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Interview with Dr. Rebecca Palacios, 
a Founding Director of the National 
Board for Professional Teaching 
Standards (NBPTS) and Senior Curriculum 
Advisor for ABCmouse.com: 

Dr. Palacios holds a PhD in Curriculum 
and Instruction as well as National Board 
Certification as an Early Childhood 
Generalist and has more than 25 years of 
experience in early childhood education. 
She is a pioneer in the field of dual-
language learning and assists in strategic 
curriculum planning for ABCmouse.com, 
ensuring that all content and activities are 
age appropriate and reflect best practices 
in early childhood education.

Dr. Palacios was recently interviewed 
about the role parents play as their child’s 
first teacher. 

Why do you say that a child’s parent is his 
or her first teacher?

Dr. Palacios: Children begin learning from 
the moment they are born—everything they 
see, hear, and touch is actually a learning 
experience. These experiences form the 
foundation for learning language, for learning about how the world works, for 
learning how people work and play together, for learning how to control one’s 
own body—for all kinds of learning. You can think of each of these experiences 
as a lesson. And even though they don’t plan these lessons in the same way that 
teachers plan lessons for their students, parents create the environments and 
experiences in which learning happens, which makes them the first teachers their 
children will ever have.

So environment is an important aspect of learning? 

Dr. Palacios: Environment is tremendously important, because young children learn 
primarily by looking, listening, and exploring in their environments. A lot of that 
learning will occur naturally, but parents can also help it along.

How can parents help their children learn from the environments they’re in?

Dr. Palacios: For one thing, every environment and experience provides an 
opportunity to develop a child’s language skills, whether it’s just talking about 

Fun Fact 
Have you ever 
noticed that 
Twinkle Twinkle 
Little Star and The 
Alphabet Song 
have the same 
tune? There’s 
another popular 
nursery rhyme 
that’s set to this 
tune—guess 
which one it is!

See answer on back

Notable Quote
“ Nothing you do 
for children is 
ever wasted.”

—Garrison Keillor, 
Writer

Build vocabulary 
by playing a 
guessing game 
with your child’s 
toys. If you give 
some descriptive 
clues, can your 
child guess what 
toy it is?

Help your child 
make artistic labels 
for things in his 
or her bedroom. 
Encourage your 
child to write or 
trace the first letter 
for each object.

Dr. Rebecca Palacios, a Founding Director 
of the National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards (NBPTS)

Tips for 
Parents

A Child’s First Teacher
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And remember, you don’t have to buy 
expensive toys to have a creative learning 
environment at home—the most important 
ingredient is your own imagination. Your love 
and your time are the greatest gifts you can 
give your child.

Finally, what advice do you have for parents 
whose children are enrolled in a formal school 
setting, but who want to remain involved in 
their children’s learning?

Dr. Palacios: I believe all parents should play 
an active role in their child’s learning by 
participating in activities the school conducts 
and also by providing support at home. If, as 
a parent, you don’t understand something a 
teacher sends home, or you aren’t sure how 
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The original 26 ABCmouse.com Letter 
Songs were written to help children learn 
and remember the names and sounds of 
the letters of the alphabet, as well as to 
develop vocabulary.

This FREE app comes with three videos 
pre-loaded, for the letters A, B, and C! 
Children can earn “tickets” to acquire 
the remaining 23 videos at no cost just by 
listening to and watching the videos they 
already have, or parents can use the 
in-app purchase feature to buy any or all 
of the remaining videos.

Search “ABCmouse” in the iTunes App Store!

Parents create the 
environments and 
experiences in which 
learning happens, which 
makes them the first 
teachers their children 
will ever have.

“

”

to best support your child, be sure to talk 
to your child’s teacher about it. It’s also a 
good idea to develop a relationship with the 
school’s principal, who may be in a position 
to access additional resources, if that’s ever 
needed. Always remember: even when you 
are no longer your child’s main teacher, you 
will always be your child’s FIRST teacher, and 
your child’s most important advocate.

For comments, feedback, or suggestions, 
please email us at newsletter@ABCmouse.com.

ABCmouse.com is an award-winning and comprehensive online curriculum for children ages 2–6, with more than 
3,000 learning activities that teach reading, math, beginning science, social studies, art, and music. Developed 
in collaboration with nationally recognized early childhood education experts, the ABCmouse.com website and 
related apps include books, games, songs, puzzles, art activities, environments, and printables—all designed to be 
highly engaging and fun for children.

To learn more, visit 

Fun Fact Answer: The other popular nursery rhyme 
that’s set to this tune is Baa Baa Black Sheep!
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what’s in their room, discussing their daily 
routine, or talking about what they’re having 
for dinner. A child’s vocabulary will expand 
as parents introduce new vocabulary. 
And there are so many other teachable 
moments, such as a bird flying by, the dog 
barking, or the cat shedding.

Can you give us a few more examples of 
teachable moments?

Dr. Palacios: Pointing out and asking your 
child questions about changes in the 
weather, leaves falling, or snow on the 
ground that wasn’t there before—these are 
all examples of teachable moments. I have 
a grandson who loves to count fire hydrants. 
So while we’re walking and counting, I take 
the opportunity to ask him if he knows what a 
fire hydrant does, why they’re there, or why a 
firefighter needs them. Teachable moments 
come from the child’s own observations or 
from things they’re interested in, because 
they’re so excited and curious to learn more. 
It can be hard when parents are working and 
have busy lives, but teachable moments can 
be just a few minutes or even a few seconds. 
The trick is to be aware that the things that we 
see and do as we go through our days may 
seem mundane to us, but to our children they 
are wonders.

keep going. And once a child is mobile, he 
or she should have lots of time to engage 
in physical activities, like playing outdoor 
games or moving to music. Playing catch 
also has great benefits because it helps the 
child develop eye-hand coordination.

There are also many great indoor activities 
that will develop physical skills. Cutting 
things out with safety scissors helps develop 
coordination and fine motor skills. Measuring 
ingredients for cooking has the same 
benefits. Learning to use a computer mouse 
also develops motor skills and eye-hand 
coordination, and we have been hearing 
at ABCmouse.com that with a little practice 
even toddlers can master this skill.

What are some other ways that 
parents can help their children learn?

Dr. Palacios: Of course physical development 
is also important, and that starts at birth. For 
example, you can help a baby improve his 
or her ability to track motion by holding an 
object in front of the baby and moving the 
object from side to side and up and down, 
or by playing peek-a-boo. As children start 
to crawl or walk, it’s a good idea to give 
them something to move toward, such as 
Mom or Dad or a small toy, and also to praise 
them by clapping and encouraging them to 

are grown and shipped from. Back at 
home, parents can integrate other skills 
while cooking together. For example, when 
cooking dishes with the vegetables, children 
will have opportunities for measuring and 
sorting and for using their senses to help 
them describe the ingredients they’re using. 
And reading and writing skills can be added 
into the mix by having the child make labels 
for the containers or bins that the fruits and 
vegetables are kept in.

You’ve mentioned language skills a few times. 
Can you talk a little more about how parents 
can help support language development?

Dr. Palacios: Oral language experiences 
are crucial to children’s reading success, 
understanding of spoken words, and 
enrichment of their knowledge. Young 
children are very curious about the world 
around them. Talk to your child and answer 
questions about the things that are present 
in his or her environment. Language 
experiences that include touching, smelling, 
hearing, tasting, and seeing will help your 
child remember the language he or she has 
heard because it is connected to one of your 
child’s senses. These language experiences 
also set the stage for important reading skills 
like recalling, comprehending, classifying, 
sequencing, and retelling stories. Stories are 
wonderful vehicles for introducing children to 
new worlds, but so are nonfiction books that 
show children the rich variety and wonders of 
the real world.

What is the importance of providing 
access to books?

Dr. Palacios: When we provide children the 
gift of books and language, we are providing 
them with imaginative experiences that are 
important in building a nation of creative 
thinkers and innovators. These books should 
be fiction as well as nonfiction books. Always 
have books on hand in the car, in the kitchen, 
in the child’s bedroom, and even outside to 
invite children to read on the porch or under 
a tree. Whether books are checked out of the 
library or bought at the market or a bookstore, 
good children’s literature provides the rich 
language needed for children to be successful 
in school. Books can be selected based on 
a child’s interest, especially if he or she is a 
reluctant reader, or they can be selected 
based on what’s currently happening in a 
child’s life: foods, clothing, cooking, insects, 
weather — the list is endless!

Early Learning Research

A 2006 research report describes an 
approach to early education that 
includes learning activities based on 
parents’ understanding of their child’s 
interests and on using a child’s everyday 
environment to explore and participate in 
learning opportunities. More specifically, 
the authors of this report state: “Research 
on the everyday activities of infants, 
toddlers, and preschoolers…indicates 
that natural learning opportunities are 
a mix of planned and unplanned, 
structured and unstructured, and 
intentional and serendipitous 
life experiences.”

To see the full report, visit
http://www.fipp.org/Collateral/
caseinpoint/caseinpoint_vol2_no2.pdf

The trick is to be aware 
that the things that we 
see and do as we go 
through our days may 
seem mundane to us, 
but to our children they 
are wonders.

“
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Always have books on 
hand in the car, in the 
kitchen, in the child’s 
bedroom, and even outside 
to invite children to read on 
the porch or under a tree.

“

”Any other tips? 

Dr. Palacios: Children learn best when routines 
and daily schedules have been established. 
Along with providing opportunities to learn 
about order, sequencing, and concepts of 
time, children also learn that routines allow for 
responsibility, decision making, and sharing. 
Established routines make for smoother 
transitions and help children to prepare 
mentally for the day and what is to come, 
while providing frameworks in which creative 
learning can occur.

ABCmouse.com Book: 
All About Hamsters

ABCmouse.com Puzzle:
Let’s Eat Green

Should parents also teach their children 
about the alphabet and numbers?

Dr. Palacios: Well, it’s true that the more 
prepared children are when they enter 
school, the better. But it’s even more 
important that children experience learning 
as something they like doing, so if parents 
want to teach their children academic skills, 
then it should be done in a fashion that the 
child really enjoys. There are a lot of ways 
to make learning fun; I like to encourage 
parents to take an approach that is called 
integrated learning.

What is meant by integrated learning?

Dr. Palacios: Integrated learning occurs when 
parents encourage learning in a number of 
subject areas while focusing on one topic. 
For example, when teaching about fruits 
and vegetables, a parent can use both the 
home and grocery store as resources. Parents 
can provide wonderful language-building 
opportunities by talking to their child about 
the fruits and vegetables they see at the 
store. They can discuss geography and the 
parts of the world where fruits and vegetables 
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And remember, you don’t have to buy 
expensive toys to have a creative learning 
environment at home—the most important 
ingredient is your own imagination. Your love 
and your time are the greatest gifts you can 
give your child.

Finally, what advice do you have for parents 
whose children are enrolled in a formal school 
setting, but who want to remain involved in 
their children’s learning?

Dr. Palacios: I believe all parents should play 
an active role in their child’s learning by 
participating in activities the school conducts 
and also by providing support at home. If, as 
a parent, you don’t understand something a 
teacher sends home, or you aren’t sure how 
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to best support your child, be sure to talk 
to your child’s teacher about it. It’s also a 
good idea to develop a relationship with the 
school’s principal, who may be in a position 
to access additional resources, if that’s ever 
needed. Always remember: even when you 
are no longer your child’s main teacher, you 
will always be your child’s FIRST teacher, and 
your child’s most important advocate.

For comments, feedback, or suggestions, 
please email us at newsletter@ABCmouse.com.

ABCmouse.com is an award-winning and comprehensive online curriculum for children ages 2–6, with more than 
3,000 learning activities that teach reading, math, beginning science, social studies, art, and music. Developed 
in collaboration with nationally recognized early childhood education experts, the ABCmouse.com website and 
related apps include books, games, songs, puzzles, art activities, environments, and printables—all designed to be 
highly engaging and fun for children.

To learn more, visit 
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