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Abstract 

 This research proposal seeks to answer the following question: “Does the use of 

documentation panels on children’s visual art experiences affect parents’ and assistant teachers’ 

perceptions of what toddlers (children 18 months to 3 years) are learning in daycare centers?”  

The literature review includes a discussion on appropriate art experiences for toddlers, parental 

perceptions of daycare centers, and modes of communication between teachers and families.  

Documentation panels and their benefits for teachers and families are also discussed.  The 

researcher asked parents and assistant teachers to fill out a Likert scale survey at the beginning 

and at the end of the study.  Participants were asked to view one new documentation panel every 

week for four weeks.  At the end of the study, the results of the surveys were calculated.  It was 

found that documentation panels did have an effect on parent and assistant teacher perceptions of 

what toddlers are learning in daycare centers.     
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Introduction 

Art experiences for children can vary in shape, size, media, and many other qualities 

according to the age of the children who are creating.  Art experiences for young children can 

often look messy and disorganized.  It is important for adults in the lives of young children to 

understand the benefits of these kinds of art experiences.  Documentation panels could be a tool 

for teachers to use in order to relay the benefits of art experiences to families and to assistant 

teachers.  With this in mind, the following question will be researched:  Does the use of 

documentation panels on children’s visual art experiences affect parents’ and assistant teachers’ 

perceptions of what toddlers (children ages 18 months to 3 years) are learning in daycare 

centers? 

 According to Child Care Aware of America (2012), there are over 20 million children 

under the age of four years old living in in the United States.  Of those children, over 15 million 

could potentially need child care.  There are 117,000 child care centers in the United States.  

(www.naccrra.org)  Families who are in need of care request spaces for infants and toddlers 51% 

of the time.  Out of these families, 89% are requesting full time care for their child 

(www.naccrra.org).  These statistics show that children in the United States, particularly infants 

and toddlers, are spending a significant amount of time in a child care setting.  It is important that 

children in child care settings receive developmentally appropriate care.   

It has often been my experience that parents of children in my classroom ask about what 

the children are doing during the day “besides playing”.  I believe it is important for parents to 

know exactly what skills their children are practicing while they are playing, or more 

specifically, having an art experience.  Art experiences for toddlers are often messy.  I have seen 

many children who have painted the table, their arms, and their faces, but have only a mark or 
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two on paper.  I have witnessed assistant teachers complaining about the mess and directing 

children not to put paint on their bodies.  Parents have complained that their child did not 

accomplish anything when they see papers that have only a mark or two on them.  According to 

Bredekamp and Copple (1997), it is appropriate practice for adults to “expect toddlers to explore 

and manipulate art materials and do [sic] not expect them to produce a finished art product” (p. 

85).  Appropriate art experiences designed for toddlers should look completely different than art 

experiences developed for older children.  For example, developmentally appropriate art 

experiences for young children will not include construction paper cut-outs that exactly match, or 

an adult telling children how to use a brush (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).   An appropriately 

designed art experience for a toddler will allow the child to experiment with the materials that 

are presented.  In order to be defined as an appropriate art experience, “an activity should be 

open-ended so that children can decide for themselves both process and product” (Gonzalez-

Mena, 2008, p. 425).  The child will be able to decide the best way to use a paint brush, where to 

put the paint, and how long s/he will paint.  Each child’s experience while creating art is 

different, so the creation that emerges at the end will be different.   Bos (1978) states that, 

When we think of art for children, we too often think of media and product first   

 and only then the child.  We need to be sensitive to the child first – sensitive to  

 growth and development, aware of the child’s needs (p. 3). 

Each child has different developmental needs.  Toddlers are working on developing many skills, 

such as building fine motor, gross motor, and sensorimotor skills.  They are also developing 

language, improving social skills, and learning how to manage their emotions (Bredekamp & 

Copple, 1997).  It is important for others to know that art experiences can help toddlers develop 

all of these skills if the experiences are planned correctly.  
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According to Brown-DuPaul, Keyes, and Segatti (2001), “Documentation panels educate 

parents through two distinct modes of information.  One is visual knowledge, such as 

photographs of children building with blocks; the other is a written explanation” (p. 212).  The 

way such information on documentation panels is presented may make it easier for parents to 

understand what their children are learning during the day.  Documentation panels provide a way 

for parents and assistant teachers to see the process that the child is going through while 

experiencing art, as the final result may not adequately reflect the breadth and depth of all that 

the child was learning.  Documentation panels are a way for teachers to communicate about the 

kind of learning that is occurring in their classrooms, as it can be difficult to find a way to 

effectively share with families ongoing projects or themes in the classroom.   

 This issue is vital to the field of early childhood education because children should be 

involved in developmentally appropriate experiences.  It is important for teachers to create an 

atmosphere that is supportive of learning in a daycare center.  All teachers and assistants in the 

classroom need to be informed about the benefits of process art experiences.  Parents need to be 

informed about the benefits as well.  This is an important issue to me because I want the children 

in my classroom to be fully supported in their learning.  Documentation panels are an effective 

way to disseminate information visually in a manner that is easy for people to understand.  The 

more informed people are about ways to provide appropriate toddler art experiences, the better 

off those children will be in the classroom and at home. 

 The research question the proposed study is intended to answer is, “Does the use of 

documentation panels on children’s visual art experiences affect parents’ and assistant teachers’ 

perceptions of what toddlers (children 18 months to 3 years) are learning in daycare centers?” 
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Literature Review  

Toddlers (children 18 months to 3 years) are growing and learning at a rapid rate.  

According to Piaget and Inhelder (1969), toddlers who are 18 months are in the sensorimotor 

stage and will transition to the pre-operational stage at approximately 3 years old.  Toddlers 

develop “schemes” as they learn (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969).  A scheme is defined as “the 

structure or organization of actions as they are transferred or generalized by repetition in similar 

or analogous circumstances” (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, p. 4).  This means that as toddlers play 

and learn, they are developing new ideas.   

The following literature review will include discussion on appropriate art experiences for 

toddlers, parental perceptions of daycare centers, and modes of communication between teachers 

and families.  Documentation panels and their benefits for teachers and families will also be 

discussed. 

Art Experiences 

Creating art is an effective way for toddlers to develop and build schemes.  Janet 

Gonzalez-Mena, author of numerous books and articles about diversity in early childhood 

education, parenting, and special education, defines art as “a form of communication that 

conveys impressions, ideas, perceptions, and feelings” (2008, p. 425).  Art experiences are a way 

for children to express themselves and the things they are learning.  Art experiences will be 

defined, for the purpose of this literature review, as open-ended activities that allow children to 

determine the process and the product of the activity (Gonzalez-Mena, 2008).  The art activities 

designed for young children need to be open-ended, so the children are free to experiment and 

develop their own ideas about the materials (Bredekamp &Copple, 1997; Drew & Rankin, 2004; 

Gonzalez-Mena, 2008; Maynard & Ketter, 2013).  It is important to note that adult prepared 
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activities, such as ditto sheets, coloring pages, or pre-cut projects are not appropriate for use with 

young children (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997; Gonzalez-Mena, 2008; Maynard & Ketter, 2013; 

Schwarz & Luckenbill, 2012).  Children need to be able to explore the materials with which they 

are presented.  Maynard and Ketter (2013) state that children, “need to touch, see, explore, and 

manipulate objects and ideas to develop and learn” (p. 25).  If children are provided with pre-cut 

materials for a project such as making a flower, for example, they have not been involved in the 

process of creating.  The children are not left with options for how to use the pre-cut materials.  

The experience will not be as meaningful for the children as one where the teacher prompts the 

children to create their favorite flower.  The children will be able to use the materials they want, 

in the manner that is most meaningful to them.  “Close-ended projects such as coloring in a 

coloring book or gluing precut pieces to make a craft may support fine motor skills, but open-

ended art builds these skills while challenging children’s creativity and critical thinking” 

(Maynard & Ketter, 2013, p. 26).   

Open-ended art experiences influence three developmental areas in children (Maynard & 

Ketter, 2013).  “First, it allows an emotional outlet, encouraging children’s active expression and 

communication” (Maynard & Ketter, 2013, p. 25).  Providing open-ended materials allows 

children to choose how to use these materials during an art experience.  Children may also be 

able to communicate through the art experience how they are feeling or what they are thinking 

(Pitri, 2001).  Open-ended art experiences also help build executive function (Maynard & Ketter, 

2013).  Executive function can be defined as “the ability to plan, monitor, and adjust behaviors to 

achieve a goal” (Maynard & Ketter, 2013, p. 25).  While participating in an art experience, 

children need to come up with a plan for how to use the materials, and discover solutions to 

problems that may arise during the experience (Maynard & Ketter, 2013). Finally, “open-ended 
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art helps to build, strengthen, and refine motor skills necessary for buttoning, zipping, writing, 

and typing” (Maynard & Ketter, 2013, p. 26).  All of the skills that children are practicing while 

participating in an open-ended art experience are important as they work to build schemes about 

the world around them.  

As toddlers build schemes, they are exploring different ideas about how things in their 

world work.  “Young children actively test out their theories [ideas] many times before 

accommodating their own theories to knowledge gained from new experiences” (Schwarz & 

Luckenbill, 2012, p. 27).  It is because of scheme-building that art for young children needs to be 

“process” oriented.  This means that how children create (the process), is more important than 

the end result of the art experience (the product).   

Smith (1993) states that, “early sensory experiences lead to later conceptual 

understandings of the physical world and of basic physical processes” (p. 4).  It is important for 

children to become familiar with the materials that they will be using in order to create visual art.  

This process requires much practice and exposure to the materials for the child to begin building 

schemes about those materials and how they can be used.  “The principle that each learning 

emerges from prior learnings is evident from the outset.  In order for children to begin their 

development in painting at all, they must have developed a concept of tools and tool use 

sufficient to allow them to use brushes in a specific and specialized way” (Smith, 1993, p. 5).  

This concept can only be developed if children have had enough time to interact with the 

materials.  Smith (1993) states that this process of interacting with materials should not be rushed 

because a “superficial experience of each phase is a weak foundation for further growth” (p. 10).  

Children should be allowed to take needed time to explore the materials needed to create visual 

art.       
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Children benefit from process art experiences in many different ways.  For example, 

toddlers are building fine motor, gross motor, and sensorimotor skills while experimenting with 

paint (Schwarz & Luckenbill, 2012).  While exploring paint, toddlers experiment with the use of 

different kinds of brushes and how paint feels on their skin.  This experimentation will 

eventually lead to the ability to control the brush better (Burton, 1980a).  Burton (1980a) states 

that, “as children contemplate the new and interesting results which are produced by their own 

thoughts and actions, pure exploratory action is joined by more thoughtful attempts to control 

and invent new actions” (p. 7).  Toddlers will learn that by using materials such as brushes in 

different ways, different marks will appear on the paper (Burton, 1980a).  Painting with toddlers 

is messy, however allowing them to have that experience builds up motor skills that are 

important foundations for the future (Schwarz & Luckenbill, 2012).   

As young toddlers gain experience with the materials used to create visual art, older 

toddlers may begin the process of creating beginning visual symbols (Burton, 1980b).  

According to Burton (1980b), the ability to make visual symbols is defined as creating and 

communicating “meaning through manipulating materials such as paint, clay, paper…” (p. 60).   

These symbols are created based on things that the child is familiar with, but only after the child 

has had enough experience with the materials (Burton, 1980b).  These older toddlers will name 

what they created in their painting or tell a story about it.  The story and the name of the creation 

may change while the child is working (Burton, 1980b).  These visual symbols can be seen as a 

way for the child to make more connections, or build more schemes, as they interact with the 

world. 
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The Reggio Emilia Approach.  The Reggio Emilia approach towards early education 

and documentation began in Reggio Emilia, Italy more than 30 years ago (Edwards, Gandini, & 

Forman, 1998).   

This approach fosters children’s intellectual development through a systematic focus on 

  symbolic representation.  Young children are encouraged to explore their environment 

  and express themselves through all of their available ‘expressive, communicative, and 

  cognitive languages,’ whether they be words, movement, drawing, painting, building, 

  sculpture, shadow play, collage, dramatic play, or music, to name a few. (p. 7) 

This approach to learning in early education has influenced many throughout the world. 

Kim and Darling (2012) discuss how the Reggio Emilia approach incorporates art into 

classroom routines and experiences every day.  The Reggio Emilia approach focuses on the 

belief that “every child is creative and full of potential and has the desire and right to make 

meaning within a context of rich relationships” (Kim & Darling, 2012, p. 44).  Art, and the 

processes that children use to create it, serve a greater purpose in the Reggio Emilia approach.  

“Art as a way to reflect on and communicate ideas is one of ‘the hundred languages’ children use 

to enhance and represent, or show, their learning” (Kim & Darling, 2012, p. 44).   

In the classroom discussed in Kim & Darling’s (2012) article, the children explore the 

color red.  This exploration leads to interest in different shades of red and eventually to an 

interest in the color pink.  The teacher gives the children multiple opportunities to explore these 

colors and their various shades.  As exploration continues, children begin to develop theories 

about why some shades are darker or lighter than others (Kim & Darling, 2012).  The teacher 

encourages the children to make hypothesis about why this happens.  The children state that the 

changes in color have to do with the sun and wind making them either lighter or darker. The 
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children’s theories lead their learning in a new direction, but they still use the mixing of colors to 

“prove” their theories.  The red and the pink colors that different children created became visual 

symbols for their theories about the sun and the wind making colors either lighter or darker.  Kim 

& Darling (2012) note that, “young children combine information gained through observation 

with background knowledge to invent causal relationships” (p. 47).  These causal relationships 

will become schemes that children will eventually discover are either correct, or need to be 

modified. 

Toddlers are developing social-emotional skills through their interactions with peers 

while creating near other children (Schwarz & Luckenbill, 2012).  Art experiences can also serve 

as a way for toddlers to communicate their emotions (Gonzalez-Mena, 2008).  Toddlers are still 

developing verbal skills, so art can be used as a tool for them to let others know what they are 

thinking and feeling (Drew & Rankin, 2004).  Families should know about the skills that their 

children are learning and developing while being involved in art experiences. 

Parents’ Perceptions of Day Care Settings  

It is important for families to be involved in what happens while children are in a setting 

that is not their home.  Parents’ perceptions of day care settings are important.  Gamble, Ewing, 

and Wilhlem (2009) conducted a survey of families that were involved in forms of child care that 

were not in the home.  These researchers wanted to know what parents believed about child care 

characteristics and if those characteristics influenced the “out of home care arrangements for 

their child” (Gamble, Ewing, & Wilhlem, 2009, p. 72).  The results of the survey showed that 

parents rated the following five characteristics as “very important”:  “(1) teaching how to get 

along with peers, (2) having specific health/safety policies, and teaching child how to follow 

directions… (3) teaching social skills, (4) encouraging confidence, and (5) instilling a love of 
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learning” (Gamble, Ewing, & Wilhlem, 2009, p. 75).  Parents also valued day care centers that 

had a child centered orientation and contributed to school readiness (Gamble, Ewing, & 

Wilhlem, 2009).   

Gamble, Ewing, and Wilhlem’s (2009) study is important because it stated that parents 

valued day care centers where their children would learn social skills and also instill a love of 

learning.  Open-ended art activities should instill a love of art in children.  Doing open-ended art 

activities allows children to make choices and determine the outcomes of their work.  Children 

also have the opportunity to interact with their peers in different ways.  Children may have 

discussions about what they are creating and why.  Through those discussions, children will have 

the opportunity to get to know a classmate better and to practice conversation skills. 

 Weaven and Grace (2010) conducted a study in Australia that examined the perceptions 

of parents and child care workers about child care service quality.  The researchers in this study 

conducted interviews with 20 parents and 20 child care workers.  The results of the study showed 

that “parents tend to associate quality with observable childcare experiences – such as child 

interactions with staff and peers – rather than classroom and centre structural elements” (Weaven  

& Grace, 2010, p. 59).  Parents and child care workers in this study believed that the relationship 

between parents, child care worker, and children, was the “most important measure of quality” in 

a child care center (p. 59).  “Parents and childcare staff believed that ongoing communication 

and observation was important in gauging the effectiveness of current learning approaches and 

identifying areas for improvement, so as to accommodate individual learning demands” (Weaven 

& Grace, 2010, p 59-60).  Most parents and child care workers also agreed that open 

communication with parents helped meet the needs of the children (Weaven & Grace, 2010).   
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 Both of these studies show that parent perceptions of day care centers are important.  

Parental perceptions can influence which centers children attend.  These studies also indicated 

that parents believe that factors such as having a program that is child centered, teaching social 

skills, and open communication between parents and teachers were important (Gamble, Ewing, 

& Wilhlem, 2009; Weaven & Grace, 2010). 

Communication between Teachers and Families 

 Weaven and Grace (2010) found that open communication  was important to parents and 

teachers.  Trust is an important thing for parents and teachers to have when communicating with 

one another (Swick, 2003; Yuen, 2011).  It is essential that teachers and parents are 

approachable, flexible, and dependable in their interactions (Swick, 2003).  Swick (2003) 

discusses many ways in which teachers and parents can successfully and productively 

communicate with one another.  It is beneficial for parents and teachers to support, provide 

feedback, and partner with one another (Swick, 2003).  Parents and teachers can partner together 

to plan experiences for the class and to have conferences.  Those experiences provide 

opportunities for parents and teachers to have time to talk to one another and learn about each 

other.  Feedback allows teachers and parents opportunities to discuss areas to improve and to 

challenge each other (Swick, 2003).   

Documentation Panels 

Documentation panels are also forms of communication that can be geared towards 

families.  A documentation panel can be a poster board or a tri-fold board consisting of, 

“photographs, notes, transcriptions, and artifacts, which are linked with educational captions” 

(Kline, 2008, p. 72).  The pieces of a documentation panel are important because they make 

children’s learning more visible to people who were not involved in the initial activity.  
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According to Forman and Fyfe (1998), “…documentation is not a form of assessment of 

individual progress, but rather a form of explaining, to the constituents of the school, the depth of 

the children’s learning and the educational rationale of activities” (p. 241).  The photographs, 

transcriptions, and artifacts provide a way for others to visualize what children are doing during 

the school day.  The educational captions allow families to interpret the documentation panel to 

gain a better understanding of what children in the classroom are learning (Brown-DuPaul, 

Keyes, & Segatti, 2001).  Brown-DuPaul, Keyes, and Segatti (2001) give the following example 

of an educational caption for a documentation panel about the benefits of block play: “It 

stimulates children’s creativity, teaches them cooperative problem-solving methods, and helps 

them learn about gravity, physics, classification, and shapes” (p. 213).  This statement about 

block play should help parents understand what their child is learning while playing with blocks 

because it explicitly states learning areas that are being developed. 

Assessment and Evaluation.  It is important to note that documentation and assessment 

go together, however when thinking about the Reggio Emilia model for early education, 

assessment does not mean evaluation (Seidel, 2001).  Seidel (2001) states that in the United 

States, there is a tendency to focus on judgment of a child’s work in comparison to the work of 

other children.  While there are few standardized tests in preschools, there are many standardized 

tests that children take in elementary school.  Seidel (2001) notes that preschool teachers are 

feeling more pressure to help children prepare for the exams that begin in second grade, leaving 

less time for detailed documentation.  Assessment is defined by Project Zero, a collaborative 

project between researchers at Harvard Graduate School of Education and the Infant-toddler 

Centers of Reggio Emilia, Italy, as “processes for coming to understand many and varied aspects 
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of ways of learning and teaching” (Seidel, 2001, p. 305).  Teachers need to be able to assess the 

whole child and how that child learns. 

Benefits of Documentation Panels for Teachers 

Teachers are observers in the classroom.  “Teachers gather information from what they 

observe to build a more complete picture of the child in order to plan appropriate curriculum and 

inform instruction” (Kline, 2008 p. 71).  Documentation panels provide a way for teachers to pull 

all of the pieces of the experiences that they observe in the classroom together.  Broderick and 

Hong (2011) state that teachers who follow the Reggio Emilia approach to early childhood 

education “use documentation as a reflective tool for ‘making children’s thinking visible,’ so 

their curriculum planning can follow the children’s lead” (para. 10).   

Cassidy and Lawrence (2000) investigated the beliefs and rationales of 12 female 

preschool teachers.  Each teacher’s classroom was videotaped for approximately 60 minutes.  

The teachers were then interviewed about the rationale behind the activities that were recorded.  

Teachers were also asked to discuss what influenced those rationales.  As a result of those 

interviews, Cassidy and Lawrence found that the teachers who participated in the study were not 

able to state an influence behind the rationale for the activities that were observed (2000).  They 

concluded that “most teachers would benefit greatly from more reflection on programmatic and 

developmentally appropriate goals for young children, as well as from an examination of how 

their classroom priorities interact with these goals” (Cassidy & Lawrence, 2000, p. 204).    

Reflection. One benefit of documentation panels for teachers is the opportunity for 

reflection (Brown-DuPaul, Keyes, & Segatti, 2001; Kline, 2008; Helm, Beneke, & 

Steinheimer, 2007).  Documentation panels can help a teacher to explain her philosophy of 

education to others, as well as to clarify it.  The photographs that are chosen must illustrate 
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the message that the teacher is trying to send (Moran & Tegano, 2005).  The meaning of the 

photographs becomes clear when the teacher composes captions to accompany them 

(Moran & Tegano, 2005).  Wording on documentation panels must be written precisely 

because there is a limited amount of space (Brown-DuPaul, Keyes, & Segatti, 2001).  The 

reflection that goes into building the documentation panel causes the teacher to become more 

adept at explaining this philosophy to others (Brown-DuPaul, Keyes, & Segatti, 2001).  This 

reflection also helps the teacher to construct learning experiences that are geared towards student 

needs.  Putting together the materials for a documentation panel will cause the teacher to look 

more closely at what children gained from the experience and what the teacher needs to do to 

further the children’s learning (Brown-DuPaul, Keyes, & Segatti, 2001).  

Windows on Learning. Helm, Beneke, and Steinheimer (2007) discuss three areas on 

which teachers can focus documentation panels to effectively guide the creation of the 

panel.  The three windows are children’s development, learning experiences, and teacher 

self-reflection (Helm, Beneke, & Steinheimer, 2007).   

A documentation panel that is focused on one child’s development will look 

different than a documentation panel that is focused on a learning experience that many 

children are involved in.  A documentation panel focused on one child may contain work 

samples, anecdotal notes, quotations, and photographs.  The entire panel would be about 

the work of one child (Helm, Beneke, & Steinheimer, 2007).   

The purpose of a documentation panel focused on learning experiences is to 

“organize, demonstrate, and display to others the general growth in knowledge, skills, 

dispositions, and feelings of the children involved …” (Helm, Beneke, & Steinheimer, 2007, 

p. 15).  A panel about a learning experience will help teachers convey what skills their 



EFFECTS OF DOCUMENTATION PANELS ON PARENT AND ASSISTANT PERCEPTIONS 20 
 

 
 

students were learning during that experience to others.  A narrative description of the 

experience, as well as student quotations and photographs may be included (Helm, Beneke, 

& Steinheimer, 2007).     

Documentation focused on teacher self-reflection may not be in the form of a 

documentation panel.  Teachers may use journal entries, planning diagrams, and other data that 

has been recorded (Helm, Beneke, & Steinheimer, 2007).  “The documentation the teacher 

brings together for this purpose allows him to reflect on and improve the quality of his own 

judgment of the development of the individual children in class and the class as a whole as 

they engage in project work” (Helm, Beneke, & Steinheimer, 2007, p. 18).  The teacher 

needs to reflect on the material that has been collected in order to determine the areas in 

which students need more development.  Documentation focused on teacher self-reflection 

will allow teachers to “improve the accuracy and efficiency of the documentation she 

provides for the window on a child’s development and the window on a learning 

experience” (Helm, Beneke, & Steinheimer, 2007, p. 19).   

Benefits of Documentation Panels for Families 

 Documentation panels are also beneficial to families.  Parents can be educated through 

documentation panels by viewing photographs of children involved in a learning experience and 

through reading the explanation that accompanies those photographs (Brown-DuPaul, Keyes, & 

Segatti, 2001).  Forman and Fyfe (1998) state that documentation can be used as a way for 

parents and teachers to communicate with each other.  Teachers should explain their 

documentation to parents and then discuss the findings together (Forman & Fyfe, 1998).  “Just as 

teachers share such documentation with each other in order to gain multiple perspectives that 

lead to new insights into children’s thinking, they can do so with parents” (Forman & Fyfe, 
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1998, p. 253).  Forman and Fyfe (1998) go on to state that because parents “have knowledge of 

children outside the classroom,” they also have a valuable contribution to make to the 

documentation process (p. 253).  It is important to include parents in the documentation process 

because a teacher may learn something new about her students.  A teacher may gain insight 

about children’s home lives and the educational values of parents.  

Creating documentation panels allows teachers to keep parents informed about activities 

that are occurring in the classroom.  This information leads to more discussion between parents 

and the teacher as well as between parents and their child (Kline, 2008).  A documentation panel 

can also be useful during parent-teacher conferences because it provides a visualization of 

children’s learning (Brown-DuPaul, Keyes, & Segatti, 2001).  This study will investigate 

whether documentation panels about toddlers’ visual art experiences will affect the perceptions 

of parents and assistant teachers on the learning that is occurring while children are having an art 

experience. 

Methodology 

 This study took place in a rural daycare center in the northeastern United States.  The 

participants were parents of children (ages 18 months to 3 years) who were enrolled in the 

toddler room at the day care center as well as the assistant teachers who worked in that 

classroom.  The participants of the study were asked to complete a survey at the beginning of a 

four week time period about their perceptions regarding art and learning in the toddler room.  

Documentation panels were hung in the hallway, one per week for four weeks, about a specific 

art experience in which the children participated.  At the end of the four weeks, the participants 

were asked to complete another survey about their perceptions of art and learning in the toddler 
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room.  The information received from the surveys was analyzed to determine which questions 

from the survey produced significant results. 

Setting   

This study took place in a rural daycare center located in the northeastern United States.  

According to the United States Census (2010), the region has a majority of white (92.6%) 

residents, 62.9% of residents live in a family household, and 81% of housing units are occupied 

(US Census, 2010).  The town where the daycare center is located has a population of 1,711.  Of 

that population, 94.3% are White, 5.3% are Black, and 3.2% are Hispanic or Latino.  Sixty-one 

and seven-tenths percentage of people live in a family household and 74.5% of housing units are 

occupied (US Census, 2010).  The daycare center where the study took place consisted of five 

classrooms, and served children from ages 6 weeks to 12 years old.  The classrooms were as 

follows: the infant room, (6 weeks to 18 months); the toddler room (18 months to 3 years); two 

preschool rooms (3 year olds and 4 year olds); and an after school room (5 years to 12 years).  

The classroom in which the study took place was the toddler room.  This room’s population 

consisted of fourteen children, one head teacher, and two assistant teachers.  The study was 

conducted over a period of four weeks with a survey given at the beginning and at the end of the 

time period.  Documentation panels were completed once every week for four weeks. 

Participants   

The individuals who participated in this study were the parents and assistant teachers of 

children enrolled in the toddler classroom.  There were 11 parents and 2 assistant teachers, 4 

male and 9 female, all of whom were white.  Socio-economic status ranged from high to low.  

Participants ranged in age from 20 to 45 years old.  
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Parents and assistant teachers were recruited for this study from the researcher’s 

classroom.  The director of the daycare center asked parents and assistant teachers to give their 

consent to participate in this study.  The director explained that the study would involve the 

participants completing two written surveys about their perceptions of visual art experiences that 

occurred in the toddler classroom.  The director also explained that parents and assistant teachers 

would be asked to fill out a survey at the beginning of the four weeks as well as at the end to 

determine their understanding of the visual art process that occurred in the classroom. 

Design   

This study was conducted over a period of four weeks.  Parents and assistant teachers 

were given a survey (see Appendices A and B) at the beginning of the study to determine their 

perceptions about the visual art process that toddlers (children aged 18 months to 3 years) 

experience in the classroom.  Parents and assistant teachers were also asked to indicate 

preferences about the use of documentation panels as a form of communication.  Participants 

were given a week to complete the survey at a location of their choosing, and asked to mail the 

completed survey back to the researcher.   

Each week, for four weeks, the researcher created a documentation panel about an art 

experience that occurred in the classroom.  Every week, the new documentation panel focused on 

a different skill that the art experience highlighted (see Appendices C and D).  The 

developmental areas that were focused on included: fine motor skills, gross motor skills, 

sensorimotor skills, and social-emotional skills (see Appendix D).  The documentation panel 

from week one focused on fine motor skills.  The activity that was conducted was painting with 

small foam circle blocks.  The second week’s documentation panel focused on gross motor 

skills.  The children participated in an activity using paint and rubber band brushes.  The rubber 
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band brushes encourage the children to use their entire arm to paint.  The third week’s 

documentation panel focused on sensorimotor skills.  This week the children participated in an 

activity that involved mixing Cool Whip and dry Jell-O mix together and then finger-painting 

with the mixture on paper.  The fourth week’s documentation panel focused on social-emotional 

skills.  The activity, Giant Golf Ball Painting, required at least two children participate at one 

time.  As a result, the concept of working as a team was explored.  The documentation panel 

portion of this study was initially intended to last six weeks in order to give participants more 

exposure to the children’s art experiences and to the documentation panels.  However, time 

constraints necessitated shortening this portion of the study from six weeks to four weeks. 

Each documentation panel included at least six photographs of the art experience as well 

as child language samples, a brief summary of the experience, a focused explanation of the skill 

that the experience was geared towards, and a list of the NYS Early Learning Guidelines that the 

children were working on during the experience.  The documentation panel was clearly displayed 

in the hallway next to the classroom door.  A new panel was hung in the hallway every Tuesday, 

with the exception of the third poster, which was hung on Wednesday, November 13
th

.  This 

allowed for the shortened week due to no school on Monday, November 11
th

 for Veteran’s Day.  

Each panel remained in the hallway until the study was completed.  At the end of the four week 

period, parents and assistant teachers completed the same survey to see if the documentation 

panels affected their perceptions.  The surveys took approximately 10 to 20 minutes to complete.   

Parents and assistant teachers were told that participation in this study was voluntary, that 

they could drop out of the study at any time, and that there would be no adverse consequences to 

them or their children if they chose to do so.  After this was explained, parents and assistant 

teachers were asked to sign the consent form.  
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Data Collection 

The data that was collected was in the form of a survey.  The survey consisted of a total 

of nine questions.  The first six questions sought to determine how parents reacted to and used 

the documentation panels in the hallway.  The last three questions sought to determine 

participant perceptions about art in the classroom.  The survey questions were based on the New 

York State Early Learning Guidelines and the National Association for the Education of Young 

Children National Standards.  The NYS Early Learning Guidelines were used to develop the 

survey because they will also be used on the documentation panels.  Because of this, the survey 

and the documentation panels will be aligned.  The NAEYC Early Childhood Program 

Standards and Accreditation Criteria & Guidance for Assessment was used in order to make 

sure that the survey aligned with national standards. 

The surveys were collected in order to determine if documentation panels improved 

communication with parents and assistant teachers about what children were learning while they 

were creating visual art.  The surveys were also used to determine if participants’ perceptions 

about art were affected by viewing the documentation panels.  After the data was collected it was 

de-identified and will be stored in a locked cabinet for three years.  After three years, the data 

will be destroyed. 

Data Analysis   

Once the data was collected, the researcher analyzed each question on the survey.  Each 

question’s result was recorded on a chart.  The results were converted into percentages to make 

them more easily understandable.  Each question on the initial survey was compared to the same 

question on the final survey to determine if participants’ perceptions about art were affected by 

viewing the documentation panels.   
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Limitations.  The main limitation of this study was the small sample size.  Regulations 

permit only twelve toddlers at one time to be in this classroom.  This limited the number of 

parents able to participate.  There were also only two assistant teachers who worked in this 

classroom.  That factor also contributed to the low sample size. 

Findings 

The data collected for this study was in the form of a nine question survey.  One survey 

was given to participants at the beginning of the study and an identical survey was given to the 

participants at the end of the study.  For four weeks, an expanding set of documentation panels 

were displayed in the hallway next to the classroom door.  A new panel was placed next to the 

panel from the previous week.  All panels remained in the hallway for the duration of the study.  

Each documentation panel discussed an art experience in which the children in the classroom 

participated the previous day.  Twelve participants responded to the initial survey and six of 

these also completed the post survey. 

Teacher Assistant Perceptions 

In general, the initial surveys from the assistant teachers showed that they looked at the 

displays in the hallway one time per week.  One assistant looked at the displays with children 

“some of the time” while the other did not look at the displays with children.  On the final 

survey, both participants recorded that they each looked at the displays with children “some of 

the time”.  One assistant also increased the amount of times that she viewed the displays from 

one time per week to two to four times per week.   

Question number five on the initial survey asked assistant teachers to rank the parts of the 

documentation panel from most informative to least informative using the numbers one through 

four with one being the most informative.  One participant used check marks to indicate 
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photographs and the New York State Early Learning Guidelines were the most informative.  The 

other participant ranked the parts of the display as follows: photographs, explanation paragraph, 

New York State Early Learning Guidelines, child quotations.  On the final survey one participant 

changed her ranking on which elements were the most informative.  She ranked the explanation 

paragraph as being the most informative, followed by the New York State Early Learning 

Guidelines, child quotations, and photographs.  The other participant’s answer did not change 

from the initial survey. 

The following question on the survey asked assistant teacher participants to rank the 

order of the elements of the documentation panels from most to least interesting, with one being 

the highest.  On the initial survey, one participant ranked child quotations as being the most 

interesting, while the other participants ranked the photographs as most interesting.  On the final 

survey, both participants had the following ranking of most to least interesting: photographs, 

child quotations, explanation paragraph, New York State Early Learning Guidelines. 

The assistant teachers also valued art materials and experiences differently.  The 

assistants were asked to rate their answer on a scale from one to five, with five being the most 

important.  The final surveys showed that the assistant teachers’ value of the importance of art 

materials and art experiences increased over the course of the study.  The assistant teachers also 

used specific phrases from the documentation panels displayed in the hallway in their 

explanations (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 

Teacher Assistants’ Perceptions of Art Materials and Experiences 

 

 Question number eight asked assistant teachers to circle the skills that they believed that 

children were developing while participating in art experiences.  One hundred percent of 

assistant teachers believed that children were developing fine motor skills, emotions, having a 

sensory experience, and were learning about cause and effect, and problem-solving.  On the final 

survey, one assistant teacher changed her perceptions on skill development to include gross 

motor skills and literacy skills (see Table 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Partici-

pant Initial Survey Response Explanation Final Survey Response Explanation

TA1 3

"Very, this is 

how they find 

their 

personalities." 4

"It helps them 

explore, and 

gives them a lot 

of sensory play."

TA2 4

"It shows the 

personality and 

individuality of 

each toddler.  

How they 

express 

themselves." 5

"Let's them use 

their creative 

imagination and 

fine motor skills."

7. How important do you consider exploring art materials and having art experiences to be 

to children’s education?



EFFECTS OF DOCUMENTATION PANELS ON PARENT AND ASSISTANT PERCEPTIONS 29 
 

 
 

Table 2 

Assistant Teachers’ Beliefs about Skill Development during Art Experiences on Initial and Final 

Surveys 

 

 Question number nine on the initial survey asked assistant teachers to circle the activities 

that they believed were art activities.  Both participants considered all of the activities listed to be 

art activities with the exception of building with blocks and putting stickers on paper.  Only one 

assistant considered those activities to be art activities.  On the final survey however, both 

participants circled all of the activities that were listed, believing all to be art activities (see Table 

3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Skills Initial Survey Final Survey

Small Muscle Control 100% 100%

Large Muscle Control 50% 100%

Social Skills 50% 50%

Emotions 100% 100%

Literacy 0% 50%

Writing 50% 50%

Sensory Experience 100% 100%

Cause and Effect 100% 100%

Problem-Solving 100% 100%

8. Please circle the areas of development that you believe children 

are practicing while creating art:
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Table 3 

Assistant Teachers’ Beliefs about which Activities are classified as Art Activities 

 

The assistant teacher participants’ perceptions were affected by viewing the documentation 

panels.  Responses on the parent survey lead to mixed results about documentation panels’ effect 

on parent perceptions of toddlers’ visual art. 

Parents’ Perceptions  

The initial results of the family survey showed that 80% of the participants were already 

viewing the displays in the hallway prior to the beginning of the study.  Of those participants 

who viewed the displays in the hallway, 50% viewed the displays one time per week, while 

37.5% viewed them two to four times per week, and 12.5% viewed them five to seven times per 

week.  Participants viewed the displays mostly in the evening and with their child some of the 

time (see Table 4). 

 

Art Activities Initital Survey Final Survey

Painting 100% 100%

Using crayons 100% 100%

Play-doh 100% 100%

Nature collage 100% 100%

Building with blocks 50% 100%

Ink-stamping 100% 100%

Driving toy trucks 

through paint 100% 100%

Gluing popsicle sticks 

together 100% 100%

Printing with bubble 

wrap 100% 100%

Ripping construction 

paper 100% 100%

Putting stickers on 

paper 50% 100%

9. Please circle the activities you would classify as art activities:
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Table 4 

Parents’ Display Viewing Habits on Initial Survey 

 

Responses varied when parents were asked to rank each element of the documentation 

panels (explanation paragraph, photographs, child quotations, and New York State Early 

Learning Guidelines) from most informative to least informative using a scale from one to four, 

with one being the most informative.  However, when parents were asked to rank the elements of 

documentation panels from most interesting to least interesting, 87.5% ranked photographs as the 

most interesting.  Seventy-five percent of parent participants ranked the elements of the 

documentation panels from most to least interesting in the following way: photographs, child 

quotations, explanation paragraph, New York State Early Learning Guidelines.  One assistant 

teacher ranked the elements of the documentation panel in terms of most to least interesting in 

the same way as the parents above. 

 Parent participants considered the use of art materials and art experiences in their child’s 

classroom very important on the initial survey.  Ninety percent of parents ranked this question a 

five when asked to rank importance on a scale of one to five, with five being the most important.   

Parents were also asked to explain their answers.  One parent wrote that art, “Let’s her express 

herself in a completely different way – with paint/glue/glitter/crayons/etc.  It’s a wonderful way 

to test a child’s gross and fine motor skills and many other skills but in a different way than your 

How many times during 

the week did you read 

the information included 

during the displays?

In general, what time of 

day did you usually 

look at the displays?

Did you look at the 

displays with your 

child? If yes, how often?

1 time per week 50% Morning 37.50% Yes 87.50%

Every time I 

looked at the 

display 37.50%

2-4 times per week 37.50% Evening 62.50% No 12.50% Some of the time 50%

5-7 times per week 12.50% The first time 0%

8 or more times per 

week 0%  
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standard test.”  Another parent wrote that art, “Provides the child another way to communicate, 

or express oneself.”   

 Question number eight on the survey asked parents to circle the areas of development that 

they believed children were practicing during art experiences.  On the initial survey 100% of 

parents believed that children were practicing using their fine motor skills as well as having a 

sensory experience.  Numbers varied in other areas such as large muscle control, social skills, 

emotions, literacy, writing, cause and effect, and problem-solving (See Table 5).  

Table 5 

Parents’ Beliefs about Skill Development during Art Experiences on Initial and Final Surveys 

 

 Four responses were received from parents on the final survey.  All of these participants 

viewed the documentation panels in the hallway.  One participant viewed the displays in the 

morning and two viewed them in the evening.  One participant wrote that the displays were 

viewed during the morning and the evening.  Seventy-five percent of the participants viewed the 

documentation panels with their child “some of the time”.  One participant did not view the 

documentation panels with their child (see Table 6). 

 

Skills Initial Survey Final Survey

Small Muscle Control 100% 100%

Large Muscle Control 70% 50%

Social Skills 80% 100%

Emotions 70% 75%

Literacy 60% 25%

Writing 50% 25%

Sensory Experience 100% 100%

Cause and Effect 90% 100%

Problem-Solving 50% 100%

8. Please circle the areas of development that you believe children 

are practicing while creating art:
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Table 6 

Parents’ Display Viewing Habits on Final Survey 

 

 When parents were asked about which part of the documentation panel was the most 

informative 75% chose the explanation paragraph and 25% chose the photographs.  Seventy-five 

percent of parents believed that the photographs where the most interesting part of the 

documentation panels while 25% believed the child quotations were the most interesting.   

 The parent participants showed that they continued to value the importance of having art 

materials and art experiences in the classroom on the final survey.  Seventy-five percent of 

parents ranked this question as a five, while 25% ranked this as a four.  One parent wrote that “It 

(art) allows them freedom in their education and play.  I think they are very useful in developing 

critical thinking and independence skills.” 

 Question number eight on the final survey asked parents which skills they believed 

children were practicing while participating in art experiences.  One hundred percent of parents 

believed that children were developing their fine motor skills, social skills, having a sensory 

experience, and were developing knowledge about cause and effect and problem solving (see 

Table 5). 

 Question number nine on the initial survey asked parents to circle the activities that they 

considered to be art activities.  One hundred percent of parent participants considered the 

How many times during 

the week did you read 

the information included 

during the displays?

In general, what time of 

day did you usually 

look at the displays?

Did you look at the 

displays with your 

child? If yes, how often?

1 time per week 50% Morning 25% Yes 75%

Every time I 

looked at the 

display 0%

2-4 times per week 50% Evening 50% No 25% Some of the time 75%

5-7 times per week 0% Both 25% The first time 0%

8 or more times per 

week 0%  
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following activities as art activities:  painting, using crayons, play-doh, ink-stamping, driving toy 

trucks through paint, gluing popsicle sticks together, printing with bubble wrap.  Of the parent 

participants who submitted a final survey, one hundred percent believed that painting, using 

crayons, play-doh, and creating a nature collage to be art activities.  All of these participants also 

considered ink-stamping, driving toy trucks through paint, and gluing popsicle sticks together to 

be art activities (see Table 7). 

Table 7 

Parents’ Beliefs about which Activities are classified as Art Activities 

 

 

Discussion 

This study sought to determine if documentation panels on children’s visual art 

experiences affected parents’ and assistant teachers’ perceptions of what toddlers (children 18 

months to 3 years) are learning in daycare.  Information was gathered through two surveys given 

Art Activities Initital Survey Final Survey

Painting 100% 100%

Using crayons 100% 100%

Play-doh 100% 100%

Nature collage 90% 100%

Building with blocks 40% 75%

Ink-stamping 100% 100%

Driving toy trucks 

through paint 100% 100%

Gluing popsicle sticks 

together 100% 100%

Printing with bubble 

wrap 100% 75%

Ripping construction 

paper 70% 50%

Putting stickers on 

paper 90% 75%

9. Please circle the activities you would classify as art activities:
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to two assistant teacher participants and eleven parent participants.  The assistant teacher 

participants had a 100% return rate for the initial and final surveys.  The parent participants had a 

return rate of 90% for the initial survey and 40% for the final survey. 

Analysis of Assistant Teacher Results 

 From the initial survey to the final survey, the assistant teacher participants showed that 

some of their perceptions and actions changed.  One assistant teacher increased the amount of 

times she viewed the displays in the hallway.  The other assistant teacher didn’t increase the 

amount of times she viewed the displays, however she viewed the displays with children, 

something that she did not do before.  It is important for children to see photographs of 

themselves interacting with other children and having experiences in the classroom.  Children are 

capable of using the photographs to recall the experience that they had while participating in the 

activity recorded in the photographs (Moran & Tegano, 2005).  Discussing the photographs with 

teachers, teacher assistants, or parents may lead the child to remember the event and use it to 

build schemes in the future. 

 Questions five and six on the survey asked participants to rank the elements of 

documentation as most informative and most interesting, using a scale of one through four, with 

one being the highest ranking.  On the final survey, photographs were ranked by both of the 

assistant teacher participants as the most interesting.  One participant ranked photographs as the 

most informative, while the other ranked them as the least informative, choosing the explanation 

paragraph as the most informative part of the documentation panel.  Photographs are a key 

element of a documentation panel.  Without them, the panel wouldn’t be as likely to draw in 

viewers to read the information (Brown-DuPaul, Keyes, & Segatti, 2001; Moran & Tegano, 

2005). 
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 On the final survey the assistant teachers indicated that they considered the use of art 

materials and art experiences more important than they did on the initial survey (see Table 1).  

The increase in the rating could be due to the assistant teachers participating in the art 

experiences and then reading about them on the documentation panels.  Documentation panels 

have been shown to be beneficial to the teacher reflection process for teachers who have been 

influenced by Reggio Emilia (Broderick & Hong, 2011).  Cassidy and Lawrence’s (2000) study 

of 12 preschool teachers and their rationale for activities used in the classroom found that “most 

teachers would benefit greatly from more reflection on programmatic and developmentally 

appropriate goals for young children, as well as from an examination of how their classroom 

priorities interact with these goals” (p. 204).  Creating documentation panels may be a way for 

teachers (and assistant teachers) to reflect on their classroom practices and become a guide for 

future activities that are influenced by the needs of the children in the classroom. 

 Assistant teachers also changed their beliefs about which skills children are practicing 

while participating in art experiences.  One assistant teacher added “literacy” to the skills that she 

circled, while the other added “large muscle control”.  This could also be a result of viewing the 

documentation panels in the hallway and reflecting on the activities that were portrayed.  

Children are developing many different skills while they are participating in art experiences.   

Fine motor, gross motor, sensorimotor, and social-emotional skills were all specifically 

addressed on at least one documentation panel throughout the study.  Social skills, cause and 

effect, problem-solving, literacy, and writing were discussed on panels as well, but were not the 

focus (see Appendix D).  The assistant teachers demonstrated that they had read the 

documentation panels because they were able to refer to specific skills that the children were 

developing when asked to explain their ranking for question number seven.  Assistant teacher 
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one wrote, “It helps them explore and gives them a lot of sensory play.”  On her initial survey 

response, this participant focused more on how she believed art experiences helped children 

“find their personalities.”  Assistant teacher two was also more detailed in her final survey 

response to this question.  She wrote that art, “Let’s them use their creative imagination and fine 

motor skills.”  Assistant teacher two also focused on personality development in the initial 

survey.  The growth in each participant’s ability to write about the benefits of art experiences 

indicates that they read the documentation panels and were able to learn from them. 

 On question number nine, assistant teachers were asked to circle the activities that they 

believed were art activities.  On the final survey, both assistant teachers circled all of the 

activities. On the initial survey, all of the activities were circled except for “building with 

blocks” and “putting stickers on paper”, which were not circled by one participant.  Toddler art 

activities need to be open-ended in order to allow children the opportunity to experiment with the 

materials they are provided (Bredekamp &Copple, 1997; Drew & Rankin, 2004; Gonzalez-

Mena, 2008; Maynard & Ketter, 2013).  All of the activities that were listed were considered, by 

the researcher, to be open-ended art activities.  Familiarity with the skills that children were 

developing during art experiences, gained by viewing the documentation panels, could have led 

the assistant teachers to change their responses to this question on the final survey.      

Analysis of Parent Results 

 Due to the low return rate of parent participant final surveys, it is difficult to compare the 

initial survey results to the final survey results.  However, the initial survey results were very 

informative on parents’ display viewing habits and opinions about the importance of art 

materials and art experiences for their children. 
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 All of the parent participants who responded to the initial survey viewed the 

documentation panels as well as the four parents who responded to the final survey.  Many 

parents (87.5%) indicated that they viewed the displays with their child on the initial survey (see 

Table 4).  Three parents (75%) viewed the displays with their child on the final survey (see Table 

6).  It is important that parents took time to view the documentation panels, especially with their 

children.  This may have led to opportunities to discuss the photographs and for the parent to 

read the captions.  This could have also provided an opportunity for the child to reflect on the 

experience that they had while completing the activity. 

 When parent participants were asked to rank the part of the documentation panel from 

most informative to least informative on the initial survey, results varied.  On the final survey, 

75% of parents listed the explanation paragraph as being the most informative.  This indicated 

that the parents who responded to the final survey took the time to read the paragraph at the 

beginning of every documentation panel. 

 Parent participants were also asked to rank the most interesting part of the documentation 

panels.  Photographs were ranked as the most interesting by 87.5% of parents on the initial 

survey.  On the final survey, photographs were ranked the most interesting by 75% of the 

parents.  This result indicates that the photographs were engaging for the parents.   

 When looking at both of these questions on the final survey, it can be noted that the child 

quotations were ranked the second most informative by two parents and the second most 

interesting by three parents.  One parent ranked child quotations as the most interesting.  When 

paired with photographs, child quotations can be very informative.  Quotations indicate what the 

child in the photograph was thinking as she was experiencing the activity.  Quotations can often 

help make more sense out of a photograph for the person who is viewing it.  Child quotations can 
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also help the child in the photograph recall what she was thinking/feeling during that activity.  

Moran and Tegano (2005) discuss how children belonging to a classroom in which they 

observed, went to photographs on the wall, taken on a previous day, and were using them to 

remember how to trace a flower.  Toddlers will need to have quotations read to them by an adult, 

but they are capable of recalling that experience. 

Question number seven on the survey asked parents to indicate the importance of art 

materials and art experiences for their child.  On the initial survey, 90% of parents ranked the 

importance of art materials and art experiences as a five, the highest choice on the rating scale.  

On the final survey 75% of parents ranked this question as a five.  This indicates that the 

majority of parents who participated believed that art experiences for their toddler were very 

important before the documentation panels were displayed in the hallway.  The comments that 

were included below the responses helped to show how valuable parents believed art experiences 

to be.  Two participants discussed how they believed that children were learning different skills 

while participating in art experiences.  One participant wrote,  

“Learning is easy when it’s fun.  You can teach many things with art (e.g. colors,  

  counting, fine motor skills, etc.)  Art can also create a sensory experience.   

 Maybe the most important is that she enjoys it and likes going to daycare.”   

This participant indicated that s/he already has some knowledge about what children are learning 

while they are participating in art experiences.  Another parent wrote that “It involves all the 

basics: colors, shapes, coordination, concentration, fine motor skills, and boosts child’s 

confidence.  Makes them want to learn and show off what they have learned.”  This participant 

had prior knowledge of many skills that children are developing while participating in art 
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experiences.  These quotations from the initial survey indicate that parents in this classroom 

knew more about art and learning than was anticipated. 

 The results from question number eight on the survey indicated a similar fact.  One 

hundred percent of parents believed that children were building their fine motor skills and having 

a sensory experience while participating in art activities.  Of the four parents who responded to 

the final survey, one hundred percent believed that children were developing fine motor and 

social skills, were having a sensory experience, and were learning about cause and effect and 

problem-solving (see Table 5).  The parents who responded to the initial survey seemed to know 

a few of skills that children were learning through art experiences.  The parents who responded 

to the final survey seem to have learned about more skills. 

 Question number nine on the survey asked parents to circle the activities that they 

considered to be art activities.  One hundred percent of parents on the initial survey believed that 

painting, using crayons, play-doh, ink-stamping, driving toy trucks through paint, gluing popsicle 

sticks together, and printing with bubble wrap, were art activities.  It is important for parents to 

know that these activities need to be open-ended.  Documentation panels may provide a way to 

communicate this with parents (Forman & Fyfe, 1998; Brown-DuPaul, Keyes, & Segatti, 2001).  

The results from this study do not indicate that documentation panels increased parents’ 

knowledge of skills that toddlers are building while participating in art experiences.  This area 

could benefit from additional research with a larger sample size. 

Implications for Future Research 

 If this study were to be expanded upon, follow up interviews with families and assistant 

teachers would be beneficial.  These interviews would allow the researcher to ask questions 

about comments written on the surveys.  The current study was not designed this way due to time 
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constraints.  This study could also be conducted with a larger sample size of assistant teachers 

and parents.   

The main purpose of a documentation panel is to inform others.  Parent participants could 

be asked about how effective they believed the documentation panels were in informing them 

about what was occurring in the classroom.  A comparison of documentation panels and other 

forms of parent communication, such as newsletters, emails, and portfolios, could also be 

explored. 

Limitations 

 Small sample size was a big limitation during this study.  Only twelve children can be in 

the classroom at one time, so the number of parent participants was limited.  There are only two 

assistant teachers in the classroom, so that participant population was small as well. 

 A poor return rate for final parent surveys was another limitation.  Due to the timing of 

the study, the final surveys were given to families to complete during the week that 

Thanksgiving Break occurred.  This may have been a factor contributing to the lack of parent 

responses. 

 This study sought to determine if the use of documentation panels on children’s visual art 

experiences affect parents’ and assistant teachers’ perceptions of what toddlers (children 18 

months to 3 years) are learning in daycare.  Ten parent participants and two assistant teacher 

participants received an initial survey to record their perceptions about art and documentation 

panels.  Then, for a four week period, documentation panels focused on different process art 

experiences were displayed in the hallway outside of the toddler classroom.  One new panel was 

placed in the hallway each week.  At the end of this time period, the participants were asked to 

complete the same survey to determine if the documentation panel affected their perceptions 
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about art in the toddler classroom.  Results indicated that the documentation panels did have a 

positive impact on assistant teacher perceptions and a mixed impact on parent perceptions.  More 

research is needed to determine how valuable documentation panels are as a communication tool 

with parents and assistant teachers.   
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Appendix A 

Toddler Room Family Survey 

 

1. Have you read the information accompanying previous displays outside of the Toddler 

Room? 

 

Yes   No 

  

 If yes, please go to question 2.  If no, please go to question 7. 

 

 

2. How many times during the week did you read the information included during the 

displays? 

 

1 time per week 2-4 times per week 5-7 times per week 8 or more times per  

 

 

3. In general, what time of day did you usually look at the displays? 

 

Morning  Evening 

 

 

4. Did you look at the displays with your child? 

 

Yes   No 

 

a. If yes, how often? 

 

___ Every time I looked at the display 

___ Some of the time 

___ The first time 
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5. Which area of the display was the most informative?  Please rank each area of the display 

with 1 being the most informative and 4 being the least informative. 

 

___Explanation Paragraph  

___Photographs  

___Child Quotations  

___New York State Early Learning Guideline areas that were being developed        

during the activity 

 

 

6. Which area of the display was the most interesting?  Please rank each area of the display 

with 1 being the most interesting and 4 being the least interesting. 

 

___Explanation Paragraph  

___Photographs  

___Child Quotations  

___New York State Early Learning Guideline areas that were being developed        

during the activity 

 

 

7. How important do you consider exploring art materials and having art experiences to be 

to your child’s education? 

 

Not        Very 

Important       Important 

  1  2  3  4  5  

 

 

Please Explain: 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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8. Please circle the areas of development that you believe children are practicing while 

creating art: 

 

 

Small Muscle Control  Large Muscle Control  Social Skills 

 

Emotions    Literacy   Writing 

  

Sensory Experience  Cause and Effect  Problem-Solving 

 

 

 

9. Please circle the activities you would classify as art activities: 

 

Painting     Using crayons    Play-doh 

 

Nature collage    Building with blocks   Ink-stamping 

 

Driving toy trucks through paint  Gluing popsicle sticks together  

 

Printing with bubble wrap   Ripping construction paper   

 

Putting stickers on paper 

 

Other: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix B 

Toddler Room Assistant Teacher Survey 

 

1. Have you read the information accompanying previous displays outside of the Toddler 

Room? 

 

Yes   No 

  

 If yes, please go to question 2.  If no, please go to question 7. 

 

 

2. How many times during the week did you read the information included during the 

displays? 

 

1 time per week 2-4 times per week 5-7 times per week 8 or more times per  

 

 

3. In general, what time of day did you usually look at the displays? 

 

Morning  Evening 

 

 

4. Did you look at the displays with children from the Toddler Room? 

 

Yes   No 

 

a. If yes, how often? 

 

___ Every time I looked at the display 

___ Some of the time 

___ The first time 
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5. Which area of the display was the most informative?  Please rank each area of the display 

with 1 being the most informative and 4 being the least informative. 

 

___Explanation Paragraph  

___Photographs  

___Child Quotations  

___New York State Early Learning Guideline areas that were being developed        

during the activity 

 

 

6. Which area of the display was the most interesting?  Please rank each area of the display 

with 1 being the most interesting and 4 being the least interesting. 

 

___Explanation Paragraph  

___Photographs  

___Child Quotations  

___New York State Early Learning Guideline areas that were being developed        

during the activity 

 

 

7. How important do you consider exploring art materials and having art experiences to be 

to children’s education? 

 

Not        Very 

Important       Important 

  1  2  3  4  5  

 

 

Please Explain: 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C 

Documentation Panel Mock Up 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Description of skill 

that was the focus for 

the week, e.g. fine 

motor skills, gross 

motor skills, etc. 

Photograph Photograph 

Educational caption about the pictures above 

or a child quotation. 

Photograph Photograph Photograph 

Educational caption 

or quotation. 

Educational caption or quotation. 

Photograph Photograph 

Educational caption or quotation. 

New York State Early 

Learning Guidelines 
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Appendix D 

Documentation Panel Photographs 

Figure 1 

Week One – Fine Motor Skills:  Painting with Foam Circle Blocks 
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Figure 2 

Week Two – Gross Motor Skills:  Rubber Band Brush Painting 
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Figure 3 

 

Week Three – Sensorimotor Skills:  Finger-painting with Cool Whip and Jell-O Mix 
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Figure 4 

 

Week Four – Social-Emotional Skills:  Giant Golf Ball Painting 
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