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Cultivating Child-Centered Discovery, Content-Rich Learning, and Joy
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Defining Intentional Teaching
“Intentional teachers act purposefully, with knowledge and thought, to make decisions that enhance each child’s learning and development.” 
Excerpt: Preface, pp. x–xi

Intentional teaching is grounded in the idea that effective educators act purposefully and thoughtfully to support each child’s learning and development. Rather than relying on routines or chance moments, intentional teachers make informed decisions—drawing on their knowledge of child development, curriculum goals, and what they observe in the moment.

An intentional teacher is both planful and responsive: planning experiences with clear learning purposes while remaining attuned to children’s ideas, interests, and cues. This balance of child-guided exploration and adult-guided instruction allows learning to unfold with both joy and depth.

The table below illustrates what intentional teaching looks and feels like in practice:

	Intentional Is…
	Intentional Is Not…

	· Purposeful — acting on purpose, not by habit
· Responsive — tuned in to children’s cues and questions
· Reflective — thinking before, during, and after teaching
· Curious — observing to learn about children’s thinking
· Joyful — finding delight in discovery and connection
· Flexible — ready to shift plans when children show new interests or understandings
· Evidence-informed — using what we know about development and content
· Balanced — a blend of child-guided and adult-guided experiences
· Culturally aware — connecting to children’s backgrounds and identities”
· Relational — rooted in trust and connection with children
· Clear in purpose — knowing how each activity enhances children’s learning and connects to learning goals
· Playful — seeing play as a context for deep learning
	· Accidental — hoping learning happens but not planning for it or assuming it will just happen
· On autopilot — doing what we’ve always done
· Overly scripted — following plans without observing children
· Random — fun or exciting activities without clear learning goals
· Rigid — sticking to a plan even when children lead elsewhere
· Reactive — responding to behavior instead of guiding learning
· Disconnected — activities that don’t build on children’s ideas and current understanding
· Busywork — doing for doing’s sake
· Silent — missing teachable moments because we’re distracted
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Teaching with Purpose and Joy
“Intentional teaching is as much about delight as direction. It’s about knowing what matters most and finding joy in how children get there.” Excerpt: Chapter 1, Introducing Intentional Teaching p. 11

Instructions for Participants: Reflect independently and write your responses to the following questions:

	🌱 Fostering Child-Guided Experiences
How can I create space for children’s curiosity and ideas to lead learning?

	

	🧩 Making Intentional Adult-Guided Moves
How can I extend children’s thinking and connect exploration to deeper content?

	

	✨ Prioritizing Joy and Wonder
How can I keep joy, connection, and curiosity at the heart of teaching and learning?
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Child-Guided Experiences + Adult-Guided Experiences = Optimal Learning

An effective early childhood program combines both child-guided and adult-guided educational
experiences. These terms do not refer to extremes—that is, child-guided experiences are not highly
child controlled, nor are adult-guided experiences highly adult controlled. Rather, adults play
intentional roles in child-guided experiences, and children have significant, active roles in adult-
guided experiences. Each type of experience takes advantage of planned as well as spontaneous,

rtunities.

proceed primarily along the lines of children’s
interests and actions, with strategic teacher
support
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Example: Two children want to divide a bowl of beads equally between themselves.

Child controlled: The
teacher does not get
involved, even when
the children become
frustrated and begin to
get angry at each other
over who has more.

are not entirely child
controlled (with the
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Child guided: The children first try to make
two equal piles by eyeballing them, but they
are not satisfied.

The teacher suggests they count their beads.

They do so and then move beads between
their piles, count again, and make
adjustments until the piles are equal.

The teacher provides a brief statement
'summarizing what they did using key
vocabulary.

proceed primarily along the lines of the
teacher’s goals but are also shaped by the
children’s active engagement

Adult controlled: The
teacher counts the
beads and divides by
two, telling the children
how many beads each
should take.

are not entirely adult
controlled (with the
children passive)

addressed in the state earl
delight in being in the sun

Example: The teacher wants the children to learn about shadows and their properties, which is

ly learning standards and is a topic that could
ny outdoors after a rainy winter.

build on the children’s

Child controlled: The
teacher allows the
children to deflect the
focus from shadows to a
discussion of what toys
they like to play with in
the sandbox.

Adult guided: The teacher plans the lesson
and leads a small group in exploring shadows
‘with flashlights and a sheet.

The teacher encourages and uses the

children’s input—for example, when they
want to make animal shadows.

Adult controlled: The
teacher controls all
aspects of the lesson
and delivers it just as
planned to the whole
group. The children have
little input.

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCING INTENTIONAL TEACHING




