How to cater for very bright preschoolers
THE SMALL POPPIES WAY

By Sue Breen

Recipe:

Take a very bright, enthusiastic child.

Add an interested parent or two.

Introduce them to other similar children and parents.

Stir in a heap of stimulating ideas and a never-ending supply of balloons, straws, bubbles, paper and pencils.

Add a heap of books and equipment.

Pour the mixture into an adequately-sized space.

Toss in a motivated teacher and a “theme” for the day.

Add questions, discussions and activities.

Have fun with the result.
N.B. (Allow for contagion). This recipe will expand.
Halve the mixture and re-locate one half to another venue.

In a perfect world…..

What would you do if you were given the choice of any occupation?

A number of years ago I moved out of the classroom and went into business for myself.  I thought life was great.
THEN ….

I was asked by a group of parents if I would be prepared to organise activities for their bright preschoolers.

The idea was that I would provide the activities and the parents would be actively involved with their children’s learning  - both during and after the sessions.

The parents would be able to build on the concepts we were exploring during the session and would also be a support group for each other.
A few weeks later I was convinced that this was definitely the job for me.

I spent my time “playing” with enthusiastic preschoolers and watching parents relax as they shared anecdotes with each other.

The children seemed happy to come back week after week and some made very firm friends even though they only saw each other for such a short time each week.

My approach to teaching gifted preschoolers.

· Make sure you are well prepared with many hands-on activities and plenty of questions. (If you don’t know the answers make sure you can point them in the direction of the closest library, “expert” or internet sites.)
· These children should be mixing with other gifted preschoolers.
· Learning IS fun.
· The children should be exposed to many different concepts and varied activities.
· Where possible they should be “doing” rather than listening and watching.
· Remember that gifted children are not gifted (or even interested) in all curriculum areas.

If this seems simple – it is ……. until you put it into practice.
You quickly come to realise that for whatever “topic” you have planned:

There will be at least one “expert” within the group who knows more than you do about the subject. 
There will be at least one child whose “passion” for the whole session will be something you have NO knowledge of – and NO equipment or activities for. 
(No matter how many time you prepare a similar set of activities – if it is for a different group of children there will always be at least one “surprise” waiting for you).

My car is packed with all sorts of interesting boxes for the “just in case” moments.

Sue …. “What would happen if I used a magnet to …..?”
 “Would it still …. if I added a balloon?”
 “Can I try it with blue-tac  instead of glue?”
 “I need something to ………”
 “I wonder if you brought a …… today.”
 “I thought I’d make a …… today. “
(Absolutely NOTHING to do with the planned theme – or any activities to do with it.)
Friends are no longer surprised if I say “Hold on, I think I may have one in my car.” (Split pin, straw, pipe cleaner, skewer, rope, pulley, torch bulb, lighter, candle, battery, balloon, needle, magnet, roll of wrapping paper …….) Small Poppies parents and children just assume I will have one.

What I am trying to achieve is a thirst for learning and “finding out”. I don’t (can’t) answer all questions – but I can say “WOW! That’s an interesting idea / question. 
How / Where can we find out?”
Finding out should be fun!

When I am working with older children I am saddened by the number of reluctant writers there are – even among very able writers. I try to make even handwriting exercises fun. We somehow manage to make too much of the learning process into a chore. 
Dishes and housework are CHORES.   Learning is an adventure!
My role in Small Poppies is:

·   To provide the enthusiasm, activities, equipment and ideas
·   To give the children a positive, caring environment – and friends – to discuss ideas with.
·   To be a sounding board for concerned parents
·   To allow parents to see that their child has “peers” – children who also think, act, talk, reason, read … at a similar level and / or in a similar way to their own child.

·   To give parents of these children the opportunity to realise they are not alone and that other parents are facing the same hurdles they are – children who don’t sleep, who out-reason them, friends / family who don’t understand …..
Issues I see
COST: 
Parents need to be able to afford to bring their children.
The fee charged covers venue hire, staff wage, equipment and administration costs.
Small Poppies walks a fine line between what is charged and the number of children enrolled in each session. (Maximum of twelve children enrolled at any session.)

TIME commitment:

Parents need to have the time to attend the session with their child and to be able to transport  them to one of the venues.

Often the child attending has younger or older siblings who need to be factored into the equation. (Sleep times, school drop-offs and pick-ups.)

Often the logistics of getting to a given venue at a given time becomes “Mission Impossible”.
What topics and activities work well?

Anything that uses balloons, water, bubbles, magnets, straws, scissor and/or glue …… are popular.

I have a list of activities that I recycle
These include: air (and gravity), flight, magnets and compasses, (pirates - finding “treasure” using a compass), dinosaurs, space (solar system and beyond), moving things (water, air, machines, gears, wheels, levers), electricity, weather, energy, mirrors (including making periscopes and kaleidoscopes), kitchen chemistry, water experiments, growing crystals, states of matter, living things (body and senses, plants, animals: insects, spiders, mammals, frogs), mixing colours, time, estimating and predicting, Lego & other fine motor skills (including sewing and threading), money, puzzles, maths – addition and subtraction (occasionally multiplication for some children), measuring using rulers, mazes and dot-to-dots, geometric 2D and 3D shapes and tessellations, building bridges, language themes using a variety of puppets, masks, finger puppets etc, reading, and writing activities, nursery rhymes and fairy tales – “altered” nursery rhymes and fairy tales, What am I?, silly sentences,  geography - using  “globe” balloons, flags around the world, history (eg ancient Egypt, Vikings, Medieval, Greeks).
The topic doesn’t really matter. 
A child told me he was really interested in “countries” so I located some balloons with printed with (most of) the continents. Since then these balloons have been used to stick flags and famous landmarks all over. We look at “day” and “night” and use them to see where the hot and cold areas of our Earth are and where various animals would be most at home (and why). 
We have made solar systems using balloons for the planets (a water balloon for Mercury) and compared gravity on the Moon, the Earth and Jupiter. I’ve had children “being planets” and orbiting the sun.

When looking at electricity I’ve had children being wires, bulbs, fans, buzzers and switches in a human circuit.

Children have used straws and clear plastic cups to demonstrate siphoning and have made a number of wind (or water) assisted devices. They have also made a variety of two and three dimensional shapes. (It was a three year old who asked if I knew that time was the fourth dimension.)

We have used compasses and lodestones with the magnets and “pirate day” has involved turning the venue into islands, seas, volcanoes, mountains, “pirate cove”, sandy beaches, rocky shores etc so that children could find hidden treasure using clues and compasses. Working with “time” has involved painting clocks on children’s (and parent’s) faces.
Although the emphasis is on the topic and the activities / materials provided for it there are always other activities available. This allows for a child who loves science and language but does not like maths to still enjoy the session (although they often DO take part in most or all of the activities.)
What happens after Small Poppies?
Children are able to attend Small Poppies until they turn six.  
A number of our “graduates” move on to the One Day School run by the Gifted Education Centre (formerly the George Parkyn Centre). 
Here children of like minds and abilities meet once a week and attend their “four-day school” for the rest of the week.
Working with these children is SO rewarding.

I go home exhausted and sometimes wonder how I can get so tired working with small numbers of children – and then I remember what it was like when my own two were this age.
TWO was often TOO MANY children when I was trying to answer questions and provide stimulation!

  

If only there had been something like Small Poppies when they were young.
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