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Magical Messes: The Power of Sensory Play 
By Suzanne Adinolfi, Ph.D., Northwest VPK Regional Facilitator 

Sensory play includes any play activities that encourage a child to explore 
materials which stimulate their senses. These experiences assist the young 
child in developing skills that will later support his or her academic work. 
Materials such as sand, corn meal, water, clay, dough, paint and mud fall 
into this category. These open-ended resources encourage children to 
create and explore without the pressure of “getting it right”.  

Interacting with these materials on a regular basis enhances a child’s 
development in powerful ways. Small muscles in the fingers, hands and 
wrists are used during sensory play. Kneading, rolling, mixing, sifting, 
smearing and pouring assist in the development of key fine motor skills. 
Sensory play provides preschoolers with opportunities to exercise 
creativity, decision-making and problem-solving skills. As young children 
pound, squish, spread and splash they are 
able to explore emerging concepts about 

their world, make predictions and express their feelings.   

When providing sensory play experiences for preschoolers, be sure to 
emphasize the process rather than the product. Encourage them to 
freely explore, experiment and enjoy the encounter. Provide a variety of 
open-ended tools to assist them in the exploration process. Rolling pins, 
potato mashers, sponges, containers and natural materials such as shells, 
pebbles, twigs and leaves encourage experimentation and creativity.  

All eight domains of the Florida Early Learning and Developmental 
Standards can be directly addressed through sensory play. The benefits 
are well established and it provides a great deal of developmentally 
appropriate fun for preschool aged children. Get out the smocks, easels, 
trays and bins and explore the magic of messes with young learners! 

Additional Resources: 
The Importance of Sensory Play (2017). Community Playthings.  
http://www.communityplaythings.com/resources/articles/2017/sensory-play 
Cognitive Development and Sensory Play (2016). Michigan State University 
Extension. http://msue.anr.msu.edu/news/
cognitive_development_and_sensory_play 
Sensory Experiences Can Be Messy Fun (2007). Earlychildhood News. http://
www.earlychildhoodnews.com/earlychildhood/article_print.aspx?ArticleId=227 
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Language and Vocabulary Development for Preschoolers  
An exciting new training series offered by the Office of Early Learning will be available this Spring! Four 
new interactive, instructor-led modules will walk participants through key instructional strategies that will 
help increase language and vocabulary development in young children. These training modules are 
appropriate for educators working with preschool-age children and the content is aligned with   
Florida’s recently revised Early Learning and Developmental Standards. 

Language and Vocabulary Development for Preschoolers: 
(Four instructor-led modules) 

√ Scaffolding 

√ Book Embedded Vocabulary Instruction 

√ Dialogic Reading 

√ Think, Show, Tell, Talk 

These two-hour modules will be offered free of charge and 0.2 CEUs will be awarded upon successful 
completion. 

Registration will be available through the Department of Children and Families (DCF) Child Care    
Training System at https://training01-dcf.myflorida.com/studentsite/admin/login.jsf. 

“Leadership and learning are indispensable to each other.”  
-John F. Kennedy  

We’re So Happy You Asked… 
Dear VPK, 

I am looking for a training to focus on math in the prek classrooms. We have a combination of 3-5-year-olds in our         
classrooms, including students with disabilities, which at times can be challenging to teach to all three standards in a    
classroom. I would like for teachers to be exposed to the Mathematical standards for 3-5-year-olds and at the same time 
maybe some examples of activities to teach these standards using our curriculum.   

I look forward to hearing from you, 

Teaching Is My Passion 

Dear Teaching is My Passion, 

Thank you for your email, we’re so happy you asked! Providing instruction in multi-age classrooms can be challenging,  
however, it can be done successfully with the right training and resources. We have several trainings available with a 
specific focus on providing math instruction in developmentally appropriate ways to young children. The training is a four-part series titled Early       
Mathematics for Early Learners. For more information on when the next training is happening in your area, please contact your local VPK Regional   
Facilitator. Email our office at VPKquestions@oel.myflorida.com if you need contact information for your local facilitator.   

Best Wishes, The VPK team at OEL 
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DESIGNING AN OUTDOOR CLASSROOM:                     

BRINGING THE INSIDE OUT 

By Mary Ann Goodrich, West Central VPK Regional Facilitator 

Have you ever thought of bringing the inside learning environment outside? Many early childhood programs bring 
materials outside to enhance children’s experiences. These o en include materials like balls, manipula ves,          
parachutes, books and art materials. However, designing an outdoor classroom includes so much more. The staff at 
St. Jerome Early Childhood Center in Largo, Florida were inspired to design an outdoor classroom a er a ending a 
workshop hosted by Na onal Associa on for the Educa on of Young Children (NAEYC). They started their journey 
with a visit to a center that had created an outdoor classroom to see it in ac on. The staff and director worked     
collabora vely as they discussed the ideas and materials they wanted to implement at their site. Some of the          
equipment could be repurposed from the materials they already had in their classrooms. They wrote a grant to   
secure addi onal funds for other equipment they needed, like fencing and a shed to store the materials.  

Then, they began the design. All of the indoor centers are replicated outside with natural items. The drama c play 
area has a table and chairs made of repurposed tree stumps. The popular music center has pots and pans secured 
to a fence with different types of utensils to create various sounds. The construc on  area has small domino shaped 
mini‐bricks and various sized corks purchased from a supply catalog and the local dollar store respec vely. Scarves 
are a ached to the fence and a bench and books are placed in a ne ng enclosure hung from the branch of the 
large tree in the middle of the outdoor space. The outdoor classroom con nues to evolve due to the inven veness 
and crea vity of the staff, as they listen to and reflect the children’s interests and developmental needs. 

This inspiring outdoor classroom space is scheduled for use during the hour of center me at least once a week by 
each of the three‐ and four‐year‐old  classrooms. This is in  addi on to their regular outdoor me.  The teachers keep 
the equipment organized in the nearby shed and fill the centers with these wonder‐filled materials prior to their 
use by the children. At the end of the day, the equipment is placed back in the shed. The teachers inten onally plan 
the outdoor classroom with the standards in mind and with materials that allow children opportuni es to explore, 
discover and inves gate their world. Consider adding an outdoor classroom to your school. With planning and    
purpose, this environment will add a new and exci ng dimension to your program. For more informa on on the 
outdoor classroom at St. Jerome Early Childhood Center, email them at preschool@stjeromeecc.org.  
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Professional Development 

Florida’s Office of Early Learning in collaboration with the Florida Department of Children and 

Families (DCF) offers a variety of online and instructor-led training opportunities. To register for 

any of these training opportunities, please visit DCF’s training website at http://bit.ly/1oHgYPm. 

Online Courses Aug. Dec. 
Completers 

2018 19 Total 
Completers 

Preschool Standards NEW! 3474 4381 

Integrating the Standards: Phonological Awareness  294 412 

Emergent Literacy for VPK Instructors 1615 2234 

Language and Vocabulary in the VPK Classroom 693 967 

Mathematical Thinking for Early Learners 692 964 

Working to Create Positive Learning Environments: Preventive Strategies   293 411 

Developing the Socially and Emotionally Competent Child   228 332 

English Language Learners in the VPK Classroom 237 325 

How to Administer the Florida VPK Assessment   604 776 

VPK Assessment Instructional Implications   358 487 

VPK Director Credential Course 530 737 

Instructor led Courses Aug. Dec. 
Classes 

Aug. Dec. 
Participants 

2018 19 Total Participants 

Preschool Standards NEW! 130 2151 2640 

Integrating the Standards: Phonological Awareness 11 116 128 

How to Administer the Florida VPK Assessment 10 63 134 

VPK Assessment Instructional Implications 8 50 96 

*EMEL: Making Sense of Sets and Numbers 16 201 279 

*EMEL: Counting and Operating with Numbers 16 198 281 

*EMEL: Patterns, Measurement and Data 20 236 270 

*EMEL: Shapes and Spatial Relationships 17 207 301 

*EMEL– Early Mathematics for Early Learners 
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