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Welcome to a New Approach to Early Childhood Education

Children learn through their interests, relationships, child-led play,
exploration, storytelling, and meaningful experiences.

The New Approach helps teachers, parents, grandparents, caregivers, and
seniors support children’s learning by creating inviting environments,
following children’s interests, and gently expanding the discoveries that
emerge through play.

The books introduced in this guide are organized into five connected
series. Together, they show adults how to prepare engaging learning
environments, recognize academics in everyday play, make storytelling
simple, and pass important values from one generation to the next.

Some books guide teachers and other adults. Others introduce ideas
directly to children through stories. All five series share the same central
belief: when children feel connected, respected, and free to follow their
interests, meaningful learning can grow naturally.

This free guide introduces each series, provides practical examples to try,
and helps readers choose the books that best meet the needs of their
children, families, classrooms, or communities.




The five-series structure

1. The New Approach to Early Childhood Education
Primary audience: Teachers, early childhood educators, caregivers and
community programs.

Purpose: Teaches adults how to use the New Approach, including the
Six Steps, child-led play, following children’s interests, setting up play
environments, loose parts, observation, documentation and expansion.

Most books in the series support preschool children ages 2-5. Creating
New Learning Environments: Where Children 5-8 Explore, Build and
Grow presents how the process develops and changes for older children.

2. The Six Steps Story Series
Primary audience: Preschool children, educators and families.

Purpose: Introduces children to each part of the Six Steps through
simple stories. These books help children understand the daily rhythm of
greeting, story time, choosing materials, playing, sharing discoveries and
expanding their interests.

This is important because the main New Approach books teach the
adults, while the Six Steps stories introduce the same approach to the
children.

3. The 3Rs Series: Academics in Play
Primary audience: Children, teachers, parents and grandparents.

Purpose: Shows how reading, writing and arithmetic naturally appear in
children’s play.

Discovering Academics in Child-Led Play serves as the adult guide
that explains how to observe, document and expand academic learning
in child-led play.

The series contains six children’s storybooks that support the main
3Rs book, Discovering Academics in Child-Led Play.

The three Leo stories are read to children to help them understand why
reading, writing, and arithmetic are important in everyday life.

The three Grandma and Grandpa stories are also read to children, using
storytelling and examples from the grandparents’ past to introduce the
basic foundations of reading, writing, and arithmetic.




The five-series structure

4. Story Time Made Simple
Primary audience: Grandparents, seniors, educators and caregivers.

Purpose: Helps adults feel confident telling stories, reading with children
and creating story-based play experiences.

The three books cover:

Simple oral storytelling, storybooks and story tables.

Practical storytelling ideas for grandparents.

Using senior memories and lived experiences to create meaningful
connections.

5. The Grandparent Legacy Stories
Primary audience: Grandparents, seniors, families, libraries and
community programs.

Purpose: Uses approximately 21 children’s storybooks to help
grandparents share important values, memories and life lessons.

Themes include compassion, courage, kindness, feelings, change, nature,
helping others, family relationships and belonging.

The purpose is not simply to teach a lesson—it is to create meaningful
conversations between generations.
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The New Approach to Early Childhood Education

Child-Led Learning Through Play for Children Ages 2-5
Young children learn through their interests, relationships, movement,
exploration, play, and stories.

The New Approach to Early Childhood Education gives teachers,
caregivers, parents, and community programs a practical process for
supporting this natural learning.

The approach begins with the child.

Adults notice what captures a child’s attention, prepare inviting play
environments, and provide time for children to explore their ideas. As an
interest develops, the adult gently adjusts the materials, space, or
opportunities to help the child’s play and learning grow.

The Environment Becomes a Teacher

A thoughtfully prepared environment invites children to choose, explore,
create, communicate, and solve problems.

Open-ended materials and Loose Parts can be arranged in simple,
accessible play areas. Children decide how to use the materials and may
return to their ideas over several days.

The Adult’s Role
The adult creates connection, prepares the environment, observes the
children, keeps simple notes, and responds to the interests that emerge.

Through meaningful play, children develop confidence, independence,
imagination, communication, physical abilities, social skills, and early
academic foundations.
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The Six-Step Process

The New Approach uses a simple Six-Step Process to create a predictable
daily rhythm while allowing children’s interests and ideas to shape the
learning.

1. Meet and Greet
Welcome each child personally and create a warm, safe, and predictable
beginning to the day.

2. Story or Circle Time

Share a short story, picture book, rhyme, song, or conversation. Storytime
introduces language, ideas, and possibilities that children may choose to
explore during play.

3. Set Up the Environment
Prepare a calm and inviting space with a selection of accessible, open-
ended materials, leaving children free to decide how they will play.

4. Observe and Document
Notice what children choose, say, repeat, and explore. Record observations
using the included documentation sheets.

5. Child’s Skills Diary

Record brief observations about children’s interests, discoveries, developing
skills, and play patterns. Over time, these notes help the adult recognize
growth and emerging interests.

6. Expand the Child’s Interests
Respond to what has been observed by making small, thoughtful changes.
Add materials that help the child explore an existing interest.

Step 4: Oserve - Document Step 5: Skills/Interest Diary Step 6: Expand on Interests
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Meet and Greet

Creating Connection at the Beginning of the Day
Meet and Greet is the first step in the New Approach to Early Childhood
Education.
Before children begin playing, exploring, or learning, they need to feel
safe, seen, respected, and welcome.

A calm and predictable greeting helps children transition into the learning
environment with confidence. It also establishes the connection and
sense of belonging that support everything that follows.

Offer Children a Choice

Children arrive with different feelings, comfort levels, and needs. Some
children enjoy a hug or handshake. Others prefer a wave, a smile, or a
greeting without physical contact.

A Greetings Board allows each child to choose how they would like to be
welcomed.

Greeting choices may include:
Handshake, Hug, Pinky shake, Elbow bump, Foot tap, Wave, Thumbs-up,
and Heart hands.

Offering choices helps children understand that their comfort matters.

Meet and Greet for Ages 2—-8

The same welcoming practice can be used with children of different ages.
Younger children may point to a picture or copy a gesture. Older children
may choose a greeting, suggest a new option, or welcome classmates
themselves.

Adults can keep the practice meaningful by:

e Greeting every child by name.
Getting down to the child’s level when possible.
Using a calm voice and warm expression.
Allowing time for the child to choose.
Respecting “no,” “not today,” or a non-contact choice.
Keeping the routine consistent and unhurried.

Meet and Greet is a simple practice with an important message:
You are welcome. You have a voice. Your choices matter.




heart hands

foot tap

handshake




Creating New Learning Environments

Where Children Ages 5-8 Explore, Build, and Grow
As children grow, their play becomes more detailed and purposeful.
They begin to plan, build, test, improve, record, and communicate their
ideas.

Creating New Learning Environments supports this development
through a play-based environment that evolves with the child and
responds to their interests.

How the Process Changes
For children ages 2-5, the Six Steps provide a predictable daily rhythm
for connection, storytelling, play, observation, and expansion.

For children ages 5-8, a learning pathway develops:
Explore: Children investigate simple, open-ended materials and
discover what interests them.

Develop: As an interest continues, children use materials with greater
purpose, skill, and control.

Plan and Improve: Children test ideas, solve problems, make changes,
and improve what they create.

Connect to the Real World: Experiences in the home, school,
community, and outdoors deepen the child’s understanding.

Expand the Interest: Children return with new questions and ideas that
lead to further exploration.

Children may move between these stages as their interests and abilities
develop.




Learning Grows with the Environment

Children ages 5-8 can share the same environment while exploring at
different stages.

One child may investigate materials. Another may build with purpose. A third
may plan, measure, record, and improve an idea.

The activity is shared, but each child follows their own learning pathway.

Environments That Grow with Children

Children’s interests may develop through:

Building: Designing, measuring, connecting, and improving.

Storytelling: Creating characters, settings, stories, and performances.

Art: Exploring materials, tools, techniques, and self-expression.
Movement: Building pathways, obstacles, games, and physical challenges.
Nature: Investigating the outdoors and connecting with the community.

Academics Develop Through Purpose

Reading, writing, and mathematics become useful tools within play.
Children read signs and instructions, draw plans, write lists, measure
materials, compare results, solve problems, and communicate their ideas.

The environment grows with the child, from exploration to purposeful activity,
planning, improvement, and real-world discovery.
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Loose Parts

Simple Materials with Many Possibilities

Loose Parts are open-ended materials that children can move, arrange,
combine, carry, build with, take apart, and use in many ways.

Unlike toys with one intended purpose, Loose Parts allow children to
decide what an object might become.

A cardboard tube may become a tunnel, telescope, bridge support, or
part of an invention. Fabric may become a river, a costume, shelter, or
background for a story.

Start with What You Have
Loose Parts may include:

e Cardboard boxes, tubes, lids, and containers.
Wooden blocks, planks, sticks, and offcuts.
Fabric, ribbons, scarves, and safe clothing.
Stones, shells, pinecones, leaves, and seedpods.
Bowls, baskets, scoops, clips, and kitchen utensils.
Figures, vehicles, animals, and storytelling props.

Learning Through Loose Parts

As children explore these materials, they may:
Build, balance, connect, and take apart.
Sort, count, compare, and create patterns.
Test ideas and solve problems.

Develop imagination and storytelling.
Strengthen coordination and physical skills.
Cooperate and communicate with others.

There is no single correct result. The learning develops through the
choices, ideas, discoveries, and challenges that emerge during play.




Loose Parts Grow with the Child

Children ages 2—8 can use many of the same materials in increasingly complex
ways. A younger child may carry, fill, empty, stack, and arrange objects. As the
child grows, those same materials may be used to design structures, create
story worlds, measure, and record plans.

The Adult Prepares the Possibilities

The adult’s role is to:

Choose safe, age-appropriate materials.

Arrange a small selection where children can see and reach it.
Provide enough time and space for ideas to develop.

Observe how children use and combine materials.

Add tools or materials that connect with an emerging interest.
Allow unfinished creations to remain for continued exploration.

Materials do not need to be expensive or complicated. A few thoughtfully
selected objects often inspire deeper play than an overcrowded space.

Expanding the Environment

As children’s abilities and interests grow, adults can introduce:

Tape, string, clips, larger materials, and simple connectors.

Rulers, measuring tapes, maps, and drawing tools.

Books, photographs, and real-world information.

Community or outdoor experiences connected to the child’s interests.

Loose Parts help the environment grow with the child, from early sensory
exploration to purposeful building, storytelling, planning, problem-solving, and
real-world discovery.

Safety: Select materials appropriate for each child’s age and abilities. Check for
choking hazards, sharp edges, breakage, allergies, and unsafe natural
materials. Adult supervision is always required.




The Six Steps Story Series

Helping Children Understand Their Learning Day

The New Approach books explain the Six-Step Process to adults. The
Six Steps Story Series introduces the same process directly to children.

Each story helps children understand one part of their day through
familiar characters, feelings, and play experiences.

Step 1: Meet and Greet

Max’s First Day at Preschool

Max feels nervous on his first day. A caring welcome and a choice of
greetings help him feel safe and included.

Children learn that their feelings, comfort, choices, and personal
boundaries matter.

Step 2: Story and Circle Time

Icy Learns About Story and Circle Time

Icy joins a calm gathering before play.

Children learn that Story and Circle Time is a time to connect, notice
feelings, share ideas, and become ready to play.

Step 3: Set Up the Environment

The Whispering Playroom

Fabric, blocks, boxes, buttons, and other Loose Parts invite the children
to imagine and explore.

Children learn that materials can be used in many ways and that every
child can create something different.
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Stories for Every Step

The final three stories help children understand why teachers observe
their play, how their discoveries are remembered, and how their
interests can grow.

Step 4: Observe and Document

Teacher, Why Do You Watch Us Play?

Children learn that teachers watch play to keep them safe, notice their
interests, and find ways to support their learning.

Step 5: Create the Child’s Skills Diary

Milo’s Special Book of Adventures

Milo’s special book records his ideas, play, achievements, and growth.
Children learn that building, creating, helping, and solving problems are
meaningful accomplishments.

Step 6: Expand the Child’s Interests

Riley’s Big Building Adventure

Riley’s castle grows as new materials, friends, and ideas become part of
his play.

Children learn that curiosity, creativity, cooperation, and persistence can
help an interest grow into a larger project.

Together, the six stories make each step warm, familiar, and easy for
children to understand.
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The 3Rs Series

Discovering Academics in Child-Led Play

Reading, writing, and arithmetic often appear naturally while children build,
create, pretend, investigate, and solve problems.

The 3Rs Series helps adults recognize this learning and introduces the
importance and basic foundations of the 3Rs to children through storytelling.

The Main Guide

Discovering Academics in Child-Led Play helps teachers, parents, and
caregivers use the ODE process:

Observe what the child does and says.

Document the possible learning.

Expand the environment to support further exploration.

The environment provides the opportunity. The child’s actions and words
provide the evidence of possible learning.

Six Supporting Storybooks
Three stories featuring Leo help children understand why reading, writing,
and arithmetic are useful in everyday life.

Three Grandma and Grandpa stories introduce the basic foundations of each
subject through stories, memories, and play experiences.

Together, the guide and storybooks connect child-led play, storytelling, and
early academic learning in ways that are meaningful to children.




ODE: Observe, Document, and Expand

Recognizing Academics in Children’s Play

ODE is a simple process that helps adults recognize possible learning without
interrupting or directing the child’s play.

1. Observe
Watch and listen carefully. Record only what you can see and hear.

Notice:
e \What the child chooses and uses.
e What does the child do and say.
e What the child repeats, changes, or tries to solve.

2. Document
Write a short, factual description of one meaningful moment.

Example:

“Liam placed four blocks in a row, added two more, and said, ‘| need six
blocks for my bridge.”

Possible learning may include counting, planning, spatial awareness,
language, and problem-solving.

3. Expand

Make a small change to the environment that connects with the child’s
interest.

For Liam’s bridge, the adult might add longer blocks, vehicles, a ruler, paper,
or photographs of bridges.

The adult then steps back and observes what the child chooses to do next.

Observe the play. Document the possible learning. Expand the environment.




ODE Play Observation Sheet

Observe, Document, and Expand
Child’s name:

Date: Observer:
Place or play area:
1. Observe

Watch and listen without interrupting or directing the play.
What did the child do?

What did the child say?

13 ”»
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What did the child choose, repeat, change, or try to solve?

2. Document the Possible Learning
Check only what you noticed.

[0 Reading or early literacy

O Writing, drawing, or mark-making

[0 Counting, sorting, patterns, or measuring
[0 Science, investigation, or prediction

0 Communication or storytelling

O Creativity or imagination

OO Problem-solving or planning

[0 Physical or sensory development

[0 Cooperation or social development

[0 Independence or persistence
Brief description of the possible learning:

3. Expand the Environment
What small change could support further exploration?

[0 Add a material or Loose Part

[0 Add a tool

[0 Add a book, photograph, or visual

[0 Provide more time or space

O Connect the interest with an outdoor or community experience

O Leave the environment unchanged and continue observing
What will you offer or change?

Observe what the child chooses to do next.



The 3Rs Storybooks

Reading, Writing, and Arithmetic Through Story
Six children’s storybooks support Discovering Academics in Child-Led Play.

The three Leo stories help children understand why the 3Rs are useful in
everyday life.

Leo’s Stories
Leo Learns to Read: Leo discovers how signs, letter sounds, and familiar
words help him understand the world.

Leo Discovers Writing: Leo learns that marks, pictures, signs, lists, and
stories help him share and preserve ideas.

How Leo Learned Arithmetic: Leo discovers sorting, patterns, measuring,
counting, sharing, and problem-solving.

The three Grandma and Grandpa stories introduce the basic foundations of
the 3Rs through storytelling and memories from the past.

Grandma and Grandpa’s Stories
How Grandma and Grandpa Learned to Read: Children explore letter
sounds, simple words, and early reading.

How Grandma and Grandpa Learned to Write: Children see how marks
develop into shapes, pictures, words, lists, messages, and stories.

How Grandma and Grandpa Learned Arithmetic: Children discover how
counting, measuring, sorting, building, sharing, and problem-solving appear
through play.
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Story Time Made Simple

Helping Grandparents Connect Through Books and Stories

Storytime is more than reading the words on a page. It is an opportunity for
grandparents and grandchildren to talk, imagine, play, and create
meaningful memories together.

Story Time Made Simple introduces three ways to share a story:

1. Tell

Tell a familiar story, share a personal memory, or create a new adventure
together. Children can contribute characters, events, and ideas as the story
develops.

2. Build

Use toys, figures, blocks, Loose Parts, and everyday objects to create the
characters and setting. Children can act out the story, change what
happens, and develop new ideas through play.

3. Read

Read a favorite book together. Use expression, pause for conversation, and
invite the child to notice details, predict what might happen, and share their
thoughts.

Grandparents can begin with any one of the three approaches. A story can
be told, built, or read, and it can naturally grow to include all three.

Tell it. Build it. Read it. Most importantly, enjoy it together.

Watch the “3 Ways to Tell a Story” Video
by scanning the QR code.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i6sgs2e780s

SCAN FOR HOW TO VIDEO: 3 WAYS TO TELL A STORY

3 Ways to Tell a Story
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i6sgs2e78os

Three Guides for Meaningful Storytime

Each book in the Story Time Made Simple series offers a different way for
grandparents to connect with their grandchildren through reading,
storytelling, and shared memories.

Story Time Made Simple

This practical guide helps grandparents make reading enjoyable and
interactive. It explains how to choose a book, prepare for story time, read
with expression, ask helpful questions, and encourage the child to
participate.

Storytelling for Grandparents

Grandparents do not always need a book to tell a wonderful story. This
guide shows how to develop simple stories using familiar people, places,
objects, experiences, and imagination. It also offers ideas for using props,
pictures, and play to make storytelling more engaging.

Senior Memories

Every grandparent has memories worth sharing. This guide helps seniors
recall and record meaningful experiences from childhood, family life, work,
celebrations, and community traditions. These memories can become
stories that help grandchildren understand their family history and
strengthen connections between generations.

Together, the three guides help grandparents turn reading, storytelling, and
personal memories into experiences their grandchildren will treasure.

STORY TIME MADE SIMPLE ARIA ) SENIOR MEMORIES
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Grandparent Legacy Stories

Sharing Values Through Stories and Conversation

Grandparents have a lifetime of experiences, memories, and values to share.
The Grandparent Legacy Stories series helps them begin meaningful
conversations with their grandchildren through gentle, engaging stories.

The series includes approximately 21 children’s books. Each story explores a
value, feeling, life lesson, or experience that grandparents may want their
grandchildren to understand.

Topics include:

e Love, kindness, and compassion
Courage and perseverance
Friendship and cooperation
Understanding feelings
Respect for people and nature
Managing worries and change
Helping others
Family relationships and traditions

The stories are not intended to tell children what to think. They provide a
comfortable starting point for listening, asking questions, sharing experiences,
and exploring different ideas together.

Many books also include a Story Play Table setup. This allows children to
revisit the characters, events, feelings, and values from the story through
imaginative, child-led play.

Each story offers grandparents a simple way to share what matters to them
while building a warm and lasting connection with their grandchildren.
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Stories That Open Conversations

Helping Children Explore Values and Feelings

Children often understand an important idea more easily when they
meet it through a story. A character’s experience gives the child a safe
and familiar way to explore feelings, choices, relationships, and
consequences.

After sharing a Grandparent Legacy Story, grandparents can begin a
gentle conversation using simple questions:
e What happened in the story?
How do you think the character felt?
What choice did the character make?
What might you have done?
Did anything in the story remind you of an experience?
What could happen next?

There is no need to test the child or search for one correct answer. The
purpose is to listen, exchange ideas, and understand the child’s point of
view.

Grandparents can also share a short personal memory connected to the
story. This helps children learn about their family while seeing how
values such as kindness, courage, patience, honesty, and compassion
appear in everyday life.

The conversation can then continue through drawing, storytelling,
pretend play, or a Story Play Table.

A shared story can become a shared conversation, and a shared
conversation can become a lasting memory.
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What Is a Story Play Table?

Bringing a Story to Life Through Play

A Story Play Table is a small play environment created with characters, scenery,
Loose Parts, and simple objects connected to a story.

After listening to the story, the child can use the table to revisit its characters,
events, feelings, and ideas through child-led play.

The child may:
¢ Retell the original story.
Act out a favorite part.
Change what happens.
Introduce new characters.
Create a different ending.
Explore the story’s value or message.

The adult prepares the environment and allows the child to decide how the
materials will be used. The adult can listen, observe, and join the play when invited.

Story Play Tables support imagination, language, memory, problem-solving,
emotional expression, and meaningful conversation.

Most books in the Grandparent Legacy Stories series include a suggested Story
Play Table setup that follows the story. The suggestions make it easy for
grandparents to continue the experience after the book has been read.

Read the story. Prepare the table. Let the child’s imagination continue it.

T Story Table Set-up for Robby the Rabbit and the River
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A Story Play Table Setup

After telling the story orally: Create a small story table scene for the children
to explore through free, undirected play.

Use what you have lying around your home: These props are called Loose
Parts.

Story Table Set-up:
e Lay some green cloth for grass on a small table a child can reach.
e Add a box or milk carton at the back for a hill. Cover with green cloth.
e Place two or three animals or figures behind the box.

Safety Note:

For children under 3, ensure all props and animals are large enough not to be
choking hazards.

Always observe a child’s play; join in only when invited.

Story Table Set-up for Roiby the Rabbit Finds a Hat

plastic animals

green cloth
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Where to Go Next

Explore the Complete Book Series on Amazon

Scan the QR code beside each series to view its books, descriptions, and
available formats on Amazon.

1. The New Approach to Early Childhood Education...... E]F.-,t;@
https:// ; : /dp/BOGDQK4M42 L
ps://www.amazon.com/dp Q 3 _;gh-m

3. The 3Rs Series: Academics in Play........................
https://www.amazon.com/dp/BOH4RQ9CF9

[m] 4. Story Time Made Simple
=, https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G4G77GBM

5. Grandparent Legacy Stories..........c.ccvveviiiiicniinnnnnn.
https://www.amazon.com/dp/BOFD8Z9YKB
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About the Author

Paul Mackie is an early childhood educator with over twenty years of
hands-on experience working in preschool classrooms, childcare
centers, and community-based early learning programs. Throughout
his career, he has focused on observing how children naturally learn
through play, movement, repetition, and curiosity when environments
are thoughtfully prepared and adults step back from directing
outcomes.

This book reflects Paul’s practical experience designing child-led,
play-based learning environments that follow children’s interests
rather than fixed lesson plans. His work emphasizes Loose Parts,
open-ended materials, and carefully arranged spaces that invite
exploration, problem-solving, self-regulation, and storytelling.

The approaches shared in this book grew directly from years of daily
observation, reflection, and adjustment within real early childhood
settings.

Paul is the creator of Story Time Made Simple and The New
Approach to Early Childhood Education, resources designed to
support educators, caregivers, and families in creating calm,
meaningful learning environments for children aged two to eight. His
work bridges early childhood education theory with practical, easy-to-
apply environment design that honors children’s curiosity and
passions.

Contact Paul Mackie:
paulmackie@stressfreepreschool.com

Scan the QR code to check out Paul’s books.
www.stressfreepreschool.com
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