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 Above:  Matching activities  are part of the toddlers’ language program. (Left) This young boy   
              is matching vegetables. (Right) Matching animals activity. 

Teaching at the Khalasa Montessori 
School in Phoenix Arizona has been a 
unique opportunity to develop a toddler 
program, that looks and feels like home.  
As I glance through the four rooms of 
the toddler house.  I view a curriculum 
that had evolved into a two-and-one-half 
foot tall explorer’s wonderland.  One that 
has been designed to the specifications 
of Victor, Molly, Jake, Madie, Deric, 
Madeline, Treasure Joy, Chase, Giselle, 
and Stella.  A blueprint of their develop-
mental needs manifest into beautiful 
baskets, easy-to-carry trays, water 
basins, and hungry vinyl animals that 
eat things. 
      Low level showcases the toddler’s 
inviting activities.  Here are two items to 
a shelf.  The walls in the house are 
quiet, without a lot of visual distraction. 
Four distinct areas contain a mecca of 
opportunity dedicated to the education 
and integration of each child’s mind and 
body at the time, pace and rhythm 
discerned by nature.    
      The first area contains many water 
activities.  To protect the child’s clothing, 
aprons are available along with towels, 
mops and sponges to wipe up spills.  
There are four  (12 x 7) basins on a 
child-sized shelf each filled with approx-
imately two inches of water. The child-
ren carry one basin at a time to a work-
table, complete the task, and then return 
the basin to the shelf.  
      It’s such a delight to watch the wob-
bliest of “little ones” gain impressive 
upper- body strength and total body 
coordination by carrying these basins to 
and from the shelves.  As the children 
become stronger.  I add another inch of 
water to a few the activities.  It never 
fails.  The frailest child will find the heav-
iest basin and spend the entire morning  
 

 

exhausting himself carrying it back 
and forth repeatedly.  A total gym! 
      Contained in one of the basins is 
sponge squeezing (a small sponge 
cut in half, making it child - sized).   
The children love the feel and texture 
of the sponge and the sensation of 
water dripping through their hands as 
they squeeze the water out of the 
sponge into the basin.  Sometimes I 
add soap to make the water bubbly. 
      Next to the sponge-squeezing 
activity is water transferring.  It is 
quite simple yet entertains the 
children endlessly.  It contains two 
identical measuring cups with long 
handles.  The child pours the water 
back and forth from cup to cup over 
the basin.  To add an interesting 
challenge.  I’ll place a vinyl rock that 
floats into the water.  The child then 
catches the rock with one cup, and 
then transfers it back and forth 
between the cups. 
      The last two water activities are 
catching the frogs with a fishnet and 
feeding the hungry shark.  Catching 
the frogs is relatively simple, yet can 
be advanced to meet the growing 
needs of each child.  The child 
catches one frog at a time using the 
fishnet, placing them on a little mat on 
the table.  Then the child puts the 
frogs back one by one into the basin. 
      The naive toddler begins by 
simply catching a frog into the net and 
pitting him back into the water. The 
child that is ready for a greater 
challenge lines up the three frogs on 
the mat and gets a sensorial 
impression of the quantity.   
      If the child shows real interest in 
counting the frogs, I give him a lesson 
consisting of giving each quantity a  

  

name.  I place one frog on the mat,  
touch it, and count “one.” Invite the 
child to do the same by saying, 
“Your turn.”  Then I place another 
frog beside it, touch each frog and 
count.  Finally, I place the last frog 
next to them and touch each frog 
counting, “one, two, three.” 
      The hungry shark activity is by 
far the most popular of all.  Contain-
ed in that basin is a ten-inch hollow 
shark’s mouth.  The toddlers delight 
in feeding the shark the animals one 
by one, then turning the shark over 
and dumping the animals back into 
the water basins.  This activity is 
wonderful for developing the large 
muscles of the arms, the first three	  
fingers of the hand (pincher grasp 
for holding a pencil), and enrich-
ment of vocabulary (giving the 
names of the assorted sea animals 
being fed to the shark, i.e., dolphin, 
sea horse, eel, etc.)  This activity 
can also be advance to challenge 
the child even further by presenting 
him with a large flat tong or 
tweezers for catching the sea 
animals in the basin and then 
feeding them into the shark’s mouth.	  
      Next to the shelf of basins there 
is a bucket for moping the floor, and 
a stationary basin of water on a 
table counting brushes for water 
painting the brick wall.  There is a 
plant-misting activity along with an 
easel for cleaning with a squeegee.         
Another favorite activity is pumping 
water.  This activity is attractively 
arranged on a small table covered 
with green oilcloth.  It consists of a 
large (32 ounce) pump bottle filled 
with water, an empty basin on the 
right of it, and on the floor to the  
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right of the table, a bucket.  The toddler 
pumps the water into the empty basin,  
then once it contains water, he empties 
the basin into the bucket on the floor.  
These three steps are repeated 
countless times, feeding the toddler’s 
need for order, manipulation, repetition, 
and then perfection.  Using the water 
pump engages the muscles of the whole 
arm, hand and wrist.  The child gains 
exactness and muscle control through 
experimentation.  Pumping to lightly will 
cause the water to fall short of the basin 
Pumping too hard will cause the water 
to overshoot the basin. 
      The main area of the classroom 
contains an array of interesting and 
familiar task that children watch their 
families do at home.  There is a basket 
of small (12 x 12) work rugs that the 
toddler’s can use if they choose to work 
with their activities on the floor instead 
of on a table.  These work rugs are also 
a wonderful boundary-setting device.  It 
helps the children learn to identify and 
respect each other’s workspace. 
      Another favorite activity is salt trans-
ferring using a funnel.  This activity is 
placed on a small dish.  It consist of a 
small bowl to which the salt is poured,  
a miniature salt shaker, and a funnel 
into the salt shaker (the lid has been 
removed), pour the salt from the small 
bowl into the funnel (filling the salt 
shaker), then removing the funnel and 
pouring the salt from the salt shaker 
back into the bowl.   
      There is a food preparation table in 
the kitchen, where a toddler can slice 
cucumbers or bananas, then invite a 
friend to join him and eat “snake” The 
knife’s blade has been slightly dulled 
using an emery board. 
      Other activities in this area include 
corn-tweezing activity.  The child picks 
off the little kernels of corn one by one 
and places them into a small dish.  This 
strengthens the pincer grab.  Once the 
child is adept at removing the kernels 
with his fingers, he can try using a small, 
flat tong to remove the corn. 
      For our future hair stylist, there is a 
mannequin head with long flowing hair 
secured to a small table.  Beside it in a 
little nightstand are an array of combs, 
brushes, and hair ornaments.  Little 
fingers become quite adept at fastening 
clips, barrettes, and even making 
ponytails. 
      There is a miniature Etch-a-Sketch  

in a beautiful wicker basket on one of 
the shelves.  This is a great activity 
for promoting good hand/eye coordin-
ation and strengthening the muscles 
of the fingers and hands for writing.  
There is a shelf of items that require 
construction. 
      This includes wooden stacking 
cubes, building a wooden railroad 
track, and constructing a roller ball 
runway.  The runway is always being 
used, it contains a wooden ramp, 
runway, and open flat cubical for 
catching the ball glides down the 
ramp,  rolls down the runway, then 
into the cubical. 
      The piece-de-resistance of this 
area is the low-to-the-ground shelf, 
where the hungry dinosaur, hungry 
hippo, hungry alligator, sit patiently 
waiting to be fed.  Directly under 
these large vinyl (rubber) figurines on 
the floor are bowls filled with goodies 
to feed them. The hungry dinosaur 
(designed with younger toddlers in 
mind) eats large bugs while the 
hungry hippo (created for the older 
toddler who is learning to use a fork) 
is fed soft fabric balls speared with a 
fork.  The hungry alligator is fed large 
fava beans one by one using the 
pincer grasp.  Because the activities 
engage the  toddlers  desire  to 
“transfer,” they invite the busiest of 
bodies and minds to sit down and 
begin to concentrate. 
      For the energetic toddler who isn’t 
getting the total body workout he 
needs,  there is a wooden  rocking 
horse and a tugboat style teeter - 
totter available for use in the larger 
living area.   
      The third area of the classroom 
contains language activities.  In 
separate baskets there are objects 
that begin with) the phonetic alphabet: 
an “a” basket  containing a alligator, 
apple, antelope, and axe; a “h” basket 
containing a bat, ball, bull, and bell; 
and a “c” basket containing a cat, cup, 
candle, and cap.  The children are 
invited to get a little work rug and then 
line the objects out onto the rug.  
Once they can identify the objects in 
the “a” and “b” basket, they can line 
up the objects from both baskets onto 
the rug.   
      Then we can play “I spy.” I ask 
them to find me an object that begins 
with an “a.”   Sometimes I will ask the  

child if they’d like to see what an “a” 
looks like.  If so, I will show them a 
sand paper “a” Then I would ask 
them if they would like to trace it.  If 
the child shows aptitude and great 
interest.  I will challenge him further 
by asking him to line up the objects 
beginning with “a” in front of the 
sand paper letter “a.” 
      On another shelf in the lang-
uage room are matching exercises. 
One is of jungle animals.  The 
children match vinyl figurines of 
various wild animals to their corres-
ponding pictures. Sometimes the 
animals are in slightly different 
positions so the children need to 
use logic and discernment to match 
them correctly.  This is a tool-
matching activity where the toddler 
matches a variety of tools in any 
outline and language onto individual 
cardstock squares. 
      In the last room the toddler 
houses an array of comfortable 
child-sized living-room furniture and 
a bookshelf filled with toddler – 
appropriate literature.  Toddlers, as 
well as young children, absolutely 
adore the Crozat senses of animal 
books, including I Am a Little 
Monkey, I Am a little Duck, and I Am 
a little dinosaur.  The illustrations 
are large and they capture the 
essence of life with real emotions 
expressed through the eyes of the 
animals.  The scenes of natural 
habitats are colorful and inviting with 
little visual surprises (a ladybug 
sitting on a leaf, etc.)  Tastefully 
presented to enrich, not overwhelm, 
the toddler’s visual experience.  The 
reason these books work for young 
children is because of the repetition 
of the senses and the minimal text.  
There are also several board books 
containing real pictures (one to a 
page) of various objects, people, 
animals, birds, and insects.  These 
books are an excellent resource for 
promoting language development.   
       The prepared environment I 
have described relates to the phys-
ical and concrete aspects of the 
toddler’s curriculum.  Though the 
toddler becomes confident and feels 
good about himself as he perfects a 
new skill, he is continually chall-
enged by the enigmatic curriculum 
surrounding him and inspired by  
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every human being with whom he has 
contact. 
      Everyone who relates to the toddler 
must be aware of their impact on the 
essence of his character.  Relating to 
such a small word for all that it encom-
passes.  It includes timing tone, and 
tempo of speech, eye contact, body 
language, conflict resolution style, 
example, consequence, and most 
importantly, boundary setting.  Lang-
uage must be generously and lovingly 
given to the toddler, so that he can find 
his own voice and defined hi world, 
heart, needs, and personal space 
respectfully to others.  Where I physic-
ally stop and you emotionally start are 
all lessons that even as adults we 
sometimes fail to remember. 
  
 

      Everything the toddler eats, sees, 
listens to, and feels is an intrinsic part 
of what he is becoming.  All events 
are his teachers and shape the tone 
of his day.  This begins with basic 
nutritional needs being met follows 
with affirming interactions with his 
caregivers, and continues with a 
wealth of opportunity in which he can 
freely educate his mind and body by 
utilizing purposeful activities that 
make his heart sing for more. 
      Little eyes absorb everything and 
everyone around them.  The media 
portrays role models for our little 
ones.  The neighbor down the street 
who greets the child everyday with a 
smile teaches him that the world is a 
friendly place.  The older and  

considerably bigger child at his 
babysitter’s house might introduce a 
confusing aspect of human inter-
actions as she belittles the toddler 
and pushes him aside using 
physical force.  It’s up to us as 
adults to protect the toddler from 
situations that might be devastating 
and take responsibility for the living 
examples our children will aspire to 
become.  We are all extended 
families and educators of young 
children. 
    
      I especially want to thank Bruce 
and Holly Sandig for their generous 
contribution of time and talent which 
provided the pictorial. 
 
  

 

 


