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Chapter 5: Environment and Materials 
Opening 
Infants and toddlers learn and develop across many contexts. This chapter discusses key 
considerations and practices to support learning and development in the context of environment and 
materials in early learning and care settings. 

Environment and Materials as a Context for Learning  
and Development 
A rich learning and care environment provides the foundation for infants and toddlers to interact with 
other children and adults, play and explore, engage in learning experiences, and take part in routines. 
Here, the term environment refers to a nurturing and safe space that is intentionally set up by an 
infant–toddler care educator (care educator) to support children’s learning and development. The 
term materials refers to the objects and equipment in the learning and care environment. Planned 
learning and care environments include a variety of materials and spaces and are flexible according to 
the multiple needs of each unique care setting. For example, environments and materials can include 
an open space with ramps, a cozy area for books and stories, a table with chairs for mealtimes, and 
nature exploration areas outdoors, among many other everyday spaces and materials. 

The learning and care environment provides a safe space in which infants and toddlers play, explore, 
and develop new skills. Care educators need to consider how to adapt the environment and the 
materials to keep them interesting, accessible, and developmentally appropriate. Preparing a learning 
and care environment that meets the strengths and needs of children begins with choosing spaces 
and materials that are safe for children to explore (Evans, 2006; Ferguson et al., 2013). For both 
home-based care and center-based care, arranging the environment and materials with safety in 
mind helps protect infants and toddlers from physical harm and supports their optimal development.1 
For example, providing sturdy furniture (such as a couch or table) can support children who are 
learning to pull up to stand or to practice cruising. 

1 For further guidance on planning and creating safe environments, refer to the California Department of Social Services 
Resources for Child Care and Development Laws and Regulations webpage  
(https://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/child-care-and-development/laws-and-regulations). 

Care educators play an important role in setting up the environment with invitations and 
opportunities for infants and toddlers to engage in rich interactions with other children and adults. 
A learning environment that provides children with opportunities to move around, gives access to 

https://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/child-care-and-development/laws-and-regulations
https://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/child-care-and-development/laws-and-regulations
https://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/child-care-and-development/laws-and-regulations
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a variety of materials and areas, and encourages interaction with objects and people supports children’s 
learning and development (Hoch et al., 2024; Hospodar et al., 2021; Maxwell, 2007). A child’s learning and 
care environment and materials are like a studio for an artist or a laboratory for a scientist. An effective 
learning and care environment provides a balance between predictability and novelty. Providing a sense 
of predictability in how the space is organized allows children to feel safe, comfortable, and confident. 
Offering new and interesting areas and materials for children to engage with can spark their curiosity and 
provoke their thinking. 

When care educators plan the environment with children’s 
learning and development in mind, children encounter 
spaces where they can freely use their growing abilities to 
move and explore the properties of things and how they 
work. A well-planned environment can provide infants and 
toddlers with opportunities and experiences to gain new 
skills and knowledge. In such an environment, children 
notice, investigate, experiment, and develop meaningful 
relationships. Infants and toddlers thrive when they have 
opportunities to explore and manipulate materials in a 
variety of ways, combining curiosity with learning.

A child’s learning and 
care environment and 
materials are like a 
studio for an artist 
or a laboratory for a 
scientist.
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Key Considerations for the Environment and Materials to Support 
Learning and Development 
The learning and care environment and materials are important for children’s learning and development 
in all domains: Social and Emotional Development, Approaches to Learning, Language Development, 
Cognitive Development, and Perceptual and Motor Development. Care educators create a nurturing and 
supportive learning and care environment by doing the following: 

• Partnering with families. Care educators 
collaborate with families to create care 
environments that reflect infants’ and 
toddlers’ lived experiences with their 
families and in the community (Buchanan 
& Buchanan, 2017; Iruka et al., 2022). 
Including materials from the child’s family 
and culture supports a sense of belonging 
and promotes positive identity development. 
An environment and materials that allow 
children to make connections with their own 
and others’ lived experiences, families, and 
cultures lay the foundation for their social 
and emotional development. Care educators 
may want to communicate with families 
about materials that are important to the 
child or family that the care educator might 
want to bring into the environment, such 
as culturally meaningful clothing, items for 
children to explore, or photos of the family 
to display at children’s eye level.  

• Centering playful and joyful environments 
and materials. Children’s work is play. Play is 
natural and necessary for children’s learning 
and development (Pellegrini et al., 2007). 
Thus, the learning and care environment 
should invite all children to engage in play 
with joy. Children develop best when they 
can follow their curiosity and interests 
and when they feel in control of how they 
explore their environment. When the 
learning and care environment is playful, 
children are more motivated to discover and 

explore, they become more focused, and 
they learn more deeply (Australian Education 
Research Organisation, 2023; Yogman et al., 
2018; Zosh et al., 2017). 

• Being responsive to children’s changing 
strengths, needs, and interests. The learning 
and care environment and materials should 
be responsive to the changing strengths, 
needs, and interests of infants and toddlers. 
Children are always learning and developing; 
their interests change, and so do their needs. 
When care educators see the learning and 
care environment as a flexible space that 
can be adapted to meet children’s changing 
interests, children remain curious and 
engaged (Berris & Miller, 2011). 

• Individualizing the environment 
and materials. Children have 
individual differences in 
temperament tendencies, abilities, interests, 
and experiences that can influence the way 
they interact with their environment. It is 
important for care educators to individualize 
the environment and materials to each 
child based on what they have observed. 
Given that many early care settings include 
children of different ages and abilities, 
care educators often must juggle the task 
of accounting for each child’s strengths 
and needs, while ensuring that the care 
environment is accessible and inviting to all 
(National Association for the Education of 
Young Children [NAEYC], 2020).
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• Incorporating inclusive design. Each child’s 
capabilities and needs are unique, with 
some children benefiting from additional 
supports. Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) is a framework that care educators use 
to support every child’s full participation in 
the learning and care environment (CAST, 
2024). A UDL approach can be an important 
part of ensuring that the environment helps 
all children thrive. The UDL framework helps 

educators create materials and environments 
that embrace children’s developmental 
variability and minimize barriers. For 
example, having spacious and open areas 
that allow for movement and locomotion 
benefits infants and toddlers who are 
learning to move by crawling, walking, or 
using additional supports like a mobility 
device or therapeutic walker for a child with 
a motor disability. 

Planning for the Environment and Materials 
The reflective planning cycle of observing 
and documenting, studying and interpreting 
documentation, and developing and 
implementing plans allows infant care educators 
to continually adapt the environment and 
materials to support children’s learning and 
development. When care educators engage 
in observation, they gain an understanding 
of children’s interests, focus of exploration, 
strengths, needs, and skills they are actively 
developing. Documentation allows care educators 
to record their observations for later studying 
and planning. At each stage of the cycle, care 
educators are also reflective. As care educators 
observe children in their setting, they may notice 
variability in the ways children are practicing 
different skills or engaging with materials. For 
example, a 14-month-old may enjoy pushing 
the buttons on a musical toy to hear a song play 
and explore ideas of cause and effect, while a 
28-month-old may use the same object as part 
of pretend play. Care educators may also observe 
the ways children use materials in creative and 
imaginative ways that adults did not foresee. 
For example, a child who has started practicing 
handwashing, under the supervision of a care 

educator, may explore cause and effect by turning 
a faucet on and off repeatedly. 

Care educators plan adjustments to the 
environment and materials as they observe how 
individual children, as well as groups of children, 
engage with the spaces and objects available to 
them. Through studying and interpreting their 
observations, care educators gain insights into 
ways of planning changes in the environment 
or materials that invite infants and toddlers to 
continue exploring an idea or developing a skill. 
For example, a care educator might observe 
that a few infants in their program are showing 
interest in pulling themselves up to standing and 
may decide to rearrange the environment so 
that sturdy furniture like a couch is accessible for 
children to hold onto. 

When studying and interpreting their 
documentation, care educators might ask, What 
materials can support children in developing 
new concepts or skills? When educators then 
implement their plans and make changes to the 
learning and care environment, they continue to 
observe, document, and study while engaging in 
a continuous planning cycle. 
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Areas of Practice 
Information on supporting setup of the environment and materials is organized into five areas of practice. 
Each area of practice is further organized into specific practices, with accompanying explanations and 
examples. Table 3 provides an overview of practices that are addressed in this chapter. 
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Table 3. Areas of Practice for Environment and Materials 

Areas of Practice Practices 
Partnering With Families in Arranging the 
Environment and Materials 

Collaborating with families to promote culturally 
relevant environment and materials 

Arranging the Environment With 
Predictable Areas 

Arranging the environment so children have space for 
play, exploration, and interactions with others 

Providing predictable learning experiences and routines 
that support children’s learning and development across 
all domains 

Individualizing the Environment and 
Materials to Meet Each Child’s Strengths 
and Needs 

Providing children with appropriate challenges to 
support their emerging concepts or skills 

Providing materials and spaces that meet the 
strengths and needs of children with disabilities or 
developmental delays 

Providing a Variety of Materials That 
Children Can Explore 

Providing materials that encourage exploration, 
problem-solving, and creativity 

Providing materials that allow children to use all their 
senses  

Planning and Updating the Environment 
and Materials Based on Children’s 
Interests 

Planning the daily materials, areas, and learning 
experiences children have available to explore 

Introducing familiar materials and new materials 
together to support a balance between predictability 
and novelty 

Providing objects that build on children’s interests
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Area of Practice 

Partnering With Families in Arranging the Environment  
and Materials 

Each child has their individual identity and life experiences. Care educators arrange the environment to 
support and make visible children’s varied life experiences in the context of their families, communities, 
and cultures, which includes language, race, identity, and family structure. Planning and discussing 
with families how care educators might establish points of connection to family priorities and cultural 
experiences of the child in the learning and care environment supports a strong partnership with 
families (Buchanan & Buchanan, 2017; Iruka et al., 2022; Pearson et al., 2019). Incorporating materials 
in the environment that reflect infants’ and toddlers’ families and communities helps children develop 
a sense of identity and belonging, which supports their social–emotional growth. Setting up the 
environment and materials in a way that highlights commonalities and connections to the family 
environment can also support children’s actively developing skills across both the family environment and 
the learning and care environment. In addition, by inviting families to cocreate children’s environments 
in the learning and care space, care educators continuously foster a sense of community and belonging 
among families. When performing observation and documentation to plan the environment and 
materials, care educators might share documentation with children’s family members and reflect together 
on documentation to understand how children are learning and developing as they interact with the 
environment and materials. 

Connections With Social and Emotional Development 

• Displays of photos, books, and other items from children’s families support children’s sense of 
belonging. 

• Pretend play materials that reflect children’s culture and local community can help strengthen 
children’s connection with their cultural and community identity—for example, collaborating with 
families to provide recycled, clean, and safe food packaging for items they normally consume at 
home for care educators to include with other pretend play materials. 

• Materials related to understanding and expressing emotions (such as pictures, books, stories, 
songs, puppets, mirrors) can help children to identify and communicate about their own and 
other’s emotions. 

• Spaces in the environment where children can play and sit quietly or other areas where they can 
interact with peers and care educators allow children to practice self-regulation, social–emotional 
skills, and behaviors in a variety of spaces and contexts.
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Practice 

Collaborating with families to promote culturally relevant environment and materials 

Involving families in the early care environment and being inclusive of their various cultural practices and 
traditions strengthens communication between families and care educators (Iruka et al., 2022). Working 
as a team with families to provide materials that reflect children’s home languages, cultures, racial-ethnic 
identities, family structures, and communities creates a welcoming environment for each child and 
strengthens their sense of belonging. Below are some examples of ways care educators collaborate with 
families to include diverse materials in the environment: 

Working as a team with 
families to provide materials 
that reflect children’s home 
languages, cultures, racial-
ethnic identities, family 
structures, and communities 
creates a welcoming 
environment for each child 
and strengthens their sense 
of belonging.

• planning opportunities for families to discuss 
culturally meaningful materials that they 
may want added to the environment. Care 
educators invite families to share household 
items and articles of clothing that infants and 
toddlers can explore and play with. 

• touring the environment with families and 
inviting them to reflect on where they 
see connections to the languages and 
cultural practices of their own families and 
communities. Invite families’ thoughts about 
how to enhance the representation of family 
and community languages and cultural 
practices. 

• displaying photos of children and their 
families low on walls so children can 
see them to support children’s sense of 
belonging and connections with their 
families. This practice helps care educators 
and peers understand the diverse family 
experiences children have. For example, the 
care educator may display a photo of the 
father’s face near the crib so a 5-month-old 
can look it at while falling asleep. 

• incorporating and using materials such 
as art, music, and books from diverse 
authors and artists, with various identities 
representing those of the children, families, 
and communities. Incorporating materials 
created by and representing individuals 

of diverse backgrounds can contribute 
to children’s sense of identity and offers 
an opportunity to learn about other 
communities. 

• offering children’s belongings and comfort 
items in designated areas or during certain 
parts of the day, for example, during drop-
off. Access to these items during specific 
parts of the day helps keep items safe 
and creates predictability for children. 
Communicating with families about those 
items ensures that families feel included in 
part of their child’s care, even when they are 
not in the care environment.  
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• incorporating children’s home languages 
in the care setting. Care educators invite 
families to share books, oral stories, print 
materials, songs, and rhymes with children in 
the early care setting. Families can also share 
recordings of themselves as an alternative. 
Care educators incorporate these recordings 
as part of supervised play experiences, 
helping further connect children’s families 
with the early care setting. Providing access 
to materials and experiences in the child’s 
home language supports their identity 

development and language development. 
This practice also helps children maintain a 
connection to their culture and community 
(Castro et al., 2011). 

• displaying visual representation of 
families’ home languages to promote a 
welcoming environment. Invite families to 
provide examples of their language in the 
environment. For example, families could 
write a greeting in the home language to be 
displayed near the entryway for the early 
learning and care setting.
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In-Practice Example  
Thomas Brings a Toy From Home 

Ms. Naiomi has noticed that 20-month-old Thomas has recently been getting upset when he is 
dropped off by his grandmother. He tends to cling to her and cry and has little interest in transitioning 
into play or group interactions. Over the past few weeks, Ms. Naiomi has tried a variety of ways to 
make the transition less upsetting for Thomas, but he still doesn’t want his grandmother to leave. As 
part of an ongoing conversation with Thomas’s grandmother, Ms. Naiomi asks if there is an item that 
Thomas finds comforting that he can bring and keep at the care center. 

The next morning, Thomas’s grandmother brings his favorite stuffed toy dog from home. During drop-
off, Thomas tells Ms. Naiomi, “¡Mira, Cancan!” (Look! It’s Cancan!) and excitedly shows the dog to Ms. 
Naiomi. Thomas’s grandmother informs her that the stuffed toy dog looks like their pet dog, Canelita 
(which means “little cinnamon” in English), who Thomas affectionately calls Cancan. 

Once Thomas’s grandmother says good-bye and leaves, Thomas begins to look visibly upset and hugs 
his stuffed dog tightly. Ms. Naiomi takes a moment to acknowledge Thomas’s emotions, saying, “It 
looks like you’re feeling sad and maybe a little scared. It’s okay to be sad when someone leaves. Abuela 
(Grandma) will come back after outside time. Should we go read Cancan a story?” Ms. Naiomi also 
takes the opportunity to talk to Thomas about how happy he feels when he plays with Canelita and his 
stuffed toy. She tells Thomas that he can keep his stuffed toy at the care center and that he can decide 
whether he wants to keep it in his cubby or in the cozy corner. He excitedly places his stuffed toy in the 
cozy corner and spends some time there by himself before transitioning to being with his peers.  

Over the next few days, when Thomas is dropped off at the care center, his grandmother asks him 
where his stuffed toy is, and he excitedly walks her over to the cozy corner. He shares the stuffed toy 
with his grandma as she says good-bye. He hugs the stuffed toy tightly when his grandmother leaves 
but is also excited to show it to Ms. Naiomi and to his peers. 

Reflection 
Questions 

Think about the following questions by yourself or with a colleague: 

1. What did you find interesting about the way Ms. Naiomi helped Thomas 
regulate his emotions during drop-off time? 

2. What are ways that you use the environment or materials to support 
children during drop-off transitions? What else might you do? 
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Area of Practice 

Arranging the Environment With Predictable Areas 

The environment has a crucial role in supporting the play and exploration of infants and toddlers. It 
communicates messages to children about opportunities and expectations. One message the environment 
can offer children is an invitation to take initiative in their own exploration and play. Children’s access to 
play materials and opportunities for exploration can vary from environment to environment. Setting up 
environments that facilitate play, exploration, and interactions with others boosts development across all 
domains (Oakes, 2023). Children also need predictable spaces where routines can occur, such as tables for 
mealtime or a peaceful space for nap time. Spaces and areas can be fluid and flexible given the physical 
setup and daily needs of the learning and care environment but should offer some level of consistency. For 
example, care educators plan a learning and care environment where an outdoor space with a table is used 
as an area for snack time every day and is also used as part of sensory play some days. Care educators 
observe and document the ways children are using and exploring materials and the environment and the 
types of play and exploration that are happening in different areas. The observation and documentation 
help care educators plan for how to make changes in the arrangement of the environment to build on 
children’s strengths, extend and add complexity to their play and exploration, and best meet their needs. 
Predictability and consistency play a crucial role in fostering a sense of safety, which is essential for social 
and emotional development. 

Connections With Approaches to Learning 

• Children can interact with open-ended materials, or materials that do not have a single intended 
purpose, such as blocks, balls, water, sand, and play dough, in a variety of ways. This allows 
children to problem-solve, practice cognitive flexibility, and gain experience persisting through 
challenges. 

• Introducing new materials, as well as rotating the materials available to children, can increase 
their curiosity and interest to explore and engage with these materials that support their 
developing cognition. Before removing materials, make sure that children have had sufficient 
opportunities to explore them, with adult support as needed. Consider how the new materials 
might extend children’s play with the more familiar ones. For example, educators might add 
a variety of baskets and purses that children might use with the scarves, soft balls, dolls, and 
blocks that the children are familiar with. 

• Smaller defined areas provide for exploration of specific materials with minimal distractions. For 
example, a fine motor play area with materials like blocks, boxes, and sensory items (such as 
sand) help children stay engaged and maintain attention.
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Practice 

Arranging the environment so children have space for play, exploration, and 
interactions with others 

A well-planned care environment sets the stage for children’s play and interactions with others. Providing 
spaces where infants and toddlers can readily interact, communicate, and play with care educators and 
their peers encourages children’s development across domains (Yogman et al., 2018). Open areas support 
a variety of physical movements and, as children grow older, can lead to play and participation in small 
groups with peers. Having spaces where multiple children can interact and communicate with peers 
and care educators also supports children’s conversational skills and leads to opportunities to practice 
collaboration and learning from one another. Below are some ideas for creating spaces that support 
children’s development: 

• observing how infants and toddlers use the 
spaces in their care environment. Note if 
adjustments to materials or spaces need to 
be made based on children’s interests, ages 
and developmental skill levels, temperament 
tendencies, and individual strengths and 
needs. In care settings with mixed-age 

groups, children need opportunities to 
explore space and materials based on their 
skill level with appropriate support and 
supervision. 

• planning experiences and materials that 
can be added to the environment to extend 
children’s explorations or add complexity to 
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their play. For example, if a care educator 
observes that a 26-month-old is interested in 
filling and emptying containers at the water 
table, the care educator provides containers 
of different shapes and sizes and different 
objects to pour and fill them with water. 

• setting up the environment and materials to 
create situations where infants can observe 
their older peers to gain additional ideas 
for how they might interact with materials. 
For example, at a sensory table with water 
and ice, a 12-month-old who can pull up to 
stand can splash the water and also watch 
a 26-month-old peer shovel the water and 
ice into a bucket. This might encourage the 
12-month-old to reach for the shovel. 

• arranging opportunities for play in 
uncluttered areas. As infants and toddlers 
play in an area, they will scatter objects, 
which is developmentally appropriate. An 
ordered area to begin with helps children 
focus on different objects for sustained 
periods of time. Of course, open floor space 
varies from one care setting to another. 
Care educators can move furniture and 
materials to allow a more open floor space 
for practicing certain skills (such as gross 
motor skills, spatial thinking, group play, 
cooperation, and communication). 

• creating play areas, indoors and outdoors, 
where toddlers can easily interact and 
communicate face-to-face with each other. 
Engaging and communicating with others 
often requires being physically close and 
having the opportunity to perceive what 
the other person is doing. Care educators 
support this type of engagement by setting 
up couch cushions, play mats, or child-
sized chairs at a table so small groups of 

children can gather. For infants who are not 
moving to explore the environment yet, 
care educators can place them close enough 
that they can see each other and reach for 
materials that are placed between them. In 
an area set up to encourage peer interaction, 
it is important to observe and document how 
children interact and engage in conversations 
in the area. Studying the documentation can 
lead to ideas to enhance opportunities for 
children’s interactions with each other. 

• placing play materials throughout the larger 
environment to encourage movement across 
different areas. Varying the location and 
types of objects for children to play with 
can encourage more movement and novel 
exploration, which is important for children’s 
perceptual and motor development (Hoch 
et al., 2024). Examples include placing 
interesting objects on low shelves where 
children can access them or moving existing 
objects to new places throughout the 
environment. 

• creating protected play areas for infants who 
are not moving on their own yet allows for 
supervised play and exploration with a care 
educator. This may include placing a blanket 
on the ground outside or placing furniture in 
such a way that it creates a more enclosed 
space. Infants who do not yet move on 
their own often need more care educator 
attention and support while exploring and 
playing to sustain their interactions with 
materials and the environment and to persist 
through challenges. Having contained or 
separate areas where they can safely explore 
with more supervision and engage in limited 
interactions with children who have more 
experience locomoting can help promote 
their development of emotion regulation. 



Environment and 
Materials California Framework for Infant–Toddler Learning and Development

189

Learning Story: “Me Do It!” 

A Learning Story is one way that care educators might observe, document, and then share 
their reflections with a child and their family. A Learning Story includes documentation of an 
observation, often including photos of what a care educator or family member has seen a child or 
children doing in an early learning and care setting or at home. In a Learning Story, the adult adds 
their interpretation of the child’s competencies and dispositions toward learning, such as how a 
child demonstrates exploration, agency, and collaboration using the materials in their environment. 
The following Learning Story illustrates how Andeya takes initiative to use everyday materials both 
independently and in collaboration with others in the environment, inspiring the care educator 
to arrange the environment and materials to be more accessible and to promote additional 
interactions with others. 

Dear Andeya, 

As the care educators were getting the tables ready for snack today, using squirt bottles and cloths to 
wipe them clean, you came running over and announced, “Me do it!” We gave you a squirt bottle with 
water, and you quickly got to work squirting the tables and chairs and busily wiping them with your 
cloth. After snack time, when the care educators were using brushes and dustpans to sweep up the 
floor, you came running over again and reached for a brush and dustpan. Later, when you saw me get 
out the ukulele to invite our friends for sing-along, you tried and tried to reach the little carpet squares 
children like to sit on for music. You have been so observant and interested in participating in all of the 
tasks of the day. When I talked to your Nana at pickup time, she also had stories of how you use the 
sponge to help her clean the cupboards and like to squirt the windows to wash them. 

I notice how observant you are of everything happening around you and how important being a part 
of the team is to you. It is clear that you love to use the cleaning tools, but you also love to collaborate 
in the tasks of caring for your environment. You seem to like working together with others. And you 
are learning the rhythm of the day, which I saw when you knew that the ukulele signaled that we were 
going to invite children to sing by putting carpets out. You are eager to take the initiative, and other 
children often join you as you begin a task.
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Andeya, you have given me an idea. I’m going to talk to the other care educators about ways we 
can make tools more accessible for children. We can put squirt bottles and baskets of cloths out for 
children to use. We can hang small brushes and dustpans where children can get them. We will put 
the carpet squares on a low shelf so you and your friends can help set them out. As we make these 
changes, we will continue to watch how you and your friends use the tools to see if we can think of 
other ways to invite your initiative on our team. 

Thank you for helping us to make our environment more inclusive for everyone. 

Your care educator,  
Mateo
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Practice 

Providing predictable learning experiences and routines that support children’s 
learning and development across all domains 

Organizing the environment for different learning experiences and routines can help set predictable 
patterns for children (Selman & Dilworth-Bart, 2024). It allows them to learn when and where certain 
learning experiences and routines happen and when transitions from one experience to another may 
occur. Below are some ideas for creating an infant–toddler environment that supports different learning 
experiences and routines: 

• setting up areas for daily routines like eating, 
sleeping, and hygiene. Routines are an 
important part of children’s development 
and often occur in specific areas or spaces 
and, for older children, may occur at specific 
times. Having designated spaces where 
infants and toddlers engage in specific 
routines can help them develop important 
skills. They can anticipate what happens 
in different areas and learn to participate 
in and even initiate the routines that take 
place in each area. An environment set up 
with designated spaces for different routines 
can support children’s healthy habits and 
can help them anticipate upcoming changes 
throughout the day. 

• allowing safe access to areas (indoors and 
outdoors) for physical activity and gross 
motor play. These areas can include a 
variety of surfaces with different heights 
and textures (e.g., grass, sidewalks, padded 
floor mats, steps and stools, soft couches 
and pillows, sturdy tables to explore under, 
slides). Providing a variety of opportunities 
for physical activity can help infants and 
toddlers safely experiment with movements, 
practice skills that are challenging to master, 
and navigate spaces successfully. Movement 
and physical activity can also help children 
with self-regulation of emotions. 

• creating a quiet space or corner with 
soothing and comfortable materials such 
as soft fabrics and padded surfaces. A 
quiet area is important for coregulation 
between care educators and children when 
children are distressed or overwhelmed 
or for children who prefer some space to 
themselves. A quiet area can also support 
language development by allowing infants 
and toddlers to better hear peers and 
care educators during one-on-one and 
small group interactions. A quiet area 
that is organized and free of clutter with 
comfortable adult-sized seating provides a 
calm space where family members and care 
educators can feed, communicate, comfort, 
coregulate, and interact with children. 

• incorporating an area with books and other 
materials like pictures, music, or puppets 
that support early language and literacy 
development. For example, for a 9-month-
old, this may involve placing a few sturdy 
books or laminated pictures in a small basket 
for them to touch and explore on their own 
or with adult assistance. For an 18-month-
old, this may be a low shelf or basket and 
a comfortable place to sit with a book or 
other storytelling materials. In addition, 
it is important to make books available 
throughout the environment—for example, 



Environment and 
Materials California Framework for Infant–Toddler Learning and Development

192

books about birds and butterflies by a low 
window or books about plants by a display 
of different kinds of leaves that families have 
brought in to share. 

• organizing developmentally appropriate 
open-ended materials throughout the 
environment. This can include a space with 
tables, platforms, or carpet where children 
can play freely with materials such as blocks, 
balls, containers, play dough or plasticine, 
ribbons, scarves, and musical instruments. 
Providing open-ended materials in different 
parts of the environment allows children to 
explore cause and effect, problem-solving, 
and creativity and to develop mathematical 
skills, explore relationships, and practice 
their fine motor skills. 

• arranging a part of the environment 
that encourages pretend play, which is 
important for children’s symbolic thinking, 
emerging conversations skills, and ability to 
understand and express emotions. Although 
pretend play can happen anywhere and at 
any time, providing a space with materials 
such as dress-up clothes, dolls, animals or 
people figures, bowls and cooking utensils, 
and recycled materials (such as boxes and 
blankets for building pretend structures) 
supports children’s imaginative play. 
Including photos of children’s families in this 
area also supports children’s “family play.” 
Inviting families to contribute familiar items 
to this area can help invite all children in and 
extend their play. 

Connections With Language Development  

• Materials that incorporate children’s home languages (such as books, other printed media, music, 
and recordings) encourage children’s connection to their home language and culture. Including 
materials in the home language also provides a meaningful, contextualized way for care educators 
to engage with children in their home language. 

• Providing children with sturdy books or books made from fabric that they can explore by touching, 
flipping through the pages, pointing at pictures, or even mouthing helps children develop 
early literacy skills. Including durable handmade books about children’s families or children’s 
explorations in the early learning and care setting encourages a child’s reflection and connection 
to family. 

• Offering areas in the environment and materials that are conducive to playing and talking with 
peers and care educators, such as a seating or rug area, encourages peers and care educators to 
be together, facing each other. Care educators can offer play materials that a small number of 
children can play with together. 
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Area of Practice 

Individualizing the Environment and Materials to Meet Each 
Child’s Strengths and Needs 

Each child develops at their own pace and in their own way. Individual differences among children are 
influenced by both experience and personal traits such as temperament tendencies (NAEYC, 2020). 
Given differences among children, care educators can use observation and documentation to plan and 
adapt the environment to support each child’s learning and development. Through thoughtful planning 
of the environment and materials with the developmental trajectory of the individual child in mind, care 
educators can increase their responsiveness to each child and make learning experiences more personally 
meaningful.
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Practice 

Providing children with appropriate challenges to support their emerging concepts  
or skills 

Infants and toddlers thrive in environments that offer a mix of familiarity, novelty, and developmentally 
appropriate challenges. By observing children and providing them with challenges that are slightly 
outside of their current level, children have an opportunity to practice perseverance and problem-solving 
(Vygotsky, 1980). Appropriately challenging children can support their sense of agency—the ability to 
make things happen and their recognition of that ability. Engaging children with just enough challenge 
with some support (or scaffolding) allows children to make mistakes as part of developing in a nurturing 
and safe environment. For example, a 25-month-old who is trying to pour milk into a cup from a small 
pitcher may spill milk on the table or pour too much in the cup. With encouragement and guidance from a 
care educator, the child will have the opportunity to learn from their errors (e.g., that it is helpful to hold 
the pitcher with two hands) while they try and try again. Below are some considerations when selecting 
materials to support children’s emerging concepts and skills:  

• observing what new skills children are close 
to achieving as they play and engage with 
materials in their environment. Then, care 
educators use their observations to support 
children’s emerging skills as they develop in 
real time. For example, when a 3-month-old 
shows their first signs of wanting to reach for 
and grasp objects, a care educator supports 
this new skill by placing objects within arm’s 
reach to allow the child to grasp them. This 
gives infants experiences in coordinating 
their eyes, arms, hands, and fingers to 
interact with objects. Children’s physical 
efforts in the face of challenge will help them 
strengthen the muscles they need to master 
the skill of reaching and grasping. Their 
efforts help them build a sense that they can 

take action on their own to make something 
happen or do something new with their 
body. 

• familiarizing yourself with how children 
of various ages and developmental levels 
use the same object in varying ways (Lobo 
et al., 2014). As children explore and play 
with objects, care educators observe how 
children’s exploration and play become more 
complex as they develop, and care educators 
provide play materials that support children 
during each step of development. For 
example, while a 6-month-old may mouth 
books, a 22-month-old might flip the pages 
and talk to themself, touch and name the 
pictures, or organize and stack the books.
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In-Practice Example  
Jayden Learns to Roll Over 

Mr. Carlos has observed that 4-month-old Jayden is trying to roll over onto his tummy when he places 
him on his back on the play mat. Jayden kicks his legs and swings his arms and turns his head to one 
side. Sometimes, Jayden even manages to rock his body onto his side but doesn’t manage to roll 
over completely. Mr. Carlos reads through his documentation and reflects on how he can continue 
to challenge and encourage Jayden to roll over. One day, after they play with a stuffed animal that 
Jayden’s mother brought in, Mr. Carlos places it next to Jayden while he is on his back, just out of 
reach. He watches how Jayden turns his head to the side to look at the stuffed animal and extends his 
arm to try to reach it but can’t. He continues to try, and even rolls onto his side, but doesn’t roll over 
completely. As a result, Jayden cries and kicks his legs in frustration. Responding to Jayden’s frustration, 
Mr. Carlos shakes the stuffed animal and says, “Oh look, you’re on your side! You’re getting closer to 
grabbing the bear!” Jayden looks at the bear and smiles as Mr. Carlos brings the bear closer to him. A 
few days later, Mr. Carlos once again places the stuffed animal near Jayden, who this time manages to 
roll over completely onto his tummy to touch the bear. 

Reflection 
Questions 

Think about the following questions by yourself or with a colleague: 

1. What was meaningful to you about Jayden’s learning? 

2. What might you use in your own practice?
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Practice 

Providing materials and spaces that meet the strengths and needs of children with 
disabilities or developmental delays 

Children with disabilities or developmental 
delays have their own strengths and needs and 
may have varied developmental trajectories. 
Additional supports or adjustments, including 
accommodations, adaptations, or modifications 
to the environment and materials, can allow 
a child to use their developmental assets and 
make the most of the environment’s learning 
opportunities. Incorporating the principles of 
UDL provides a good starting point for including 
children with a range of abilities (CAST, 2024). For 
an infant or toddler with an identified disability 
or developmental delay, it is helpful to establish 
regular communication with the family and 
specialists who are working with the family to 
discuss any additional supports or adjustments 
that can support children’s full participation in 
the learning and care environment in alignment 
with their Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP; 
Pearson et al., 2019). Relevant specialists who 
form part of the child educational team (such as 
with an IFSP) can include early interventionists, 
speech-language pathologists, and physical 
and occupational therapists, among others. 
Specialists will likely suggest cost-effective and 
developmentally appropriate ways to ensure 
materials and spaces meet a child’s support 

needs so they can participate and engage 
in interactions, routines, and play and have 
equitable learning experiences. 

In addition, it is important to note that for infants 
and toddlers with disabilities or developmental 
delays, some adjustments to materials and 
the environment might be needed as part of 
supporting their learning and activities of daily 
living. These adjustments might include physical 
guidance or support from care educators, such as 
supporting toddlers who cannot sit by themselves 
by allowing them to recline against the care 
educator or placing them in a supportive seat or 
against supportive cushions during interactions, 
play, or routines that involve sitting up. 

When needed, as determined in partnership with 
families and the child’s IFSP team, it is important 
to support children with disabilities with access to 
assistive technology devices as early as possible2  
so that they can participate with their peers 
and have equitable access to the physical and 
social environment. Below are examples of ways 
care educators can provide support through the 
environment and materials: 

2 The Assistive Tech Act requires every U.S. state and territory to have an assistive technology center. Ability Tools 
(https://www.abilitytools.org/) is the assistive technology center that serves California and is a useful resource for care 
educators and families.

https://www.abilitytools.org/
https://www.abilitytools.org/
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• providing physical support in the form of 
chairs appropriate for infants and toddlers 
or cushions, or even reclining on a care 
educator for children whose disabilities 
require that they have additional assistance 
sitting independently (Kretch et al., 2023) 

• offering materials with interesting textures 
that children with low vision can explore 

• taping craft sticks to the cover and pages 
of a book or offering books in tablet format 
to make it easier for a child with fine motor 
disabilities to explore 

• offering books with large print or books with 
side-by-side print and braille for children 
who are blind or have low vision to explore 

• securing art materials like paintbrushes or 
large crayons directly to a child’s hand if they 
need additional support with their grip. Care 
educators can also include art and writing 
materials with varying grips and implements 
that adapt to different grips.  

• exploring how to adapt the environment to 
support children with specific sensory needs. 
For example, adaptations might include 
noise-canceling headphones to dampen loud 
noises when necessary, soft stuffed animals 
to hold, safe toys to chew, reduced-intensity 
lights in the space, or limiting or avoiding 
perfumes or other fragrances.
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In-Practice Example  
Ms. Aalayah Modifies Books for Amir to Explore 

Ms. Aalayah, a care educator, introduces learning experiences to the children in her family child care 
program based on children’s interests. After observing and documenting the children’s interest in the 
falling leaves on a neighborhood walk and the change in the weather, she added fall-themed books to 
her reading area. At pickup time on Friday, she asks the families of the children if they have any books 
about the fall season that they would like her to make available to the children. 

The next Tuesday, 34-month-old Amir arrives at drop-off time with his mother who has brought a book 
to add to the books made available to the children. Ms. Aalayah knows that Amir, who has a motor 
disability, needs support in turning the pages of a book. She asks Amir’s mother whether she can 
contact Amir’s occupational therapist so they can brainstorm together how they might support Amir in 
accessing and exploring books. 

During the meeting with the occupational therapist, they discuss several ways to support Amir’s 
interactions with books, including taping craft sticks to each page to help Amir hold onto the pages of 
a book and turn them over. Ms. Aalayah thinks this is a great idea and lets Amir’s mother know that 
she will add craft sticks to books in her learning and care environment as well. Over the next week, Ms. 
Aalayah adapts the environment and adds craft sticks to each of the books she makes available to the 
children. She also decides to place the books on a lower shelf so they are easier to reach. 

A few days later, Ms. Aalayah observes children in her setting exploring the new books. She notices 
that Amir, who usually doesn’t show much interest in the books made available to the children, is very 
excited about the new books. Amir picks up the book his mother brought in and carefully grabs hold of 
the craft sticks and turns over each page. He points to a picture with lots of pumpkins and says, “More 
pumpkins.” 

Reflection 
Questions 

Think about the following questions by yourself or with a colleague: 

1. What interested you about how the adaptations to the learning 
and care environment and materials support Amir’s learning and 
development? 

2. How might ideas in this example be useful in your collaboration 
with families and specialists when providing additional supports and 
adjustments to the environment and materials in the care setting?
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Area of Practice 

Providing a Variety of Materials That Children Can Explore 

Thoughtfully selecting play materials is a primary component of setting up the infant and toddler 
environment. Providing materials that engage all the senses and that can be explored in different ways 
invites children’s interest and motivation. This may include open-ended materials and everyday materials. 
Open-ended materials (such as blocks, balls, water, sand, play dough) encourage children to explore freely 
and do not have a single intended purpose. Everyday materials may include things that are readily found in 
the family or care setting (eating and cooking utensils, nesting bowls, containers, pots and pans, baskets, 
pieces of fabric), recycled materials (cardboard boxes, egg cartons, paper towel rolls), or natural materials 
(pinecones, shells, nontoxic leaves) (Herzberg et al., 2022). Care educators should always be mindful of 
the safety of materials, make sure they are developmentally appropriate, and supervise children’s play. By 
observing children’s interests in different materials and reflecting on their developing knowledge and skills 
as children explore things, care educators plan how they might offer materials that support infants’ and 
toddlers’ learning and development across domains. 

Connections With Cognitive Development 

• Open-ended and everyday materials (such as blocks, balls, ribbons, cardboard boxes, egg cartons, 
paper towel rolls, and measuring cups) invite children to explore, investigate, and learn about the 
properties of objects. 

• Collections of objects that vary in color, size, or shape (such as shape sorters, big blocks, stacking 
cups, stacking rings, and puzzles) allow children to explore concepts like number sense, spatial 
thinking, and classification by counting, sorting, stacking, filling, and emptying. 

• Distinct spaces in the environment for different learning experiences and routines (such as a 
story corner, pretend play area, gross motor play area, and a table for mealtimes) set predictable 
patterns for children that support their understanding of the sequence of events. These areas 
also support children in their spatial thinking as they learn to navigate their environment.
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Practice 

Providing materials that encourage exploration, problem-solving, and creativity 

Some of the best and most interesting materials 
to infants and toddlers are open-ended materials 
and everyday materials (Swirbul et al., 2022). 
Open-ended materials invite children to problem-
solve and pursue investigations that are of 
interest to them. Similarly, everyday materials, 
which can have an obvious intended use in care 
educators’ minds, can also support infants’ and 
toddlers’ playful exploration. For example, a 
27-month-old might use an empty laundry basket 
as a race car, a baby doll carrier, a place to throw 
a ball, or something to drag behind them as 
they walk around. None of these uses are what 
most adults would consider the laundry basket’s 
intended use but demonstrate how everyday 
materials encourage children to be creative 
and show flexibility in their thinking. This kind 
of play with open-ended materials also gives 
the care educator information about what the 
child is thinking about and what is important 
to them. Interactions centered around open-
ended and everyday materials can also generate 
conversations with others that support language 
and social and emotional development (Schatz et 
al., 2022). Below are some considerations when 
selecting materials that encourage exploration, 
problem-solving, and creativity: 

Open-ended materials invite 
children to problem-solve 
and pursue investigations 
that are of interest to them. 

• including collections of objects that vary 
in color, size, texture, or shape that allow 
children to explore the properties of objects 
(round, soft, heavy, red, big). As children 
develop, they may use these materials to 
explore concepts like number sense, spatial 
thinking, and classification. For example, 
during supervised play, children may use 
hand-sized rocks, wood rounds, counting 

bears, shape blocks, large buttons, or socks 
to count, sort, or stack. 

• offering developmentally appropriate 
materials that have multiple parts and that 
can be manipulated through a variety of 
movements. These may include objects 
with buttons or sliding parts, objects with 
lids, stacking cups, nesting bowls, different-
shaped wood pieces, large wooden beads, 
puzzles, or shape sorters. These types of 
materials allow children to practice their 
fine motor development while problem-
solving. For example, when a 21-month-old 
sorts blocks into a shape sorter, they engage 
in problem-solving when they try different 
holes to fit it in and use their fine motor 
skills when turning the shapes in different 
orientations. 

• setting up areas with pretend play items 
(such as dolls, people figures, containers of 
different sizes, dress-up clothes, cloth bags, 
and various pieces of fabric) or art materials 
(such as large crayons, thick pencils, fingers 
paints, and paper). These types of materials 
are important for fostering children’s 
creativity, symbolic thinking, fine motor 
development, and developing sense of self 
through artistic expression.
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• encouraging children to use familiar objects 
in new ways or in new contexts. For example, 
during supervised play, a care educator can 
offer leaves, flowers, stones, and sticks in 
different areas for a 30-month-old to use in 
arts and crafts or set out books rather than 
blocks for an 18-month-old to build with. 
Play and experimentation with these types of 
materials allow children to develop cognitive 
flexibility. 

• building on children’s interests in everyday 
materials to support their language 
development by engaging in conversations 
with them about different properties of the 
objects they are using (“That box you are 
pushing looks heavy. How will you move 

it?”) or how they are using them (“You 
pushed that button on the flashlight! What 
happened?”). Experiences like these expose 
young children to new vocabulary, support 
their curiosity in interacting with objects, and 
invite them to engage in interactions with 
care educators. 

• documenting how children are using 
open-ended and everyday materials, 
what questions they are exploring, and 
what concepts and skills they are learning 
and developing. Reflect on ways early 
care educators might adapt the materials 
provided to allow children to explore new 
concepts or skills.
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In-Practice Example  
Liam and Izumi Explore Cardboard Boxes 

Ms. Gabriela, a care educator, has observed that 13-month-old Liam, a child in her family child care 
program, is very interested in filling and emptying containers and is exploring concepts like cause 
and effect. Ms. Gabriela decides to leave out a few cardboard boxes along with some balls, bells, and 
pinecones. Liam crawls over to one of the boxes, picks up a pinecone and drops it inside the box. 
“You put the pinecone inside the box,” says Ms. Gabriela. Next, Liam picks up a bell and drops it into 
the box. He laughs when he hears the sound it makes as it hits the bottom. Ms. Gabriela asks, “Did 
you hear the bell jingle?” Liam babbles in response, and Ms. Gabriela replies, “Yes, the bell made the 
sound!” Liam picks up another bell, drops it into the box, and laughs again. 

A little later, Izumi, a 34-month-old, walks over to one of the bigger cardboard boxes. Izumi steps 
inside the box, sits down, and says, “Vroom, vroom,” while pretending to drive. “Are you driving a 
car? Or a bus?” asks Ms. Gabriela. “I drive bus,” replies Izumi. Ms. Gabriela grabs a stuffed dog, walks 
it toward the bus and asks in a pretend play voice, “Excuse me bus driver, is there space on the bus?” 
Izumi pretends to open a door, and Ms. Gabriela places the dog in the cardboard box behind Izumi. 

Reflection 
Questions 

Think about the following questions by yourself or with a colleague: 

1. What did you find inspiring about the materials that Ms. Gabriela set up 
for Liam and Izumi? 

2. What interested you about the children’s cognitive and language 
development? 

3. What in this example might you use in your own practice?
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Practice 

Providing materials that allow children to use all their senses 

Infants’ daily experiences with novel sounds, sights, sensations, smells, and tastes set the foundation 
for how they come to understand their world and express their curiosity and initiative. When selecting 
materials for children’s play, it is important to consider how these materials engage children’s senses (such 
as sight, hearing, touch, taste, smell, and proprioception). Engaging multiple senses while they explore 
supports children’s flexibility in learning (Bahrick & Lickliter, 2003, 2009). To engage children’s multiple 
senses, care educators offer a variety of textures, colors, shapes, sizes, and sounds. Below are some ideas 
for including materials that invite sensory exploration: 

• offering children objects that they can safely 
explore with their mouth such as textured 
objects, teethers, objects with interesting 
shapes, and soft stuffed animals. One of 
the primary ways infants in the first years of 
life explore objects is by using their mouth. 
Mouthing can also be soothing and help 
them calm down. Care educators should 
ensure that the objects children mouth are 
a safe size and made of nontoxic material. 
Objects should be sanitized after each child 
uses them. 

• offering objects with contrasting patterns 
or shapes that infants in the early months 
can perceive with their developing eyesight. 
Including items and materials in the 
environment that are visually stimulating 
for infants helps support their perceptual 
development. 

• providing objects made of a variety of 
materials such as wood, cloth, stone, plastic, 
and metal. This can encourage children’s 
natural exploration of the properties of 
objects. 

• setting up the eating environment for 
children who can safely enjoy solid food 
that allows allergy friendly food exploration, 
encouraging children to explore the taste, 
smell, and textures of new foods and to use 

their hands or exercise their beginning skills 
with utensils. Care educators communicate 
with the children’s families to learn about 
food preferences and to share when they 
introduce different foods during a child’s 
early development. Opportunities for 
food exploration can include introducing 
food from a variety of cultures, which can 
provide new sensory stimulation while 
also representing the diversity of children’s 
families and communities. 

• choosing sturdy books with pages that have 
different textures to feel or other physical 
characteristics that infants and toddlers 
can explore using their senses. Early in life, 
children may choose to explore books by 
mouthing, touching, or shaking, so care 
educators provide them with sturdy board 
books, or books made from fabric that can 
be dropped and that will not tear. As they 
grow older, infants and toddlers may turn 
pages and look at pictures. These types of 
exploration are important for children’s early 
literacy development. For nonmobile infants, 
open books can be placed near them where 
they are lying. Family photos can also be 
displayed on the back of a shelf or on a cube 
near the infant. 

• offering opportunities for sensory play such 
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as a water table, sandbox, mud kitchen, clay, 
or play dough. Children have varying sensory 
needs and may not enjoy interacting with 
all sensory materials. Observing each child’s 
response to these learning experiences is 
important. Nonmobile infants may enjoy 
supervised water exploration using a 
cookie sheet with a small amount of water 
that is placed within their reach. Sensory 
play encourages children to explore the 
characteristics of different materials and to 
practice fine motor skills. Sensory play can 
be soothing and calming, helping children to 
regulate their own emotions. 

• observing how children are using their 
senses to explore the materials and 
environment around them. Care educators 
might note which senses children primarily 
use and which ones they use less frequently. 
Care educators then plan how they might 
introduce materials that encourage children 
to explore with less frequently used senses. 
For example, on a trip to the nearby nature 
area, an 18-month-old might pick bunches 
of different nontoxic flowers to smell and 
touch. 

Connections With Perceptual and Motor Development 

• Allowing children to explore everyday materials that vary in textures (soft stuffed animal, stiff 
cardboard boxes), sizes (small cups, big blocks), weights (empty versus filled water bottles), 
and shapes (circle, triangle, or square wood or plastic pieces) is important for supporting the 
development of their perceptual skills.  

• Smaller, open-ended, and everyday materials, such as blocks, crayons, cups and eating utensils, 
or small pieces of food, can help children develop control of the muscles of their hands and 
fingers to support their fine motor development. 

• Access to different surfaces and objects like soft floor mats, carpets, decks, sidewalks, grass, 
small steps, chairs or couches, and slides allow children to practice different gross motor 
movements like lying down, rolling over, sitting, crawling, pulling themselves up, walking, 
climbing, and sliding.
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Area of Practice 

Planning and Updating the Environment and Materials Based on 
Children’s Interests 

Children’s skills and behaviors keep changing as they develop. The interests of infants and toddlers often 
shift as they develop new skills. Children need spaces and materials that match their physical growth, 
emerging skills, and developing identities and interests (NAEYC, 2020). Thus, regularly planning spaces and 
materials that invite children to engage in increasingly complex play, to take on new challenges, and to 
practice emerging skills is an ongoing process. Care educators base their planning on ongoing observation 
and documentation of children’s exploration and play. 

Practice 

Planning the daily materials, areas, and learning experiences children have available to 
explore 

Observing and documenting children’s behaviors, developing skills, approaches to learning, and changing 
interests allows care educators to reflect on how the materials and environment are meeting the 
developing skills, strengths, and needs of children. This allows educators to plan what changes to make 
to the materials, areas, and learning experiences to support children in taking the next step in learning 
(Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2004). Below are some ideas for planning materials and 
learning experiences that keep children engaged in learning: 

• incorporating common events like changes 
in the weather, expected routines, or 
new visitors as center points for planning 
materials and learning experiences. For 
example, if it is a hot day outside, set up 
buckets, pans, and small cups with shallow 
water for splashing and pouring in a shaded 
outside space. These types of materials offer 
rich opportunities for supervised sensory 
play and allow children to investigate the 
properties of water. 

• finding ways to build on infants’ and 
toddlers’ changing interests when planning 
materials and learning experiences. For 

example, a 22-month-old who sees trucks 
on their daily walk to the early learning and 
care setting might communicate interest in 
them. Reflecting on this child’s interest, a 
care educator might think about how trucks 
can be incorporated as part of play and daily 
routines to encourage the child to further 
explore their interest (e.g., as toys, in books, 
during walks outside, as part of pretend play 
with peers). In addition to adding actual toy 
trucks to the environment, placing photos of 
trucks or truck books near building materials 
can engage children’s creativity and spark 
pretend play.
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Research to Practice  
Technology as Part of Environments and Materials 

Infants and toddlers learn best when they are actively exploring places and things in the real world. 
Technology such as smartphones, tablets, and television are a common part of modern life and are 
frequently part of our everyday environment and materials, interactions, and routines. It is important 
for caregivers to know that, because infants’ and toddlers’ brains are still developing, they are often 
not yet able to make sense of what they see on screens (Hill et al., 2016). The American Academy of 
Pediatrics (2022) guidelines on screen time suggest that media use should be very limited for infants 
and toddlers. Therefore, care educators should set up the environment in ways that limit exposure to 
screens for infants and toddlers in their care (Hill et al., 2016). 

For families, screen use in the home should be limited to chatting with family on a videocall or briefly 
watching high-quality programming together and communicating about what is happening on-screen 
(American Academy of Pediatrics, 2022). It is crucial that a caregiver be present, cowatching and 
interacting with the child while viewing. Purposeful and shared interactions while using media and 
screens can help children process what they see. 

Practice 

Introducing familiar materials and new materials together to support a balance 
between predictability and novelty 

Changing the environments, materials, and learning experiences children engage with offers new 
possibilities for them to explore, while at the same time familiar environments and materials that are 
predictable help them focus on novelty and continue to learn (La Paro & Gloeckler, 2016). Below are some 
ideas for introducing new and familiar materials: 

• keeping some materials consistent in the environment while changing others. Examples include 
moving them to different locations; putting them away; or adding new materials to familiar ones, 
such as adding animals and small pieces of fabric to a collection of familiar blocks. Educators also put 
out objects that children may not have played with recently and therefore may seem “new” to them 
once again. By observing children’s interactions with different materials and reflecting on children’s 
developing knowledge and skills, care educators can plan how they might change the materials in the 
environment. 

• discovering new materials and introducing them into the environment. Novel materials may include 
everyday items, recycled materials, and natural materials that children have not explored and played 
with recently. Rotating objects available to children can increase interest and curiosity. Care educators 
also provide familiar materials in novel areas or situations (e.g., pretend play materials at the sensory 
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table for an 18-month-old or a branch from a nearby flowering tree [nontoxic] displayed on a small 
table inside, crayons or pencils in the pretend play area to scribble or draw a grocery list for a 
33-month-old, or building materials outside on a blanket for a child who is crawling). 

Practice 

Providing objects that build on children’s interests 

Each child develops unique interests. It is common for their interests to be tied to new challenges and 
skills they are grappling with. Lived experiences in their families and communities also have an important 
impact on children’s interests. As part of regularly planning and updating the environment and materials, it 
is important to communicate with families about children’s experiences and interests, observe the interests 
of children while in the early learning and care setting, and notice how these interests might change as 
they learn new skills and behaviors as part of their development. Below are some considerations when 
selecting materials that interest children:  

• considering the ideas or questions children 
are investigating and offering objects 
that allow children to explore those ideas 
and problem-solve. For example, for a 
15-month-old interested in dropping objects 
down inclines to notice what happens, 
offer objects of different shapes, sizes, 
and textures that they can drop down a 
ramp, slide, or hill. Care educators add a 
variety of ramps for this kind of exploration. 
This allows children to continue exploring 
ideas of cause and effect, gravity, friction, 
and properties of objects such as their 
size or shape. These kinds of exploratory 
experiences often involve social, perceptual, 
motor, language, and creative skill 
development as well. Children love to 
collaborate and communicate with each 
other when trying out new ideas as they 
test their own physical and creative ways 
to use materials. For example, a peer might 
choose to join the 15-month-old in dropping 
a ball down a ramp and squeal with 
excitement as the ball is dropped again. 

• observing children’s interest in different 
materials and planning opportunities for 
learning and development. For example, a 
32-month-old who enjoys playing with toy 
animals and making animal sounds may also 
be interested in a care educator reading 
them a book about animals or in play items 
for pretending to be veterinarians. Providing 
materials that build on children’s interests 
also offer opportunities to learn new words 
through interactions with care educators. 

• considering children’s temperament and 
approaches to learning when providing 
objects. Children react differently to similar 
materials and environments: Some may 
express curiosity right away while others 
may be slower to warm up and take their 
time observing before beginning to explore 
and interact with available materials. Care 
educators take these differences into 
account when planning.
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In-Practice Example  
A Quiet Area for Eliza to Play 

Ms. Mira takes time daily to document her observations of each child and meets weekly with Mr. 
Malik, her colleague/coteacher, to discuss their observations and plan for the coming week. Ms. Mira 
is documenting her observations of Eliza, a 29-month-old child whose family speaks both English and 
Vietnamese. Ms. Mira speaks both English and Vietnamese and has noticed that Eliza enjoys building 
with a variety of materials and perseveres the most when she can build in environments that are 
not too crowded or noisy. Ms. Mira has also noticed that in play areas where it is noisier or there is 
frequent movement from other children, Eliza is more likely to become distracted and frustrated with 
setbacks, such as when her tower falls over. 

Ms. Mira discusses how they might support and encourage Eliza’s interest in building with Mr. Malik. 
They look over Ms. Mira’s notes and recall a situation where Eliza was playing in the sandbox but was 
distracted when she noticed some peers going down the slide next to her. When Eliza turned to look 
at the children on the slide, she knocked over her sand tower. Eliza got frustrated and threw a bucket 
on the ground. 

Mr. Malik and Ms. Mira decide to create a quiet space in the care environment with fewer 
distractions. They set up the quiet area in the corner of the indoor environment, with a cushion and 
some foam blocks. Understandably, Eliza will likely continue to encounter bustling areas outside of 
the quiet area. So, Mr. Malik also suggests that Ms. Mira might provide some guidance to Eliza in 
moments of frustration so she can learn to cope with challenges. 

The next day after breakfast, Ms. Mira introduces the new play area to the children in their 
environment. She lets them know that this area is for quiet time. Eliza goes to the quiet area almost 
immediately and starts building a tower with the foam blocks, maintaining focus and attention. When 
her tower falls over, Ms. Mira notices that Eliza calmly picks up the blocks and starts building again. 
Ms. Mira shares her observation with Eliza. “Looks like you are going to make another building. Will 
this one be the same or different from your other one?” Eliza smiles and announces in Vietnamese, 
“Lần này, lớn hơn!” (This one will be even bigger!). Ms. Mira smiles back and acknowledges Eliza’s 
response communicating, “I’m excited to see your next tower!” 

For the next week, Ms. Mira sets up different open-ended materials in the quiet area each day that 
allow Eliza to continue exploring her interest in building. Ms. Mira observes that Eliza plays there 
almost every day and one day played calmly alongside another child who joined in the building. She 
has noted in her documentation that Eliza is focused when playing with these open-ended materials, 
and she spends more time working through challenges.
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Reflection 
Questions 

Think about the following questions by yourself or with a colleague: 

1. What about the example was meaningful to you that you noticed? 

2. What did you find inspiring about the way Ms. Mira adapted the 
environment and materials? 

3. What ideas from this example might you use in your own practice?
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Closing 
Creating a safe and nurturing learning and care environment is central to infants’ and toddlers’ growth 
and development. A vitally important role of care educators is to set up and plan the environment and 
materials within the care setting. The overall approach and practices provided in this chapter highlight the 
importance of the planning cycle of observing and documenting, studying and interpreting, and developing 
and implementing a plan as part of cultivating inclusive, responsive, and joyful environments and materials 
for all children. 

The practices presented in this chapter emphasize the importance of partnering with families, arranging 
the environment to offer predictable and accessible choices for play and exploration, individualizing the 
environment to meet children where they are developmentally, providing a variety of materials to explore, 
and regularly planning and updating the environment and materials. These areas of practice offer a starting 
point from which care educators can tailor the learning and care environment to support all children in 
their care. 

Reflection 
Questions 

Here are some questions to help you as a care educator reflect on the learning 
and care environment and materials: 

1. What practice(s) did you learn more about and would like to incorporate 
as part of your ongoing planning cycle? 

a. How might you plan to observe and document how children use 
spaces in your learning and care environment? 

b. What open-ended materials and everyday materials do you already 
use as part of the learning and care environment? What else might 
you use? 

2. When organizing the environment to provide access to a variety of 
materials, what are some ways you can establish predictability and 
familiarity while also updating the learning and care environment and 
materials based on children’s interests? 

3. What strategies might you implement to individualize the learning and 
care environment and materials to children’s developmental needs? 
What about making the environment and materials more inclusive and 
culturally relevant?
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