Looking for a way to engage children’s imaginations—and enable them to improve skills
across the curriculum? Personalized paper dolls promote problem solving and creativity!

Paper Dolls:

Back to Basics; With a Contemporary Twist

Bobbie Gibson Warash

Does the following scenario sound familiar? The year
could be 1963 (or 1983 or even 1933). A group of chil-
dren gathers around a brand-new box of paper dolls. For
an entire afternoon the children are enthralled as they cut
out outfits, dress the dolls, and use them in pretend play.

For today's parents and grandparents, paper dolls
were an inexpensive toy that fascinated them and
engaged their minds for hours. What many of their par-
ents may not have realized were the benefits children
were gaining from this experience. Children were
involved in a quiet activity, yes. It was also a time where
a lot of sharing was going on and much learning was tak-
ing place. Children were improving their fine-motor

skills as they cut with scissors. They were using language

to exchange ideas and create make-believe situations that
included role playing. All were participating in a social
activity that increased their communication abilities and
motor skills.

Paper dolls had a certain appeal that is not found with
many of today's toys. It is true that children become
highly engrossed with electronic entertainment devices
such as video games and television, bur these require lit-
tle genuine rwo-way interaction and even less imagina-

tion. Commercial toys in general are so prescriptive in-

their design that they limit play and problem-solving
opportunitics. By contrast, paper dolls, like other age-
old toys, are
simple and
allow room
for imagina-
s tive growth.
. ISR T e - Childrcn can
use the dolis to re-enact scenarios. that enable them to
grasp day-to-day circumstances. Through doll play, chil-
dren often resolve delicate and complex issues thar they
have on their minds.

Commercial materials
limit play and
problem solving.

The Paper Doll Project

Teachers at the West Virginia University Child Devel-
opment Laboratory (Nursery School} wanted to offer
projects that would be more meaningful to young chil-
dren, so they developed the paper-doll idea. The teach-
ers had noticed that children were increasingly desensi-

‘tized to toys as the items became more elaborate and the

quantiry increased. It was as though the more the chil-
dren got and the more animated the toys were, the more
toys they expected and the more they expected the toys
to do.

At the same time, children showed little respect for
learning materials and equipment. They would even
walk on top of materials, such as puzzle pieces, if left on
the flour. Earlier research (Warash & Kingsbury, 1999)
at the Nursery School showed that children took more
pride and interest in their work when they had a per-
sonal investment in the project.

When children participated in 2 Nursery School pup-
pet project (Warash & Workman, 1993), they brought
to school a pair of their outgrown, one-piece pajamas. In
turn, they were decply involved in recycling the pajamas
into their own body-size puppert. They used their pup-
pets in their play and took very good care of them. It was
apparent that the children became extensively involved
in constructing their puppets and developed a sense of
pride and ownership as a result.

The paper doll project seemed to be another perfect
way to offset the effects of the expensive, impersonal, and
elaborate toys that predominate today. This project would
get back to che basics, using good, old-fashioned toys that

Bobbie Gibson Warash, Ed.D., is Professor, Child Develop-
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provide opportunities for
plenty of child involve-

ment and interaction.

New Directions
for a New Year

Before the school year
started, the Nursery School
teachers established sever-
al new program initiatives.

- They uilored the paper-
doll project to fit within
these goals.

* The teachers wanted a
berter selection of less-
commercial items that
did ‘not dictate chil-
dren's use of the marer-
ial in play. They chose
more toys and activities that
were simple, which could spark
children's imaginarions.

* An array of recyclable items for
children to use for creative
inventions was provided, such
as fabric pieces, wrapping paper,
buttons, and yarn. Many of
these items were used to embell-
ish clothes for the paper dolls.

*+ Teachers offered more open-
ended marterials during free
play. They ordered more gener-
ic items such as wooden figures
that could represent a cadre of
occupations and wooden trucks
that could represent various
kinds of vehicles.

* Everyone wanted 1o help chil-
dren to appreciate the materials
they had, to have more invesi-
ment in the outcomes of their
activities, and to take pride in
their accomplishrpents, all of
which might help .them 0
respect the materials.

This project fir well within the
program's philosophy. Children ar
the Nursery School use picterial
contracts (Warash, 2001) to decide
the small-group centers they want
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to attend. Children choose from a
variety of teacher-directed and
child-directed centers. They move
around freely from one center to
another at their own pace for
approximately 45 minutes. After
center time, the remainder of the
half-day session consists of free play,
and some children choose to con-
tinue to work on projects.

The paper doll project was
designed as one of five teacher-
directed activities offered 3 after-
noons each week. Children involved
in the group were 4- and 5-year-olds
who attended preschool 5 days a
week. All 21 children were from
middle-class families and had
attended the morning class of Nurs-
ery School the previous year. They
were quite proficient with scissors
because of the various long-term
projects they engaged in the year
before and at home.

Photographs courtesy of the suthor
Children were encouraged 1o make the type of clothes they wanted
for their dolls. Some boys wanted 10 make football uniforms,

while other children preferred regular outfiss,

The paper doll project
was designed to give the
children the opportunity
to create their own toys
to use in their play
Teachers hoped that this
involvement would stim-
ulate a sense of owner-
ship that would engage
children's respect for the
materials as they played
with them. They also
knew from previous pro-
jects to follow children’s
cues. A project could go
in any direction or even

fail.

Design-Your-Own Dolls

Instead of buying pre-made paper
dolls, which might be complicated
to cut and often have 2 predisposed
view on fashion, children designed
their own dolls. In the process, chil-
dren’s skills were enhanced in a vari-
ety of curriculum areas, and they had
many opportunities to recognize and
solve problems.

To begin the project, a teacher
took a close-up photo of each child's
face that children then cut out 1o
use as their doll's face.

Teachers made three different 12-
inch doll body shapes on cardboard
so children could pick the type of
body they wanted. Children traced
the body on light-weight poster
board. These 4- and 5-year-olds
were accomplished scissor users, but
the child-size scissors proved to be

frustrating for cutting poster board.

Therefore, children wcrc-:givcn the

Goais of the Project

1. Children make & simple, reusable, old-fashioned toy.
. 2. Children demonstrate respect for their play materiais.

3. Children create a toy that stimulates their imagination and pretend play
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option to use adult scissors under
direct adult supervision in small
groups. The adul scissors cut more
efficiendy, but the larger grips and
blades required more coordination.

Children chose the scissors they
felt more comfortable using.
Because curting poster board was 2
tedious task, the teachers thought
they might have to finish the cut-
~ ting. However, the children all were
persistent in cutting out their paper
doll bodies. Kerry was a very active
child who does not gravitate to sit-
down types of activities. She spent
much time working on her doli by
herself. Even though one doll arm
was about twice the size of the other
when Kerry finished, she was very
proud of her work.

The teachers hoped that chil-
dren's dolls would not look the
same-and they certainly didn't.
Sometimes children made changes
to their original paper doll body by
adding more detail with 2 marker.
The children were so excited about
their accomplishments that the dolls
were the first thing they showed

Paper Doll Project Steps

1. Take close-up photo of each
child's face.

2. Prepare choices of 12" card-
board body shapes for children
to trace on light poster board.

3. Help glue photographed heads
to poster board bodies.

4. Cut cardboard patterns (pants,
shirts) for children to trace on
fabric.

5. Offer cratt items for children to
glue on clothes.

6. Place Veicro® strips on doll and
ciothes. '

7. Provide many opportunities for
chitdren to use the dolis by
integrating them into the cur-
riculum and their free play.

their parents when they arrived to
pick them up each day.

Next, children glued their photo
faces on the bodies. Children were
encouraged to make the type of

clothes they wanted for their dolls.

Some boys wanted to make football
uniforms, while other children pre-
ferred regular outfits. Generic card-
board patterns of shirts, dresses, and
pants were provided so the children
could trace items if they wished.

Children made their clothes inte
the style of their choice by using dif-
ferent colors of felt and adding
accessories, All of the children
flocked to this activicy and spent
much time tracing and cutting out
outfits for their dolls. They decorat-
ed felt picces with markers. After
outfits were complered, children
spent time dressing their dolks. Vel-
cro® strips were used to secure the
clothes to the dolls and to facilitate
clothing changes.

Paper dolls and clothes were
stored in oversized manila envelopes.
Because the children demonstrated
such a high interest in these paper
dolls, the dolls were often used dur-
ing frec play. As parents came to
pick up their children, a common
greeting would be, "Hey mom, look
at my dol!"

Extensions Into the Curriculum

After several weeks of making
clothes and dressing dolls, teachers
decided to extend the activity by
integrating it into other Nursery
School themes. For instance, when 2
teacher read a book about children
wearing traditional clothing from
Mexico, she provided fabrics and
accessories so children could make
their own traditional clothes for
their paper dolls.

The paper doll unit was further

developed when children construct-
ed their own dolihouses from large
recycled shocboxes. Parents were
provided with a list of materials that
they could contribute for the chil-
dren's use. Using recycled items
such as small boxes, film canisters,
plastic lids, aluminum foil, and
other materials, children made and
painted furniture for their houses.

Children made and
painted-furniture for doll
houses.
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Children used these materials in
very creative ways. One child used 2
detergent scoop as a television for his
house. He asked for a permanent
marker to draw a picture on each side
of the scoop to represent four differ-
ent television stations. Another child
used a piece of foil as a mirror on the
wall. Some used carpet pieces for
flooring, and some made shutters out
of cardboard strips. Children worked
on their dollhouses for 12 weeks, and
all of the children were involved.

Future directions for this project
could include children making
paper dolls to represent each family
member, as well as family pets. A
disposable camera could be sent
home to take close-up photographs
of the heads of each family member
and pet. The project would also be
started at the beginning of the
school year so children could work
on it throughout the year.

Why an
Fxtended Project?

Long-term projects have been 2
vital component of the curriculum
of the West Virginia Universicy

Nursery since 1986, Children focus



more fully when they have an inter-
est in project activities, when differ-
ent curricu]um 4are€as are in[cgratEd
within the project, when families
become involved and excited abour
the project, and when the project
lasts for an extended period of time.
Orther educators have found that
children's interest and absorption
can be strengthened with projects
that require sustzined effort and
involvement over several weeks
(Rosenfield, Folger, & Adelman,
1980). According to Katz and
Chard (1991), project work thar
extends over a period of time
strengthens the disposition o
become involved and absorbed in
mind-engaging work.

In addition, preschoolers are
more likely to work on projects in
small groups. Extended small-group
projects promote interaction. This
interaction  facilitates  learning.
Young children are more engaged in
active explorations where they use
expressive processes, in contrast
with passive types of activities (Katz
8 Chard, 1991). Pretend play is an
excellent vehicle for development
(Vygotsky, 1978).

Extended projects provide oppor-
tunities for youhg children to devel-
op emerging processes and skills
when they are given assistance to
advance. Teachers know that it s
best to offer activities just beyond
what children can do on their own

and with the assistance of

t 5]

socialization that led to improved communication ing.
skills. As children worked on their dolls, they were 7. Developed children's sense of pride in their accomplishments.
engaged in constructive conversations of how they 8. Encouraged children’s respect for their play marerials.

might use the dolls. They used their paper dolls in

creative ways,
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a teacher (Bodrova &
Leong, 1996). Vygotsky
(1978) emphasized that
children can be chal-
lenged to do activities
independently as well as
be exposed to things at
higher Jevels. He believed
that the best approach to
learning is to assist chil-

dren to reach just beyond their indi-
vidual levels of achievement (Berk

- & Winsler, 1995).

Benefits of the Paper Doll Project
The benefits of these paper doll

explorations were multifaceted.
Children were absorbed in creating
their own paper dolls and clothes.
They were committed to the acrivi-
ty, which was evident in their
involvement as they chose to work
at this center.

Because of the amount of time
they spent using scissors and tracing
with a pencil, their fine-motor skills
improved significantly. Children's
cutting skills improved dramarically,
an observation made consistently by
families during the project. Childsen
who had previous difficulty wich
cutting were using scissors with ease.

Boys and girls were equally inrter-
ested in making the dolls and
clothes, While these boys did not
play with baby dolls in the house-
keeping area, they spent a lot of
time cutting and dressing their
paper dolls.

rate pretend play.

resulting dolls,

dolls.

The per doll project offered many opporrunities for 6. Further developed fine-moror skills through curting and glu-

Benefits of the Paper Doll Project
1. Provided a mechanism for children to engage in more elabo-

2. Stimulated children's imaginative use of art materials and the
3. Provided opportunities to integrate the project with various
curriculum themes, such as occupations and cultures.

4. Encouraged children to edit their work-make changes, add to

5. Provided opportunities for interactions among children, and
ameong children and adulis.

9. Facilitated children's sustained interest in a long-tcrm project.
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The paper doll project offered
many opportunities for socialization
that led to improved communication
skills, too. As children worked on
their dolls, they were engaged in con-
structive conversations of how they
might use the dolls. They used their
paper dolls in creative ways. Small
groups of children invented scenes
with the paper dolls as the actors,

Using paper dolls facilitated the
imagination of young children to set
up pretend scenarios and gave them
the opportunity for more advanced
stages of play. The paper dolls were
simple homemade props that set the
stage for the children to plan their
own roles. As groups of children
worked on their dolls, conversations
about the names they had given
their dolls arose.

Social play enables chil-
dren to function at a

higher level,
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Several children wanted to use
their paper dolls in a puppet show
with a stage and props. Children
made clothes that resembled tradi-
tional clothing in Hawaii. They cut
slits into the bottom of triangular
skirts to replicate grass skirts. They
pretended they were landing on the
island and the paper dolls were
dancing and meeting the new peo-
ple. Symbolic thinking and the cog-
nitive skills that children use in
imaginative play such as this are
necessary for continued develop-
ment (Bodrova, Leong, Hensen, &
Henninger, 2000). Social play
enables children to function ar 2
higher level than their independent
level of performance.

The paper doll project also
enabled children to expand on their

knowledge about occupations.
When the teacher talked about peo-
ple such as firefighters, nurses, doc-
tors, and conscruction workers, cot-
responding materials were provided
for children to make appropriate
uniforms for the dolls. When the
childeen were making firefighter
uniforms, many interesting and
informational conversations arose.
Elena said that firefirefighters squirt
water from a hose. Dustin said that
they put water on the fires and 911
is for a fire engine. Caroline chimed
in with additional information that
firefighters cool down hot things

and that they wear hats, boots, jack-.

ets, and pants. Tommy went on 1o
talk about fire drills.

Encouraging children to revisit
their drawings and creations is
cxtraordinarily valuable in promot-
ing their learning (Edwards, Gandi-
ni, & Forman, 1998). When chil-
dren revisit, they are more likely to
develop mental functions associated
with higher-order thinking skills
(Moran & Jarvis, 2001). Children
at the Nursery School revisited their
work and they often revised some-
thing on their paper dolls. Some-
times they added fingernails to
hands or a bracelet to an arm. Some
children made changes to their orig-
inal dolls, while others would make
a new curout form that included
more detail. These types of behav-
jors occurred because children had
the opportunity to use their cre-
ations in various ways.

Families were enthused about the
project, which encouraged the chil-
dren's further involvement. The
dolis and dollhouses also were dis-
played to families and friends du-
ing an open house at the Nursery
School. Children were excited as

they showed their parents their

accomplishments. It was evident
that the process was important, and
that the products were something
they were very proud of because
they could use them in their play.

Children took good care
of their paper dolls.

VTR DT STEREF TR MO TS A I e prresRLe
It is easy to recognize the values
of such a project by noting the chil-
dren's increased comperency with
scissors and recording incidents of
theit more advanced social play.
Children's overall accomplishments
went far beyond these observed
milestones. They made something
that they could continue o use.
Their dolls were not hung on the
wall or placed in . a closer for later
admiration. The paper dolls were
revisited again and again through-
out the semester in various play
opportunities. They took good care
of their paper dolls and respected

" their materials.

The goal to involve children in
making a simple old-fashioned toy
that could be used in play, and that
in turn would be taken care of, was
certainly accomplished. And that
was just the beginning of the bene-
fits of this contemporary twist on a
traditional toy.
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What Are We Asking You to Do?

SECA and Heifer international are offering you several dif-
ferent ways to participate:
(D Raise money to purchase a chick, a cow, or o goat {or other
animal) and donate those funds to Heifer Internotionol,

(@ Incorporate information and materials from Heifer Interno-
tional into your curriculum to educate your children about .
the giobal family. Heifer 1nternationaldoes,,not require.
that you do a fundraising project.in dr.dbn for you t0..

ST N .

receive their materials, R ARE T T

(B Use the SECA moaterials developed for prekindergarten chik
dren to supplement your classroom activities. “Join the Glob-
al Family" is a resource guide for teachers about animls
and how they support families in different countries.

Vve'd suggest that you do all three! The curriculuim rmaterials .
provided by Heifer internaticnal are wonderful, full-color currieu-
lum materials and they’re FREE to your program. You don't have
to do a major fund-rRising project A contribution of $20 to Heifer
International will buy a flock of 10 to 50 chicks! For a small contri-
bution, you can make a big difference to 2 family in the world.

To order Heifer
International Resources

Cail (800) 422.0474 and tel! the staff which materials you
would like to receive. Specify either the Read to Feed kit or
the Animal Crackers/Fill the Ark materials.

Heifer Intérnational
Children Are Changing the World

;A Community Service Project of the Southern Early Childhood Association ;
SECA and Heifer International

P The Seuthern Early Childhood Association and iHeifer international have joined
together e sponser a project t© meet the goals of enriching and supporting the global family.

Tell Us About Your Heifer Prq;ect

We'd like te share your Helfer Project with the members of
SECA. We'll publish articles in both Dimensions and the SECA
Reporter during the next year about projects that you've com-
pleted as part of this community service initiative.

To submit an article, please consider the following guidelines:

~+ ¢ (D The article should be 1000 words or less and include

information about the type of project, number of chii-
dren participating. and the major acrivities in the project.

C @ We encourage the submission of photos. Photos should
follow SECA photo guidelines and photo releases are
required. You can access a copy of our photo guidelines
at www.southernearlychildhood.org. (Click on the
Dimensions button.)

@ Articles and phatos can be transmitted electronicalif 0o

gbean@southernearlychildhood.org or by mall to:

Southern Early Childhood Association
PO Box 55930
Litcle Rock, AR 72215.5930

To order SECA Resources:

Call {800) 305-7322 and ask for the Join the Global
Family packet.
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