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     This article is written by Julie 
Sullivan, Executive Director of the 
Materials Resource Center.          
     Scraps of fabric, empty yarn 
cones, unused paper from print-
ers, landscape photos from old 
calendars, scrap wood from furni-
ture makers and all the other ma-
terials businesses discard be-
come the building blocks of a 
powerful learning experience 
called open-ended play. Accord-
ing to Walter F. Drew, EdD, a na-
tionally known early childhood 
consultant whose inspiring work-
shops feature hands-on creative 
play with open-ended reusable 
resources, open-ended play helps 
foster happy talent in a relaxed 
way. “There are no expectations, 
no specific problems to solve, no 
rules to follow, and no pressure to 
produce a finished product. It’s all 
about free play—the freedom to 
invent and discover. Thus, imagi-
nation and creativity are stimu-
lated in the act of making sense of 
the unstructured nature of the 
materials.”  
     Open-ended materials are 
particularly effective in free play 
because they have no predeter-
mined use. Based on field re-
search, observations, and inter-
views, Doctor Drew identified 
seven key principals about the 
use of creative, open-ended mate-
rials in early childhood classrooms 
and how their use affects the 
teaching/learning process.  

Open-ended Materials: Tools to Stimulate Imagination and Creativity 
     1) Open-ended play is a state 
of mind that brings into being un-
expected, unlearned forms freely 
expressed, generating associa-
tions, representing a unique 
sense of order and harmony, and 
producing a sense of well-being. 
Thus, children’s spontaneous, 
creative self-expression increases 
their sense of competence and 
well-being now and into adult-
hood. 
  2) Because children extend and 
deepen their understandings 
through multiple, hands-on experi-
ences with diverse materials they 
have direct and compelling experi-
ences and multiple ways to ex-
press their thoughts, curiosity, and 
questions. Teachers can then 
help them focus and produce, 
expressing their thoughts and 
feelings in a positive way. 
     3) Working in small groups and 
conversing about their creations, 
children express something direct 
and clear from within themselves. 
Thus, children’s play with open-
ended materials supports endoge-
nous expression, learning and a 
growing sense of competence. 
     4) When children play with 
open-ended materials they ex-
plore the look, feel and function of 
them and develop a sense of aes-
thetics, balance, cause and effect. 
The child produces and learns 
mathematical patterns and 
rhythms, building and combining 
shapes and creating new forms.  

Thus children learn art, science, 
and mathematics joyfully through 
active play with diverse, open-
ended materials. 
     5) When children have the 
chance to notice, collect, and sort 
open-ended materials, and when 
teachers respond to their ideas, 
children imagine themselves as 
artists, designers and engineers.  
     6) When teachers see what chil-
dren can accomplish, they gain a 
greater appreciation for them and 
for the creative arts and materials.  
     7) Just as children learn and 
grow, so do their teachers. Teach-
ers learn and pass on the art of  
reuse--doing more with less in or-
der to conserve resources--to the 
next generation.  
    Most businesses generate an 
abundance of unwanted by-
products, overruns, rejects, obso-
lete parts, and discontinued items 
and dispose of them in landfills and 
incinerators. With the establishment 
of local reuse centers throughout 
the nation, these unique, unwanted 
materials serve as much-needed 
resources for creative play, class-
room projects, and school activities. 
     Sponsored by the town of Islip 
and funded in part by the NYS De-
partment of Environmental Conser-
vation, Materials Resource Center 
is a nonprofit reuse center dedi-
cated to solid waste reduction. In its 
new bright and inspiring 5,000 
(continued on Page 2)  

Materials Resource Center Users Have Said….. 
     “The center has been a constant 
source of inspiration for me to promote 
hands-on interdisciplinary instruction 
to my art program. I also teach in-
service and graduate Art courses to 
other educators. I take them on class 
field trips to the center because of its 
limitless abundance of education re-
sources that every classroom should 
be a part of.” says Janice McLachlan, 
Art Teacher, East Quogue UFSD.  

     “Materials Resource Center is vital 
to my art program. The incredible 
variety of mediums available offers an 
art program an unbridled aesthetic 
experience. The possibilities for crea-
tive expressions become limitless, 
only bounded by the individual 
teacher’s and student’s imagina-
tion….” says Kathryn M. Curran, 
Senior Art Teacher, Idle Hour Ele-
mentary School, Connetquot UFSD. 

     “…For seven years we have visited 
the MRC in search of items to extend 
our budget and, more importantly, ex-
tend our way of thinking. Being able to 
present students with new and unusual 
materials that promote flexibility, elabo-
ration and originality is truly exciting. “ 
says Karen McGinley, Art Teacher, 
James Wilson Young Middle School, 
Bayport Bluepoint UFSD. 



     Suffolk’s Edge Teacher Center’s sole purpose is to serve you, the teachers and administra-
tors of our member districts and educational agencies. We offer professional development op-
portunities, run graduate and NYSUT programs, have classroom craft resources at the center, 
offer grants for innovative curriculum projects that you develop and publish an e-newsletter and 
newsletter to keep you informed. Our Policy Board is composed of teachers and administrators 
from your districts. Do you know who they are?  

     Would you like to know the Teacher Center better? Find those Policy Board members from 
your district in the list below. Talk to them, ask questions, voice your concerns, offer your sug-
gestions. They’ll be pleased that you‘ve done so, happy to listen and willing to provide answers.  
Amityville UFSD: Susan Schnebel, Nancy Finizio 

Babylon UFSD: Jane Herbst 
Bay Shore UFSD: Dr. Christina DeGregoris, AmyJo Southworth, Andrea Karlan, Shelley Borman  
Copiague UFSD: Joyce Schatz 
Deer Park UFSD: Lynda Adams, Jason Ranghelli 
Diocese of Rockville Center: Kathleen Egan, CSJ 
Half Hollow Hills CSD: Silvia Scognamillo, Gloria Cucinello, Crystal Roberts, Ed  Nordstrom, Mel 
Stern 
Harborfields CSD: Dennis Kelly, Mary Anne Dono, Barbara Luna              
Kings Park CSD: Kathy Ryan 
Northport UFSD: Jerald McNerny; Janice Shepherd 
West Babylon UFSD: Alice Robinson, Ian Rodgers, Mindy Fisher, Patricia Neville 
WS BOCES: Joseph Myers, Blanca Calvo-Schortemeyer, Deborah Weiss, Phyllis Miron-Schwartz 
 

 

 

 

MRC: Tools to Stimulate Creativity and Imagination (continued)  
square foot warehouse in Ronkonkoma, Mate-
rials Resource Center provides thousands of 
teachers of art, special education, MSTE and 
a myriad of other disciplines with reclaimed 
materials from local businesses to satisfy their 
school and classroom project needs. For more 
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Suffolk’s Edge  
Teacher Center  
31 Lee Avenue 

Wheatley Heights, NY 11798 
631-254-0107 

teacher_center@wsboces.org 
www.seteachercenter.org 

Jane Lombardo 
Carol Weintraub 

Elyse Eusanio 

information, including pictures of all kinds of 
materials and links to environmental websites, 
visit www.MaterialsResourceCenter.org. 
Materials Resource Center,                     
2111D Lakeland Ave., Ronkonkoma,  11779 
Phone 631-580-7290 

Get to Know Your Teacher Center...Personally 

NYS Teacher 
Center Online 

Academy  
 

Courses open to all can 
be found at the Rockland 
Teacher Center website 
at www.rockteach.org. 

Click on Online Courses, 
then Online Academy 

Catalog and follow the 
directions. Be sure to 

check with your district 
for course approval.  

Autism Spectrum Disorders: Tell Me More….. 
     A recent article in Newsday (11/2/07) 
brings attention to the rising percentage of 
students classified as autistic in Long Island’s 
schools and the implications for parents and 
school districts. Whether this rise is due to 
more sophisticated understanding and testing 
or a change in criteria is being debated, since 
as autism diagnoses have increased, learning 
disabled and mentally retarded diagnoses 
have decreased. Since inclusion policies place 
all special needs students into your class-
room, it is important to know what the diag-
nosticians look for. Here’s a short primer.  
     Autism spectrum disorders are a group  of 
closely related developmental disorders char-
acterized by abnormalities of social interac-
tions and communications. Skill development 
can be very uneven. A person with one of the 
disorders may be extremely gifted in one aca-
demic area and poor in others. Another may 
have minimal social and self-management 
skills.  
     ASDs can affect one person completely 
differently from another, and are life-long.  

Expert diagnosis is important since every stu-
dent with an ASD will have a unique combina-
tion of characteristics and needs. 
     The “triad of impairments” found in all 
ASDs in varying degrees are those of:  

• social interaction — difficulty in making 
friends, appearing distant to others, reluc-
tance to relate to peers, 

• social communication — not knowing 
when it is appropriate to start or to stop 
talking, missing non-verbal communica-
tion cues such as gestures, facial expres-
sions, tone of voice, 

• imagination — difficulty with thinking crea-
tively and with engaging in symbolic play, 
resulting in repetitive thoughts and ac-
tions.  

     As the expectations for classroom teachers 
become more demanding, the challenge is to 
implement strategies that will bring success to 
ASD students while integrating their efforts  
with those of the rest of the class.  Look for 
strategies you can try in the next issue.  


