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KDI 51. Natural and Physical World

How Knowledge About the
Natural and Physical World
Develops ‘

The environmental features and events that
capture a young child’s attention and curiosity
are virtually unlimited. Listen to the questions
that children ask to find out what interests them.

~ For example, here are some of the questions

overheard in one preschool classroom over the
course of a year:

e Why is the stick heavier than the feather
even though they are the same size?

e How does the sun light up the sky?

e What makes a shadow?

e Why do ice cubes melt?

e Why can I'slide on iée but not on wood chips?
e What do plants eat? y .

e Why did my dog di/e?

¢ How do scissors cut?

e What makes gears go around?

e Why did the bulb-butn out?

e Why does a magnet attract some things and
not others?

° ‘;Where does the food goafter I swallow it?

Why does medicine make us better?

" Why is your hair a different color than mine?

e Why does sand stick to my skin?
e Why do rocks come in so many different sizes?

¢ Why does it snow when it’s cold outside?

Because so much of the world is new to them,
young children are constantly collecting data
about the natural and physical environment. They
take in vast amounts of new information every
day. Eventually, they need a way to store all this
input. When preschoolers ask “why” and “how”

questions, they are demonstrating their interest in
understanding and organizing this information.
Young children bring to science many ideas
about how the natural and physical world ° . '
works. Although their concepts seem “naive” to
adults, they are often quite sophisticated when
viewed from the perspective of the child’s sys-
tem of logic (“The sun makes things warm. If the
sun’s out, it must be warm, even in the win-

ter”). Children hold on to their theories beca_use '

they make sense to them and serve a useful
organizing purpose. They n"li-iy therefore not'bé
receptive to alternative ideas offered by adults.
According to Landry and Forman (1999), “The
child who is told a new explanation will often
concurrently hold the misconception because it
is more integrated into many other assumptions
he has developed through experience in the

.world” (pp. 138-139).

At outside time, Josh explains to Chandra bow to
make mud. “First it’s sand. Then you add water
and it’s mud.”

At work time in the block area, Trey shows Doug-

las what be is making. He rotates a small block . ...
on top and explains, “It’s a machine that twists =
and gives you candy flavors.” Douglas points 10
the twine be has wrapped around a large block
and tells Trey, “I'm making an exercise machine
that strongs up your legs. You pull the string tight
and it makes muscles.” ’

K/
*

*

At work time in the book area, while looleihg out- '
side at the snow, Joey says, “Snow is water. Water
is in the snow. When you put your band out, the
snow goes on it and then the water comes out.”

Children do not merely observe the world

.. and store the information as ‘raw data.”



