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Introduction

We are proud to offer you Volume II of Progressive Education in Context. In 
this edition, members of the School for Children community describe aspects of 
progressive education in terms of their own area of expertise and experience. 

•	 Anne	 Tobias,	 a	 4/5s	 teacher,	 shares	 her	 understanding	 and	 perspective	 of	 the	
intellectual, social, and emotional development of children in Young Children at 
Play.	This	article	clarifies,	and	builds	an	appreciation	and	understanding	of,	 the	
importance of play in the lives of children. 

•	 The	second	article,	Technology at the Bank Street School for Children, is written by 
Wendy	Apfel,	the	Technology	Coordinator.	Wendy	shares	the	overriding	mission,	
vision, and values of technology in conjunction with progressive education. 

•	 In	the	third	article	by	Meghan	Armstrong,	a	10/11s	teacher,	we	follow	her	summer	
journey to China in terms of the China curriculum that she teaches. 

We hope that these articles provide you with different and distinct perspectives 
on our educational program and community. Happy reading!
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Young Children at Play
By Anne Tobias

Take	two	steps	into	a	classroom	of	four-	and	five-year-olds.	Then	just	lean	against	
the wall…listen…watch.

Over	by	the	windows,	two	girls	are	taking	wooden	blocks	from	the	shelf	and	set-
ting	 them	down	on	 the	floor.	 They	move	with	 purpose,	 and	 their	 block	 structures	
quickly	begin	to	fill	the	space.	As	they	work,	they	talk:	“Let’s	make	big	squares	for	
us	to	go	into!”	“That’s	too	hard.”	“Well,	how	’bout	we	make	just	one?”	More	work,	
nudging	the	end	of	a	block	into	place,	lowering	the	last	long	shape	carefully,	climb-
ing	into	the	large	square	enclosure.	The	girls’	voices	ring	out:	“We’re	sailing!	To	San	
Francisco!	Get	books	to	read	along	the	way.”

A	few	feet	away,	a	table	is	strewn	with	scraps	of	paper.	Several	children	are	draw-
ing	and	snipping	with	scissors.	A	boy	firmly	presses	down	on	a	piece	of	tape,	affixing	
a	flat	wooden	stick	to	his	drawing.	Lifting	it	up	he	cries,	“Who	wants	a	ticket	to	the	
volcano?”	and	walks	around	the	classroom,	repeating	his	message.	Soon	children	are	
swept	into	his	idea,	eager	for	a	ticket,	which	the	boy	rushes	back	to	the	table	to	make.	
In	time,	business	is	so	good,	he	teams	up	with	a	partner	to	keep	up	with	demand.

At	a	broad	table	near	the	sink,	a	child	tears	a	small	chunk	of	clay	from	a	larger	
mound,	then	pushes	it	flat	on	a	clay	board.	Again	and	again,	she	repeats	the	action	
until	the	flattened	pieces	form	a	long	line	that	scrolls	away	from	her	board	to	meet	a	
similar	clay	line	made	by	a	friend.	Moments	later,	the	children	start	talking	about	the	
Hudson River, as their own clay rivers emerge and connect.     

	This	classroom	is	full	of	movement	and	sound.	The	vital	pace	of	interchange	runs	
as a current through the air. Children are playing, and through play, children are learn-
ing	about	themselves,	each	other,	and	their	environment.	They	are	making	meaning.

Play	offers	children	space	to	explore	their	salient	social-emotional	ideas—about	
power, about danger and safety, about caring and being cared for, about the fascinat-
ing	details	and	workings	of	their	human	and	material	environment.	As	part	of	their	
study	of	 the	New	York	City	subway,	a	group	of	children	used	hollow	blocks	on	the	
deck	to	build	their	own	train—a	seat	for	the	driver	and	a	place	for	the	conductor	to	
walk,	seats	for	passengers,	a	caboose	to	store	“freight,”	and,	ever	more	fabulously,	a	
game	room	and	a	special	place	for	traveling	cats.	Maps	aided	travel.	Rails	got	broken	
and	fixed.	Taxis	ferried	passengers	to	the	train	station.	Children	played	through	what	
they	knew,	what	they	wished	for,	and	what	they	wondered	about.

For	young	children,	the	world	can	sometimes	be	a	scary	place.	Children	seek	ways	
to feel safe and powerful, and test their fears. Enacting a thrilling conquest over mon-
sters, children can actively try out their thoughts and feelings in a way that seems 
real or almost real in the moment but exists with an understood degree of separation 
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from	reality.	In	the	midst	of	play,	a	child	will	sometimes	 look	up	and	say,	“But	 it’s	
only	pretend,”	as	if	to	reassure	herself	and	others.	One	day,	a	girl	stood	at	the	snow-
filled	sensory	table,	using	one	hand	to	direct	small	plastic	whales	through	the	chilly	
mounds	and	pools.	In	the	other	hand,	she	grasped	a	“mean”	shark	and	swam	him	
close	to	the	whales,	saying	“but	he	can’t	come	in	to	where	the	babies	are.”	Danger	
was present, yet safety prevailed.

Through	play,	children	create	and	control	their	own	versions	of	the	world	as	they	
move	toward	more	complex	understandings.	Deciding	to	be	a	family	in	the	dramat-
ic-play	area,	one	child	says,	“I	want	 to	be	 the	mommy!”	Brows	 furrowed,	another	
child	says,	“But	I’m	the	mommy.”	The	moment	bristles,	ideas	about	family	and	the	
force	of	personal	agendas	seem	to	collide,	then:	“We	could	both	be	mommies.	Some-
times	there	are	two	mommies.”	The	game	moves	on,	 its	family	firmly	in	place.	But	
a	slight	and	essential	shift	has	taken	place.	A	child’s	need	has	been	accommodated	
by	a	friend.	An	understanding	about	families	has	been	spoken	and	accepted.	In	the	
context of play, children are growing and learning.

Classrooms	in	Bank	Street’s	Lower	School	are	set	up	to	invite	play,	with	teach-
ers	 firm	 in	 the	 belief	 that	 children	 at	 play	 are	meaningfully	 involved	 in	 aspects	 of	
social,	emotional,	and	cognitive	development—a	core	piece	of	learning.	As	children	
strive to create play themes and then propel the play forward, they actively engage 
with one another, using language and action to express ideas and feelings related to 
their own unfolding understanding of themselves in the world as well as discovering 
and	navigating	other	children’s	perspectives.	One	year,	birthday	parties	were	a	big	
theme	in	the	dramatic-play	area,	with	children	bringing	their	experience	to	bear	as	
they	collaborated	on	this	idea.	“Let’s	pretend	it’s	your	birthday	today,”	said	one	child.	
“Here’s	your	birthday	card!”	And	the	story	was	off	and	running,	with	the	busy	writing	
of birthday invitations, travel to the party in a taxi through rain and snow, then arrival 
at	the	birthday	child’s	hollow-block	house.	“Ding,	dong.	We’re	here!	I	got	the	pizza	
and the cheeses and some fruits too.” Children managed their different preferences 
for	the	details	of	birthday	celebrations	by	taking	turns	being	the	birthday	child	and	
being in charge of the narrative of the play.

Clearly, though play is an intuitive and primary activity for most typically devel-
oping children, it is, at the same time, a complex and challenging activity. For the 
ongoing	demands	of	collaboration	are	strong,	asking	children	to	arrive	at	a	multitude	
of	mutual	agreements	and	to	resolve	a	multitude	of	conflicts	as	they	attempt	to	share	
space,	materials,	and	 ideas.	Two	girls	and	one	boy	have	built	a	“police	boat”	with	
hollow	blocks	in	the	classroom.	While	their	friend	stirs	corks	in	a	bowl	to	make	“egg	
soup”	for	the	hard-working	crew,	the	other	children	pick	up	telephones	and	talk	to	
each	other.	“Ahoy,	captain!”	“Is	something	bad	happening?”	“There’s	oil,	and	a	hole	
in	the	bottom	of	the	boat.”	This	news	gets	the	attention	of	the	cook	who	rushes	to	
“try	to	fix	it.”	She	looks	with	annoyance	at	her	girl	friend	and	says,	“You’re	only	call-
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ing	me	and	not	your	dad.”	Which	causes	the	boy	to	say,	“But	sometimes	you’re	go-
ing	to	call	me,	huh?”	Taking	on	new	roles,	navigating	fast-moving	and	unpredictable	
ideas,	sharing	friends—play	means	taking	risks.	Stretching	to	understand	and	take	
care	of	friends—play	means	actively	practicing	empathy.	

While	children’s	voices	stand	out	in	play,	teachers	maintain	an	important	pres-
ence. On any given day, at any given time, a teacher might serve as an observer, a me-
diator, or even an active player, depending on the needs of the children. In all these 
roles,	and	more,	she	is	a	guide	as	children	take	on	the	complexities	of	play.	Indeed,	
conflicts	 that	arise	during	play—centered	on	 issues	 that	matter	 so	deeply	 to	chil-
dren—are	essential	experiences	that	provide	space	for	teaching	and	learning.	What	
happens	when	a	friend	insists	on	being	“the	boss	of	the	game”?	What	happens	when	
the	chasing	game	gets	too	rough?	What	happens	when	your	friend	decides	to	play	
with	 someone	else?	Grappling	with	 these	 conflicts	 and	working	 toward	 resolution	
provide authentic opportunities for children, supported by their teachers, to grow 
socially and emotionally.

And	then	there	are	the	many	joys.	For	children	still	have	the	power	through	play	
to	become	anything	they	can	imagine	and,	in	playing,	know	the	secret	of	re-inventing	
the world.
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Technology at the Bank Street  
School for Children
Wendy Apfel

Technology	 finds	 its	 home	 in	 a	 unique,	 ever-shifting	 space	within	 progressive	
education.	At	the	School	 for	Children,	we	envision	technology	as	a	tool	to	support	
learning	and	growth,	and	to	help	make	developmentally	appropriate	and	meaningful	
connections between teaching and learning and the outside world. One might ob-
serve	students	from	the	4/5s	capturing	video	on	a	Flipcam	while	on	a	neighborhood	
walk,	and	returning	to	reflect	on	their	findings	in	the	classroom.	In	the	10/11s	one	can	
observe students interacting with students in China, both classes posting photos of 
their	experiences	with	various	day-to-day	activities	including	food	or	transportation,	
viewing each others photos, leaving comments, and replying to questions online. In 
various classrooms within the Upper School, students are collaborating with their 
peers online via secure classroom websites and designing their own websites as part 
of a virtual museum, amongst other projects involving technology. 

As	a	leader	in	progressive	education,	the	School	for	Children	serves	as	a	model	
for	the	meaningful	use	of	technology	in	a	progressive	school	setting.	The	Bank	Street	
School for Children is committed to thoughtful use of technology and ongoing ex-
amination	 of	 its	 impact	 on	 learning,	 individuals,	 and	 the	 community.	 Technology	
provides important tools for teaching and learning, and can enable our teachers and 
students	to:
•	 Support	learning	as	a	social,	collaborative	process
•	 Solve	problems	in	many	different	group	settings
•	 Develop	a	stronger	sense	of	community	and	social	responsibility
•	 Structure	learning	around	artifacts,	stories,	historical	documents,	and	shared	ex-

periences
•	 Design	experiences	which	lead	children	to	make	discoveries	about	big	ideas
•	 Replicate	and	reflect	on	outside	experiences	inside	the	classroom
•	 Support	multiple	means	of	representation,	presentation,	and	expressing	student	

thought
•	 Support	 differentiated	 learning	 experiences	 to	 help	 students	 learn	 in	 the	ways	

that	work	best	for	them
•	 Tap	into	the	diversity	of	the	world	allowing	for	global	connections

As	a	progressive	school,	we	have	an	obligation	to	consistently	evaluate	and	in-
novate with regard to the role technology plays in the achievement of our learning 
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objectives,	in	order	to	best	meet	our	students’	ever	evolving	needs.	Teachers	survey	
their	students’	learning	needs	and	work	with	the	technology	coordinator	to	identify	
and	implement	technology	that	best	meets	students’	needs	and	enhances	curricula.	
Classrooms are equipped with developmentally appropriate and purposefully im-
plemented technology tools for student and faculty use. We examine and integrate 
grade	level	milestones	for	technology	skill	development	into	the	curriculum	to	further	
21st	century	skills	and	innovative	learning	environments.	We	continue	to	promote	the	
safe and responsible use of technology throughout our entire community. 

The	School	for	Children	is	committed	to	the	thoughtful	implementation	of	new	
technologies,	which	connect	teaching	and	learning	to	the	outside	world.	As	we	un-
dertake	this	initiative,	it	 is	important	to	ensure	faculty’s	exposure	to	the	tools	that	
reflect	innovation	and	the	importance	of	technology	in	all	facets	of	our	society.	The	
school is committed to providing appropriate professional development, training, 
and support, so teachers are prepared to integrate technologies that will comple-
ment	and	strengthen	existing	pedagogy.	As	a	school	we	will	ensure	that	new	tech-
nologies are adopted in a strategic fashion, with requisite professional development 
for faculty. We will also provide opportunities for faculty to share and showcase the 
ways they have creatively used technology in their classrooms, and support collegial 
collaboration. We will also pursue partnerships with other Independent Schools and 
organizations	for	purposes	of	expanding	teacher’s	exposure	to	new	technologies.	

The	technology	available	today	offers	unique	opportunities	to	enhance	instruc-
tion and learning in developmentally appropriate ways, empowering students to be 
more	proactive	in	the	acquisition	of	knowledge,	critical	thinking	skills,	and	the	devel-
opment	of	good	 judgment.	As	progressive	educators,	we	are	obligated	to	carefully	
evaluate	new	technology,	tools,	and	content	before	we	can	take	steps	to	thoughtfully	
and meaningfully integrate them into the classroom learning experience. 
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Teaching China
By Meghan Armstrong

[Suzhou] is a very great and noble city. The people are subjects of
the Great Khan, and have paper money. They possess silk in great
quantities, from which they make gold brocade and other stuffs, and
they live by their manufactures and trade... In this city there are
6,000 bridges, all of stone, and so lofty that two ships together
could pass underneath them.

— Marco Polo, 1295

We	gather	in	the	lobby	of	our	swanky	hotel	in	Suzhou,	China,	and	then	walk	up	the	
elegant	spiral	stairs	to	our	reserved	dining	room.	We,	the	fellows	of	China	Institute’s	
Teach China	program,	wait	silently	at	the	door	for	seating	assignments.	The	fifteen	
of us, with our four guides, had spent the day with teachers and administrators of 
Suzhou	High	School,	held	by	many	to	be	the	most	prestigious	high	school	in	China.	
They	 were	 hosting	 a	 banquet	 to	 celebrate	 the	 many	 new	 relationships	 formed	
between teachers from China and the United States.

I	wondered	if	I	would	be	seated	at	the	table	of	honor,	or	the	“kid’s	table,”	as	we	
had	dubbed	it.	I	did	some	quick	calculations	in	my	head,	there	were	seven	teachers	
older	than	I,	and	seven	who	were	younger.	I	wasn’t	sure	how	many	administrators	
and teachers were coming, so my seating assignment could go either way.

“Meghan,	please	sit	at	the	far	table.”	Yay!		I	was	assigned	to	the	table	of	honor!		
I felt ambivalent about being seated based on age, but I was proud to be considered 
one	of	the	master	teachers	in	my	group.	The	seats	at	our	table	were	almost	filled	with	
our	American	leaders	and	Chinese	partners	when	Jim,	with	his	long	grey	hair	and	grey	
beard,	showed	up	late	to	the	event.	Our	leader	looked	at	me	and	asked,	“Meghan,	
can	you	move	to	the	other	table	please?”	I	had	been	demoted	to	the	young	teachers’	
table!		Well,	okay,	that	table	looked	like	much	more	fun	anyway.

We	had	been	in	China	for	two	weeks	and	were	by	now	familiar	with	the	cultural	
practices	of	a	formal	dinner:	the	highest	ranking	person	sits	at	the	far	side	of	the	circular	
table,	facing	the	door.	Then,	elders	are	seated	to	her/his	left	and	right	consecutively,	
according	 to	 rank.	All	dishes	are	offered	first	 to	 the	person	of	honor,	and	he	or	she	
takes	the	choicest	piece	of	meat	or	fruit.	This	person	sometimes	argues	that	it’s	not	
necessary to have the best piece of meat, but it is the job of the inferiors to insist on it. 
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Principal	 Zhuo	 started	 the	 meal	 off	 with	 a	 formal	 toast,	 thanking	 the	 China	
Institute	 for	 traveling	 to	Suzhou,	and	 for	helping	 the	 school	 further	 its	mission	of	
international exchange. We all stood around the table, holding our wine glasses with 
two hands, listening intently to the principal. In China, it is important for inferiors to 
show	respect	by	holding	their	glasses	slightly	lower	during	the	clink.	Since	we	were	
all	eager	to	show	respect	for	each	other,	we	started	by	clinking	high	over	the	table,	
but rapidly, the toasts moved lower and lower until wine glasses were all touching 
the table. 

As	the	meal	came	to	a	close,	the	presentation	of	gifts	began.	First,	Principal	Zhou	
presented	to	our	China	Institute	leader	a	framed	photograph	of	Suzhou	High	School	
with	its	motto	“Behave	with	honesty.	Treat	people	with	sincerity.”	Then,	I	presented	
the	China	Institute	gift	to	Principal	Zhou.	This	entailed	a	rigid	protocol	for	gift	giving:		
First,	you	must	say	what	you’re	 thanking	the	person	 for.	Second,	you	describe	 the	
present	to	the	audience	and	tell	why	you	chose	it.	Third,	you	present	the	gift	with	two	
hands. Fourth, you smile for the photographs while both the giver and receiver hold 
onto the gift.

In	 my	 speech,	 I	 thanked	 Principal	 Zhou	 for	 taking	 the	 time	 to	 show	 us	 his	
extraordinary	school,	explaining	to	us	their	 local	geography-based	curriculum,	and	
walking	us	through	the	school	museum	which	contained	5,000	year	old	artifacts	that	
Suzhou	High	School	 students	had	unearthed,	 preserved,	 and	 curated.	Our	 tour	of	
Suzhou	High	School	had	truly	changed	the	way	I	thought	about	education	in	China.	
While	you’ll	have	to	consult	my	co-fellows	as	to	the	adequacy	of	my	gratitude	speech	
and description of the gift, I can say that I managed to hold onto it with two hands 
while	smiling	for	the	camera.	To	me,	it	was	a	cultural	success.

Suzhou	was	 just	one	of	 the	places	I	had	come	to	see	on	this	month-long	tour.	
I was selected, along with fourteen other teachers from across the country, for the 
China	Institutes’	annual	Teach	China	study	tour.	We	spent	all	of	this	past	July	on	an	
information-packed	tour	of	five	Chinese	cities.	During	this	time,	we	traveled	with	our	
own personal professor, Professor Renqui Yu, who gave lectures almost every day. 
We	met	 daily	 with	 experts	 and	 officials,	 learning	 about	 culture,	 religion,	 politics,	
education, economics, and history.

The	 fifth	 grade	 humanities	 curriculum	 at	 Bank	 Street	 is	 a	 year-long	 study	 of	
China.	I	co-wrote	the	China	curriculum	two	years	ago,	with	my	humanities	partner	
Eve	Andrias.	China	has	proven	an	excellent	basis	 for	our	humanities	curriculum	as	
we	are	able	to	compare	and	contrast	another	culture	in	order	to	think	deeply	about	
our broad curricular themes of culture, geography, leadership, and immigration. 
The	themes	of	the	curriculum	had	been	determined	before	we	started	writing;	and	
Chinese	 culture,	 rich	with	 ancient	 civilization	 and	modern	 paradigms,	 has	 proven	
to be an exciting, engaging, and increasingly relevant way to explore those themes. 
Never	having	been	to	China,	I	had	only	secondhand	knowledge	of	the	country.	Since	
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I was now using it as a vehicle to teach about culture, I felt the need to study the 
primary	 text:	 the	country	 itself.	 I	needed	to	see	and	 learn	 for	myself	 to	be	able	 to	
teach others.

The	value	of	studying	other	cultures	comes	first	from	exposure	to	other	ways	of	
living.	Once	we’ve	understood	that,	we	come	to	have	better	perspective	on	our	own	
way of living. We can even start to perceive aspects of our own culture that can seem 
invisible	to	us.	While	in	China,	we	had	the	opportunity	to	visit	an	urban	village.	This	
walled community, which had the area of half of a square mile, contained most of the 
facilities	and	services	necessary	in	a	community:	an	ancestral	temple,	a	community	
building for committee meetings and social functions, a school, and all the necessary 
shops.	Families	could	trace	their	ancestors’	roots	in	this	village	for	tens	of	generations.	
Even	in	cities,	Chinese	people	are	deeply	rooted	to	the	land	and	their	ancestors.	By	
contrast,	Americans	are	generally	tied	to	the	idea	of	individual	accomplishment	and	
families are often scattered across the continent. China, however, is changing rapidly, 
as much of the rural population is moving to urban areas for job opportunities fueled 
by	the	global	economy.	As	we	try	to	understand	modern	China,	we	must	keep	in	mind	
Ancient	China’s	core	values.

In	the	fifth	grade	at	Bank	Street,	we	start	the	year	off	with	a	study	of	the	concept	
of	culture.	We	have	an	email	relationship	with	a	school	in	Beijing,	through	which	our	

Teach China Fellows at Suzhou High School.
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students are able to compare and contrast aspects of our and their cultures. Students 
share	parts	of	their	culture	like	transportation,	holidays,	sports,	hobbies,	music,	and	
food. It is through these concrete comparisons, and through reading about many 
aspects	 of	 culture	 that	 fifth	 graders	 gain	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 the	 abstract	
concept of culture.

We	have	an	incredible	resource	here	in	New	York	City,	in	our	Chinatown.	As	part	
of	the	culture	study,	we	take	a	field	trip	to	Chinatown	and	the	students	spend	the	day	
searching	for	evidence	of	Chinese	culture.	They	notice	groups	of	people	playing	xianqi 
(Chinese	chess)	in	Chatham	Park,	stores	full	of	Chinese	herbs,	and	Buddhist	temples	
alive with prayer and song. For many students, the most memorable part of the day 
is	the	meal	at	a	Chinese-American	restaurant.	The	food	we	are	served	in	Chinatown	
only vaguely resembles the food in China. However, students delight in pouring each 
other	 tea,	 eating	with	 chopsticks,	 and	 sharing	 dishes	with	 the	 ever-rotating	 Lazy	
Susan.

The	day	is	full	of	learning,	and	the	meal	is	a	chance	for	a	new	experience.	But	this	
year,	there	will	be	a	new	aspect	to	the	meal	we	eat	in	Chinatown:	seating	according	
to	 status.	 Chopsticks	 and	 tea	 are	 a	 novelty.	 But	 seating	 according	 to	 status	 is	 a	
strong	social	statement,	very	different	from	American	sensibilities.	It	has	the	ability	
to teach the students something new. Of course, this would require putting all the 
teachers	and	chaperones	at	one	table	and	the	kids	at	another.	Similar	to	the	banquet	
in	Suzhou,	the	“kids	table,”	sounds	like	a	lot	more	fun.

Presenting our gift to Principal Zhou.


