interviewing practicum students on this 
matter now that she is a head teacher. 
Her hope is that this qualitative research 
will offer insights into how infant 
teachers can use casual conversation to 
advocate for people working with children 
under three, to convince the layperson 
that infants are indeed capable, that they 
are developing problem-solving skills 
from the get-go, and that the teachers 
who work with them bring a level of 
professional expertise to the job that is 
every bit as vital and nuanced as their 
peers who work with older children. 

 The conference, Erica says, was 
u n l i k e a n y t h i n g s h e h a d e v e r 
experienced. “It was very exciting to see 
people bring interesting theories into his 
field of early childhood education in new 
and unexpected ways. The established, 
high-profile scholars who attended the 
conference were very supportive of the 
newcomers, and they gave great feedback 
as well.” Stay tuned for next year’s RECE 
in the fall of 2015, dispatched from 
Dublin!


How, 
people 
wonder, is 
it teaching 
if you’re 
not sitting 
down with 
a student 
instructing 
them on 
colors and 
ABCs? 	  



	  




   

	  	  
	  

	  

	  	  

ART HAPPENINGS 

	  	  
CLARE FRIEDRICH, Liam’s mom

On a recent frigid afternoon right after 
the school day ends, Tulasi still sits at the 
art studio table, busily applying broad 
yellow strokes of watercolor to her paper. 
Liam ponders his blank page while idly 
observing Marta’s steps. Watching her 
pour paint into small plastic cups for the 
artists is as elegant as a tea ceremony. 
They begin to discuss Liam’s paper. He 
tells Marta that he knows it is special 
watercolor paper because of its texture, 
and runs his finger across the bumps. 

 Marta usually lets the children 
paint however they want to. “I only start 
repeating the water steps (“water… 
sponge… one color… paper”) when they’re 
already quite familiar with the paints and 
everything.” Once she has stressed the 
steps a few times, she leaves them to 
discover their own processes. “Eventually 
they don’t need me anymore,” she says.

Aesthetics and processes are not 
merely pleasing to the eye for Marta. 
Sure, she likes for the children’s paint 
trays and plastic cups to be clean and 
orderly when they first sit down, but 
there is a clear system in place, for good 
reason. She puts the lighter colors of 
paint in the cups closest to the children, 
“because if they start with the darker 
colors, they can’t go back and make them 
lighter.” Marta exposes the children to 
the greatest number of possibilities and 
allows them to mix and blend as they 
please. 

Marta comments on how Liam’s 
fan brush makes big thick marks. She 
then asks him if he is going to leave some 
white space or if he is going to paint all of 
the spaces – he’s going to leave it white, 
he says. Seconds later, he changes his 
mind.
	  

Mark your calendars for February 23–
March 19th, 2015. The 2015 art show 
reception will take place March 6.	  
	  

The toddlers explore a number of 
art materials on their own, but the “global 
project” this year is graffiti art. The 
graffiti was born out of an interest in 
fabric, so Marta brought fabric into the 
art room and the children painted it with 
spray bottles before transitioning over to 
bigger paper canvases. Marta helps the 
toddlers to experience negative and 
positive space through cut outs, as well as 
a number of other art concepts related to 
graffiti. When the children tire of working 
on the collective graffiti boards, some 
have other projects. Sahana works with 
wood, Tulasi with beads, and Mira often 
turns to watercolors. As they learn the 
possibilities in the room, they grow more 
and more independent. 

 This fall, the preschoolers work 
with glass. Marta took the group up to the 
gallery numerous times, at times to see 
one of her glass pieces in an exhibit. After 
the show ended, she brought the glass 
blocks down. They showed a great deal of 
interest, which inspired an upcoming 
fieldtrip to a glass studio. 

 T h e i n fa n t s w o r k a l m o s t 
exclusively with paint because it takes 
them time to adjust to the materials. 
Marta prioritizes top-quality art supplies 
even for the youngest babies. When they 
work with quality watercolors, for 
example, they familiarize themselves 
with all of the possibilities that come from 
mixing and blending and using different 
tools. Marta purchases paints in primary 
colors only so that they learn to create 
broader color palettes. 

 Just as the painting session 
began, Marta leads a fixed clean up 
routine. The masterpieces lay drying on 
the rack, Marta pours small puddles of 
water onto the table from her plastic 
teapot, and Liam is handed a soft swatch 
of cloth to wipe down the furniture. The 
left over paint is stored back in the 
appropriate jars, the brushes will be 
washed later in the dishwasher. Ready to 
be picked up again tomorrow.
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GRAFFITI AND GLASS ART



	  




   

	  	  
	  

	  

	  	  

CLARE FRIEDRICH, Liam’s Mom

Claudia Cali leads the music program at 
RGC. Originally from Italy, Claudia 
became certified in the Suzuki training 
method in London, then moved to 
Connecticut to teach piano at a Suzuki 
school, and finally arrived in New York 
City where she began her doctoral 
studies. She always felt compelled by non-
traditional teaching methods. While at 
Teachers College, Cali has had the 
opportunity to apply ongoing research on 
play and “spontaneous musicality” from 
the Music Education Department. “Music 
provides so much – physical engagement 
for example”, said Cali. She points to the 
fact that children tap their feet, sway, and 
bounce to the music from infancy. Music 
engages emotional parts of their brains as 
well: “If they hear a loud scary sound, 
they feel scared.”  There is no doubt about 
cognitive components of music, and Cali 
and her co-teachers (James, Yutong, Sara 
and Quinn) strive to provide oppor-
tunities for the children to recognize 
patterns and change. 

	   At the infant and toddler level, 
the music program comes to them. The 
teachers prepare the classroom space for 
weekly music time. Infants spend seven 
or eight weeks becoming acclimated to 
the music curriculum, which centers 
a r o u n d d i s c o v e r i n g s o u n d s a n d 
movement. As infants are developing an 
awareness of object permanence, this 
translates into sound too. 





	  

	  

When the group sings “shake and 
shake and shake and stop,” while rattling 
instruments, Adrian suddenly looks up to 
communicate an intense desire to turn 
the music back on. Oden brings a strong 
social component to the class, holding a 
mirror up to his classmates’ faces when 
they sing about a book that includes a 
mirror on the last page. 

 The toddler room curriculum 
advances big-picture ideas like explora-
tion and discover y. The children 
experiment with instruments at this age, 
finding creative ways to become experts 
with a particular sound or instrument 
rather than teaching the children how to 
play the instrument. The toddlers’ love of 
books emerges in music time, and they 
frequently make requests of the teachers. 

 The preschoolers travel to the 
music department one a week. The 
curriculum builds in musical activities 
that relate to their imaginations. It is 
important to the teachers that they foster 
an ability to pick out important, 
prominent aspects of music. “It’s all about 
embodying music – how does my body 
look when I make my body move with the 
music?” says Cal i . The teachers 
encourage preschoolers to explore how 
they can manipulate sounds, “translating 
the written word into sound”. 

 Whatever it is that Rita Gold 
students are strumming, tapping, or 
vocalizing each week, they are having a 
great time doing it!
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MUSIC AT RGC 
SPONTANEOUS MUSICALITY


