
PRACTITIONERS SPEAK 

26 

What's Cookin' in Kindergarten? 
Gerard Buteau, Carrie Long and Kim Anderson 

Another day in kindergarten begins. Children enter 
the spacious room and quickly go to their cubbies; they 
begin to unload books, shoes and an assortment of papers 
ranging from field trip permission slips, notes from home 
or pictures and text created at home the night before. Many 
of the children plop down in front of their teachers, waiting 
patiently for them to tie their shoes. The children's spirits 
are high and judging from their conversations with teachers 
and peers, they are anxious to spend time in the Kindergar
ten Restaurant, a recent addition to their classroom. 

Through careful and thoughtful negotiation, roles 
are established, aprons, chef hats and server uniforms 
are shared and the restaurant comes alive.Jonathan, an 
enthusiastic server, makes his way over to the dining room, 
pen and pad in hand, and asks his friends Matty and Jenny 
if they are ready to order. Matty would like a burger today, 
no pickles, no mayonnaise, he prefers ketchup. Jenny, on 
the other hand, requests a grilled cheese sandwich and 
fries.Jonathan listens and writes. To make certain that 
he gets the order right, both he and Jenny point to the 
photographs of their entrees found on their menus. Once 
Jonathan's notes are complete, he asks if that will be all 
and then heads for the kitchen where Joey, the chef, awaits. 
Joey proudly wears his chef hat and smile. He clips the 
order slip onto the line with a clothespin and begins cook
ing. Pots and pans clank and clatter as he moves around 
the kitchen, periodically checking the order slip. In a few 
short minutes, Jonathan kindly serves his patrons and asks 
if everything is to their liking. With his customers satisfied, 
he eagerly waits for another party to enter the restaurant. 
His next party proves to be challenging. They are two of the 
teachers in the room, and they have a lot of questions for 
Jonathan.Jonathan quickly senses that this will not be an 
easy group. 

"What do you have for specials today, Jonathan?" asks 
Ms. Anderson. 

Jonathan looks over at the specials board and says that 
hamburgers, fries and a small drink is the special. 

"How much is the special?" Ms. Anderson asks. 
"Ten dollars," says Jonathan. 
"Now does this come with a salad?" asks Carrie Long, 

a guest teacher from Plymouth State University. 
"No, it doesn't." 
"Why is that?" asks Ms. Long. 
"We don't have salad today," is all Jonathan says. After 

more discussion, Ms. Long and Ms. Anderson settle on 
their entrees: spaghetti and meatballs for Ms. Anderson 
with a glass of chocolate milk, and a special for Ms. Long. 

"Do you have any dessert?" asks Ms. Long. 
"Yes we do. Chocolate cake," says Jonathan enthusias

tically. 

"Yum, says Ms. Long. I will have a piece. But could 
you bring two forks, so Ms. Anderson and I can share?" 

"Sure thing," says Jonathan. 

Critical Friend and Mentor 
As a former second grade teacher and Director of the 

Plymouth State University Child Development and Family 
Center (CDFC), I am always looking for opportunities to 
teach and learn in various early childhood contexts. Begin
ning in late August, 2005, I became reacquainted with a 
colleague who teaches kindergarten at Moultonborough 
Central School. I first met Kim Anderson during a sabbati
cal leave and since I spend a good portion of the school day 
at MCS observing student teaching interns, I asked Kim if 
I could spend some time in her class. This was primarily so 
that I could "keep a pulse" on early childhood curriculum, 
instruction and assessment. Moreover, I strive to keep my 
teaching fresh and relevant; therefore, I use many of my ex
periences working with children to illuminate and illustrate 
various concepts that I teach in my university classes. 

Kim and I began to talk about issues of curriculum, 
instruction and assessment, and soon, I began spending 
much ofTuesday mornings getting to know the children, 
their interests and what role I might be able to play in her 
kindergarten classroom. 
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I spent much of the first few weeks getting to know 
the children, listening to Kim and some of the questions 
and concerns she had about classroom routines, children's 
needs, and other aspects of her day. Our conversations 
spilled over into extensive phone conversations. We even 
arranged for Kim to visit the Plymouth State University 
CDFC kindergarten classroom. For Kim, the conversa
tions, the materials I shared with her, and an experience 
seeing the model CDFC kindergarten in action provided a 
lot for us to discuss and reflect upon. 

Thanksgiving had come and gone and Christmas 
was just around the corner. My fall semester was about to 
come to an end, and as I prepared for my Preschool and 
Kindergarten class one morning, it occurred to me that 
January would be a good time to become more involved in 
Kim's kindergarten classroom. Furthermore, I thought that 
it would make sense to invite one of my own students to 
work collaboratively with me as Kim and I developed an 
integrated unit. This student would immerse herself in our 
work, meet with us as we planned the integrated unit, and 
teach in the classroom as well. 

Although most students leave PSU for the month of 
January to enjoy their winter break, Carrie Long, one of my 
early childhood studies undergraduates, was going to be 
staying on campus. I approached her with my plan and she 
quickly accepted my offer of involvement in this project. 

Planning the Restaurant Project 
Kim, Carrie and I met and decided that we would like 

to do an extensive and integrated unit on restaurants. This 
topic traditionally had been examined in Kim's kindergar
ten during the month of January, and had been received 
with much enthusiasm by both the children and their 
families. We wanted children to construct knowledge about 
restaurants through active investigation and integration 
of various content areas. According to De Vries and Zan 
(1994) the best ways to promote children's construction 
of knowledge are to "engage their interests, inspire active 
experimentation and foster cooperation between adults and 
children and among children themselves" (p. 35). 

Although their knowledge and experience of restau
rants varied, the kindergartners were very interested in 
the topic. During our initial brainstorming session the 
children, when asked what they knew about restaurants, 
made statements such as, "You get food and drinks there." 
"It has customers." ''A person cooks the food, he/she is the 
che£" "You usually sit down in a restaurant." ''A waiter or 
waitress serves food." "You use a menu to help you pick 
food choices." 

The Center Harbor/Moultonborough area of New 
Hampshire has numerous places to eat, ranging from fine 
dining establishments to cafes and fast food places. We 
knew at the onset that we could not take the children to all 
of the places to eat; so, armed with our digital camera and 
an enthusiastic investigative attitude, Carrie and I began 
our culinary tour of Center Harbor/Moultonborough. We 
met many nice people who were excited about having their 
establishments featured as part of our restaurant study. Our 

photographs reflected the inside and outside of the eateries. 
We included people, signs, and anything we could find that 
would enhance the kindergartner's interest in restaurants. 

Once the photos were printed and reviewed, we shared 
them with individual children and asked them to tell us 
about what they saw. As the children looked at each of the 
photographs, they began to tell stories of when they drove 
past these buildings, entered some of them and dined on 
sandwiches, donuts, milkshakes, etc. "My mother and father 
ate in that restaurant for their anniversary. They had a great 
time.'"'My father and I go to Dunkin Donuts all the time.'' 
"That building is beside the bank. My mother works at the 
bank," were but a few of the comments shared. 

Kindergarten is an optimal time to harness the 
power of environmental print as a means of 
developing knowledge of letters and sounds; and 
these children were immersed in a sea of print 
and conversation that was both meaningful and 
highly interesting. 

We asked each child to pick out his or her favorite pic
ture and dictate a caption for us to write. Once each child 
dictated their caption, we typed them and mounted all the 
children's captions under each photo. Then we mounted 
both the caption and the picture on sturdy poster board. 
We brought it in the next day so everyone could share their 
captions with their peers. This proved to be a rich language 
and literacy experience. The children were interested in all 
the images, and comments from their peers and teachers, 
and this gave birth to additional conversation and questions 
about restaurants. Natalee referred to the specials board in 
one of the restaurants as a "big menu," while Joey eagerly 
stated, "This place has soda.'' He knew this from looking 
at the Pepsi sign hanging on the outside of one particular 
restaurant. Alex knew one of the places was a bagel shop 
because of the bagels hanging from the ceiling, and quickly 
associated this with the word BAGELS written on the wall 
near the suspended bagels. 

Kindergarten is an optimal time to harness the power 
of environmental print as a means of developing knowledge 
ofletters and sounds; and these children were immersed in a 
sea of print and conversation that was both meaningful and 
highly interesting. Additional opportunities to study print 
were found in the oversized book entitled, In the Diner. This 
book was shared with the children and proved to be an ex
cellent contribution to the children's developing knowledge 
of restaurants. The language was rich, the images colorful 
and interesting, and most importantly, the children were 
highly motivated to interact with the text. They noticed 
letters and words that looked familiar and identified the 
relationship that exists between text and print. 

In an attempt to help the children begin to see 
relationships and patterns that exist among the various 
concepts discovered about restaurants via In the Diner, we 
thought it would be a good idea to write down many of 
the words from the book on separate index cards so that 
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the children could see these words in isolation. Once the 
children saw the various restaurant terms on separate cards 
and we reviewed them in circle time, both Carrie and I 
asked the children to categorize the terms under one of the 
following headings: People, Food, and Things. We went 
through each restaurant word and the children talked about 
and rationalized, with our coaching, which category the 
word would best fit under. For instance, "waiter" would go 
under the people heading, while "silverware" went under 
things and "donuts" would go under food. This categoriza
tion system proved to work very well. During future discus
sions and experiences about restaurants, they now had yet 
another way of thinking about and making connections 
among what they were learning. 

Environmental Print Project 
Although we had spent some time with the children 

investigating the environmental print found on restaurant 
signs, menus etc., we knew that the potential to learn more 
about language and literacy through looking closely at 
environmental print was still very rich. Consequently, we 
planned to break the children up into three small groups 
and in our small groups we would do environmental 
print boards. Vukelich, Christie, and Enz (2003) note 
that "Young children are surrounded by print that serves 
real-life functions: for example, labels on cereal boxes, road 
signs, and restaurant menus. Unfortunately, environmental 
print is rather scarce in school settings." (p.122) Therefore, 
the print that we had noticed in the pictures of restaurants 
in our community served as a readily available resource. In 
addition to the print represented in the photographs, we 
felt it beneficial to bring in examples of additional environ
mental print found in magazines, flyers, brochures, newspa
pers and labels from products used in restaurants. 

Each of us looked at all the sources of environmental 
print, showed them to the children in small groups and 
asked them to cut out labels, words, and symbols that in
terested them. Each child did this, and we then glued these 
onto a large sheet of paper. Once everything was glued, we 
looked at our creation and "read" our board. This experi
ence helped the children look at words and letters more 
carefully and elicited additional questions and conversation 
about food, people and things associated with restaurants. 
The discussion was meaningful and helped the children 
develop a deeper understanding of restaurants. All of this 
would prove to be quite helpful during the next phase of 
our project: Dramatic Play. 

Dramatic Play 
"Dramatic play occurs when children adopt roles and 

use make-believe transformations to act out stories" (p. 
542). Furthermore, a growing body of research indicates 
that "when children are given an opportunity to engage in 
dramatizations in literate play settings stocked with reading 
and writing materials, they readily incorporate literacy into 
their play episodes" (p.542). 

In another part of the restaurant, Natalie is answering the 
phone, taking reservations, greeting customers, prepar-

ing dinner bills and counting money. She also checks in 
with the kitchen periodically to see if things are running 
smoothly. There is a steady stream of customers and the 
kindergartners appear to be quite comfortable changing 
roles as they grow tired of their current role. Natalee is 
now a server, Devin is the cook's helper and Tyler is the 
dishwasher. joey needs to look up a recipe so he picks up a 
rather bulky cookbook in search of a recipe jor macaroni 
and cheese. He soon .finds it and begins preparing it from 
scratch. Although the food is plastic and the money fake, 
the learning that is taking place is real However, as with 
many meaningful learning experiences, a good deal of 
planning took place before the Kindergarten Restaurant 
opened its doors far business. 

During our initial planning sessions of the restaurant 
unit, Carrie, Kim and I knew that we wanted to place a 
significant emphasis on learning about restaurants through 
dramatic play. Therefore, we began thinking about how we 
would construct our restaurant dramatic play center early in 
this experience. 

As the three of us sat down to conceptualize the 
restaurant dramatic play area, we wanted to be sure that it 
would be inviting, interesting and meaningful. We designed 
the area to include a kitchen, dining area, hostess area, 
cashier area, and an area for takeout. We strategically put in 
takeout slips, checks, menus (takeout and menus that were 
placed on the dining room tables), pencils, notepads, wall 
signs, cookbooks, product containers and bank checks. All 
of these materials were used consistently throughout the 
dramatic play experience. As a result, the children's knowl
edge and understanding of the materials and why they were 
such an important part of restaurant life grew through their 
involvement in dramatic play. Carrie, Kim and I knew that 
the teacher's role in dramatic play is very important and 
requires careful thought and planning. On one side of the 
play involvement continuum there is uninvolvement and 
on the other side is director; we were looking for a compro
mise. Consequently, our roles can be best described as stage 
manager and co-player. In other words, with the children's 
help we created a dramatic play area that was well equipped 
with restaurant artifacts and literacy materials. We also in
tervened or became part of the children's play when oppor
tunities for it arose: to become one of the diners, help the 
children manipulate literacy materials and model various 
ways that they could interact with others at the restaurant. 
There were even times when we had to intervene if there 
was a dispute or disagreement that required the assistance 
of an adult. We did not dominate the children's play; we fa
cilitated its development. Ultimately, through careful plan
ning, observation and involvement in the dramatic play, we 
had the opportunity to experience firsthand the knowledge, 
skills, and dispositions that were being developed during 
this very important learning experience. 

Each time the children spent time in the dramatic play 
area, one of us either participated or observed, took notes, 
collected artifacts and used this data to increase or diver
sify the learning that was taking place. Circle time, which 
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occurred at least twice per day, provided an ideal time to 
process and reflect upon the play, what the children found 
interesting and why, and to investigate other props we 
might want to include in our dramatic play. One such prop 
was bank checks. 

One day Carrie brought in some old blank checks 
and we turned this into a mini-lesson about checks, asked 
children what they knew about checks, and gave them the 
chance to use them when they paid for their meals at the 
Kindergarten Restaurant. 

Preparing the Restaurant Buffet 
Cooking is one of the most popular and satisfying 

activities conducted in classrooms. "It appeals to children's 
interests, invites experimentation and fosters cooperation 
among children; it provides opportunities to integrate 
math, science, literacy, and social studies and it fosters 
autonomy by allowing children to prepare and eat food in 
the classroom" (Zan, Edmiaston, & Sales, 2002, p.121). 
During the planning and reflection stages of our restaurant 
unit, we knew that given the cognitive, social, emotional 
benefits of cooking experience, we would need to be sure to 
integrate a cooking experience into this unit of study. Ulti
mately, we decided that we would explore the concept of a 
buffet, since this was a concept that came up during some 
of our discussions about the children's experiences dining 
out with families and friends. 

At one of our planning meetings Carrie, Kim and I 
selected items that we could prepare with the children. 
We decided upon fruit smoothies, peanut butter and jelly 
french toast and snow ice cream. Each of us prepared a 
large poster board version of the recipe. We shared these 

with the children, using picture cues and the children's 
emerging literacy knowledge and skills to read and com
prehend the recipe. Then we created the three entrees for 
the buffet, letting the children self-select items they would 
like to eat for snack that day. 

We transformed the classroom into a working kitchen 
and dining room all rolled into one. The room was alive 
with activity and soon our creations were ready to share. 
We sat down and shared a meal together and talked about 
all we had done and what we now knew about restaurants 

' food, and the dining out experience. Spirits were high and 
stomachs were full! 

Beliefs About Teaching 
On virtually every course syllabus in the teacher 

preparation program at Plymouth State University, one will 
find the conceptual framework, or CHECK; a shared set of 
beliefs that serve as a foundation for all our teacher educa
tion programs. These values are Commitment, Holism, Ex
perience, Collaboration, and Knowledge. This conceptual 
framework is discussed in every class and each instructor 
makes it clear how CHECK is embedded into the course. 
Although I have read the CHECK very carefully, embed
ded it into my thinking and my students thinking, it wasn't 
until the restaurant project that I really saw firsthand the 
importance of it and how it was reflected in everything 
Carrie, Kim and I did. 

This project reflected a commitment to each other as 
professionals, to the children, to the families and to the 
field of early childhood. We met frequently to plan, spent 
numerous hours with the children, read and reflected 
upon best practice, and consistently thought about how to 
involve families. 

One of the best parts of this project for us was 
our ability to make significant connections 
between theory and practice. Walking the walk 
is as important as talking the talk. 

As early childhood educators, it is crucial that we 
create experiences that educate the whole child. In other 
words, the physical, emotional, cognitive and social do
mains were addressed in the various activities that com
posed our restaurant study. Dramatic play, cooking, sharing 
literature and all the other experiences we created facilitat
ed the active engagement of the children's physical, social, 
emotional and cognitive selves. 

Experience existed at various levels. The children had 
numerous meaningful experiences. However, for Carrie and 
me in particular, the experience provided a direct experi
ence with kindergarten children that we do not often get. 
I teach adults who aspire to be early childhood educators; 
Carrie is a junior enrolled in our Early Childhood Studies 
program, which means that we both spend a lot of time 
reading and talking about what is done and should be done 
in early childhood classrooms. One of the best parts of this 
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project for us was our ability to make significant connec
tions between theory and practice. Walking the walk is as 
important as talking the talk. 

Dramatic play, cooking, sharing literature 
and all the other experiences we created 
facilitated the active engagement of the 
children's physical, social, emotional and 
cognitive selves. 

Collaboration, as I mentioned earlier, was consistent 
among the three of us throughout the project. However,just 
as importantly, we also collaborated with the families and 
administration by involving them in our plans and consis
tently asking for their input. We all worked as a team and 
learned a lot from each other and the diverse perspectives 
we all have on early childhood curriculum and instruction. 

Knowledge may be obtained in many forms: reading, 
writing, thinking, meaningful engagement and interaction 
to name a few. This project provided both children and 
teachers with numerous opportunities to gain knowledge. 
As a result of this project, we know more about ourselves as 
educators, about collaboration and moreover, how to foster 
positive and influential relationships with children, families 
and colleagues through careful and thoughtful planning, 
preparation and reflection. If success involves creating a 
vision and working toward the attainment of that vision 
through active collaboration, perseverance, diligence and 
risk taking, I am convinced this experience was very much a 
success for everyone involved. 
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