ACT ONE [Instrumental Opening Theme]

INT. RESEARCH LAB CALL CENTER
SFX: Research lab sounds accompanying room tone.
NARRATOR
Hello there, STEMIE friends and listeners, and welcome to “The STEMIE Family Hotline,” episode one! Coming to you from our family research facility at the STEMIE Family Lab.
NARRATOR
Here at the lab, we believe that STEM learning should be accessible to everyone. That’s why we like to say that EVERYONE IS A SCIENTIST, and EVERYWHERE IS A LABORATORY,
especially for our little ones. Early exposure to STEM education is vital as it ignites children’s natural curiosity and cultivates cognitive, physical, verbal, and social-emotional skills. All of these prepare them for the future.
NARRATOR
But we can’t embark on this journey alone. So each week, we’ll connect with our dedicated family scientists and a special expert guest to provide you with methods for teaching infants and toddlers essential science skills. This week, our STEM focus is on “natural science.”
NARRATOR
We like to think of natural science as a superpower for children; fueled by their curiosity, these skills are used to explore and experiment with the world around them! Our featured guest, Dr. Yvette Mere-Cook, a specialist in early childhood inclusive STEM practices and school-based occupational therapist, will join us by phone later to discuss more on the subject.

NARRATOR
But for now, let’s reach out to our family scientists, the Diaz’s, and see how we can encourage natural science skills with their 9-month-old in today’s lab: “The Grocery Store.”
SFX: Telephone receiver pick up, number dialing and ring.
ACT TWO [Instrumental SFX]

INT. GROCERY STORE PRODUCE AISLE - DAY
SFX: Store cart rolling on linoleum flooring. Quiet hum of voices.
SFX: Telephone ring and pick up.
NICOLE
You’ve got NICOLE DIAZ, who’s calling?
NARRATOR
Hi, Nicole. It’s STEMIE Family Labs, here to spice up your grocery shopping with some natural science skills.
NICOLE
THE STEMIE Family Lab?
NARRATOR
That’s us.
NICOLE
The “teach my 9-month-old daughter science” STEMIE Family Lab?
NARRATOR
The same one! Is now a good time?
NICOLE
Totally. Just got my daughter, Leila, safely buckled into the cart. I got my shopping list and my coupons. So we’re ready to rock ‘n’ roll. Right, Leila?
SFX: Excited baby squealing.
NARRATOR
Wow, love the excitement! Okay.
10.


NARRATOR
So what’s your usual shopping routine look like?
NICOLE
Well, we always start in the produce section. I’m a pro at finding perfect produce. The secret is all in the feel.
NARRATOR
Oh? So you’ve got a method?
NICOLE
Ab-so-lute-ly. Say I’m searching for the perfect mango, right? It’s gotta have it all. A smooth texture.
SFX: Smooth texture sound.
NICOLE
The sweetest smell.
SFX: Sniffing.
NICOLE
And the most important part, skin beaming with colors of reds and yellows, that is so soft, when you press your thumbs into it, they leave a small dimple.
SFX: Soft carving noise.
NICOLE
The secret methods of a master mango mama.
NARRATOR
Or a Mango. Mama. Scientist.
NICOLE
Huh?
NARRATOR
That method you’re using is just the scientific method. You’re making an observation when you found that mango, and talking through your thinking, predicting that you may have found a good one. Then you’re testing it out and coming up with a conclusion.

NICOLE
Huh, when you put it that way, looks like I’m scientifically proven to be the best at finding mangoes.
NARRATOR
(giggling)
Not just that, you’re teaching natural science skills to Leila every time you describe your thinking with her.
NICOLE
Really?
NARRATOR
Totally. Let’s try it out with the next item on your list.
NICOLE
Hmmm... We do need a pineapple. Ooo, Leila, check out this one.
SFX: Excited baby squealing.
NICOLE
Hmm... I think it’s perfectly ripe, but I wonder if it has “the feel.” First, let’s check if its skin is tough and prickly.
SFX: Rigid surface sound.
NICOLE
Oh yeah, rough and prickly to the touch, with this beautiful golden- yellow color. Time to test for that sweet, tropical smell.
SFX: Sniffing.
NICOLE
Bleugh! Okay, that’s definitely rotten, nothing sweet about that smell! Maybe my method is a little off.
SFX: Baby giggling.
NARRATOR
No, this is good, you’re still in the testing portion. That just means we need to test another.

NICOLE
Well, this other pineapple has the texture of the last one. And... The smell...
SFX: Sniffing.
NICOLE
Oh yeah! Perfectly sweet and tropical. Here, take a sniff, Leila!
SFX: Sniffing.
NARRATOR
Excellent, what’s next?
NICOLE
Now for our final test. Here Leila, we’ll both hold the pineapple and press together.
NICOLE
Check out that dimple! The perfect pineapple! Look at us, pineapple professionals!
NARRATOR
And that’s how it’s done! Nice work, Nicole! The same skills you used to test the pineapple--smelling, feeling, and comparing firmness--are all natural science skills.
NICOLE
How? I thought that was the scientific method.
NARRATOR
You’re applying the scientific method, which is fantastic! But you’re also using your natural senses.

NARRATOR
Those are natural science skills, and they empower Leila to develop the basis for her own understanding of STEM.
NICOLE
So... I could do that with anything?
NARRATOR
You’re the scientist. Why don’t you give it a shot?
NICOLE
Well, these apples are large, round, and bright red, just like your shirt, Leila!
SFX: Excited baby giggling.
NICOLE
And the texture is so smooth, give it a feel!
SFX: Baby patting apple.
NICOLE
Let’s grab one, two, three of these apples. Or how about this bright green bunch of spinach? Same color as Mama’s hat.
SFX: Baby cooing noises.
NICOLE
Ooo, feel how cold and wet the leaves are. The produce mister must have just sprayed these.
SFX: Baby patting leaves.
NARRATOR
Nice! You're really nailing it with these STEM skills! Families are going to have a blast trying these skills on their next shopping adventure.
SFX: Excited baby giggling.
NICOLE
Great to have you here to help out!

NICOLE
And looks like we snagged the spinach just before it got even wetter.
SFX: Sprayer mister starts.
NICOLE
Leila, I know the sprayers are your favorite part, so I’ll push the cart by the coolers so we can both feel the mist on our way to the breakfast aisle.

INT. GROCERY STORE DRY GOOD AISLE - DAY
SFX: Wheels of the shopping cart come to slow.
NICOLE
Let’s grab a canister of oatmeal for Daddy and me, and pick up some snacking cereal for you.
NICOLE
Here Leila, you put this SMALL cereal box in our cart, and Mama will handle the BIG oatmeal canister.
SFX: Items fall into the cart.
NARRATOR
Comparison of object size and using descriptive language for Leila is a great way to include her in your thinking! Good work, Nicole!
NICOLE
But it’s just the words big and small...
NARRATOR
Well, yeah, but simply hearing measurement language, combined with item reinforcement, enhances Leila’s understanding of weights and measurements. Why not try allowing her to hold that oatmeal canister with your support.

NICOLE
Ah, good idea, and I’ll try out some of my new scientific method techniques! Okay Leila, I wonder what’s heavier, your SMALL box of cereal or this BIG oatmeal canister. Let’s test it out.
First, let’s hold the oatmeal together.
SFX: Excited baby squealing.
NICOLE
(exaggerated)
Phew, this feels heavy, huh? But let’s put it in the cart.
SFX: Object dropping into shopping cart.
NICOLE
And it made a LOUD sound when it fell into the cart. Now, what about your small box of cereal? Let’s hold this one!
SFX: Cereal shaking in box.
NICOLE
This box feels soooo much lighter, let’s drop it into the cart. I think it’ll make a SOFTER sound, but we gotta test it out.
SFX: soft rumbling hitting the cart.
NICOLE
Yep! That oatmeal is much bigger and heavier than your little cereal box, but probably not as tasty.

SFX: baby cooing.
NARRATOR
Fantastic, Nicole! Your experiment beautifully introduced measurement language while also engaging Leila in natural science observation skills and the scientific method, all while shopping for breakfast.
NICOLE
Couldn’t have done it without the help of my brilliant daughter.
SFX: Telephone BUZZ.

NARRATOR
OH! Nicole, we’re getting another call on the line. Can we put you on hold?
NICOLE
Oh sure, we still need to pick up some cold goods.
NARRATOR
Great! We’ll be right back.
ACT THREE [Instrumental SFX]

INT. RESEARCH LAB CALL CENTER - DAY
SFX: Telephone receiver pick up click.
NARRATOR
Hello! STEMIE Family Labs, here!
Who’s calling?
YVETTE
Hi this is Yvette Mere-Cook. Is now a good time?
NARRATOR
Great! We have our parent scientist Nicole on hold right now. She’s turning her grocery
shopping into a science lab with her 9-month-old. We have a few questions that may help her but also our listeners at home. To start, why is it so important for infants and toddlers with disabilities to explore different materials early on? And what developmental benefits does this kind of hands-on learning provide that other activities might not?
YVETTE
So one of the aha moments that I had when I was working with teachers at the Children’s Center was we explored this article about how young children... So infants are born hard-wired to pay attention with these precursor math skills.

YVETTE
So they’re predisposed to really seek out attributes and explore attributes of objects with their hand. They notice patterns. They really pick up on contrast, and they notice change. So, you know, if you can imagine a child feeling different types of objects, and I’m going to use the example of like foods. So, you know, if you give a, a young child like, a lemon and they can kind of manipulate that and they can feel it's smooth, and then you give them something that contrasts, such as like, you know, having them feel like a pineapple, which is rough and bumpy, they notice those attributes. And parents can really help that development by narrating what they’re feeling and engaging in that exploration alongside their child. So, one example would be like the parent could also be like holding the lemon saying, “Oh, I feel it, soft, and I’m smelling it and it, oh, it has a smell,” and, and really narrating what they’re doing with the object and then narrating what children are doing as they manipulate it.
NARRATOR
That’s amazing! But what if a child is over-responsive or under-responsive to certain textures? How can parents modify material exploration activities?
YVETTE
So you know, if a child is over-responsive, it means that they’re more sensitive to textures. Maybe on their hands, maybe when they’re trying different foods. So it’s good to use a more progressive approach to having children explore different materials.

YVETTE
So if you want a child to sort of explore produce that have different textures, like a pineapple, like a, you know, the skin of corn, you know, those could be textures that are really aversive at first. So start with something that’s really predictable and more smooth, like an apple, like, you know, carrots and just having them hold it and then slowly progress to the fruits and vegetables that have more of a texture.
YVETTE
One of the children that I worked with really had such a sensitivity to having anything in their hands, but the parents really wanted them just to be exposed to different vegetables. Becausae that was part of their mealtimes and something that was really important to them. So we started gradually introducing the foods.
We also were very mindful of, you know, some of the times it’s not just the textures of the hand, but it’s the smells as well. So being very thoughtful and slowly progressing, it. In contrast, for someone who is under-responsive, they need a lot of input to feel like they are getting that sensory experience. So with children who really seek out lots of textures or seek out a lot of information through their mouth, through their hands, we want to have things that are really contrasting. So things that are smooth and contrast with something that’s really prickly.
NARRATOR
Wow! So how can parents tell when their child is curious about things, and encourage that interest when the child can’t tell them what they’re thinking?

YVETTE
So communication, verbal communication, really only is about 6% of our overall communication with other people. So when I work with children and most of the children I work with don’t communicate with verbal language, but you really notice their patterns of behaviors when they’re interested in things, when they avoid things. And parents are absolutely the best at noticing the nuances of children’s behavior. So when they’re curious, there’s a stillness to their behavior that you can just see in their body language that they’re noticing something different. The way they position their bodies.
You know, some children might be really interested in something that they’re seeing and really kind of get down to the level to look at it from multiple perspectives. And noticing when those behaviors are happening, when they’re happening, and giving time just to stand back and really watch. I think parents oftentimes will want to kind of go in and, you know, engage with children.

YVETTE
But taking that time to just sit back and watch how they’re moving their bodies, and then presenting that item again to them. So, you know, I’m going to use an example. And again, this is more of an example out in nature. But we had these tall grasses grow in the yard of our school. And I had one child who, he tended to walk around the yard, but these grasses had grown pretty quickly, and he was fascinated by it. He got down on his knees. He felt the grass with his hands. He lay down on the grass. 


YVETTE
And we had never seen that before. And it was really something that was new to him. And one of the other children was so taken by, like watching this that he, he imitated this child. And they at one point they lay down on the grass together and really felt it through their body. And we had told this to the family and they were really just in awe of how, you know, the child really, through the way that they moved their body in the tall grass, that it showed them that was something new, something interesting.

YVETTE
That example really showed us that through body movements for this child, they were really able to communicate what they were interested in. And conversely, what they were not interested in.
NARRATOR
Very impactful. We truly appreciate your perspective. Thank you so much for calling into the lab. We’ll forward that information to everyone, Nicole included.
YVETTE
I hope the families have fun exploring with their young children. And thank you so much. Bye.
NARRATOR
Bye!
SFX: Telephone dial tone.
SFX: Telephone receiver pick up click.

INT. GROCERY STORE CHECK OUT - DAY
NARRATOR
Hey! It’s STEMIE Family Labs,
we’re back! How’s the shopping going, Nicole?
NICOLE
We’re finally checking out and packing up the groceries into our reusable bags. But, Leila and I are getting a bit hangry.
SFX: Leila briefly fussing
NARRATOR
Oh no! This could be a good opportunity to get Leila involved in some of your packing and practice some spatial reasoning skills!
NICOLE
Spatial reasoning?

NICOLE
Is that like arguing for astronauts?
NARRATOR
(laughing)
Haha! Close... Actually, spatial reasoning is a super important math skill. It’s all about being able to picture how different shapes of various sizes can fit together. Think about how all the cereal boxes are rectangular and fit nicely on the shelf together. Or how the cans in the soup aisle are all cylindrical and fit perfectly together.
NICOLE
Ah, learn something new every day, but how’s that gonna help?
NARRATOR
Well, have you tried letting Leila help you put things into the bags? She’s been exploring objects while you’ve shopped, this could be a perfect chance to continue to have her help.
SFX: baby fussing.
NICOLE
If it helps us have a snack faster, why not give it a go? Leila, do you think your little cereal box will fit in this bag next to the small fruit snacks box? They’re both tiny, so they should work. Why don’t you give it a shot?
SFX: Sound of cardboard drops onto a solid surface.
NICOLE
Nice work, Leila! Everything’s fitting into the bag just right. Now, let’s figure out how to pack these little yogurt cups. We can stack four at the bottom, but how do we fit in the rest!
SFX: Bag rustling.

NICOLE
Hmm, they won’t fit next to the bag but... Oh! NO WAY!...
NARRATOR
What! Nicole are you there?
NICOLE
Yeah! Just wow! Leila stacked the yogurt cups right on top of each other, and everything fit perfectly. Way to go, Leila!
SFX: Excited baby giggling.
NARRATOR
Wow! Now that is some spatial reasoning success! What a terrific job today, Nicole! I’m super impressed with how you made learning natural science skills a breeze for Leila.
NICOLE
I couldn’t have done it without your help and Leila’s help. Now, let’s have that snack!

SFX: Excited baby giggling.
NARRATOR
Glad to be of service. Don’t forget we’re always here for you. We’ll check up on you soon! Take care.
SFX: Telephone receiver click.
ACT FOUR [Instrumental ENDING THEME]

INT. RESEARCH LAB CALL CENTER - DAY
SFX: Research lab sounds accompanying room tone.
NARRATOR
What a call! Transforming that grocery shopping experience into an exciting science adventure was a remarkable success. We here at the lab are truly grateful to all the listeners and scientists’ families for their invaluable support.

NARRATOR
Remember, you can try any of these techniques at home or on your next shopping trip. Like describing how food and containers like boxes and cans look, smell, and feel.
NARRATOR
With your supervision, you can encourage your child to place or drop items into your cart to notice if they make loud or soft sounds!
NARRATOR
Or even let your child hold things to feel their weight and rearrange items in the container to support their spatial reasoning.
NARRATOR
If you enjoyed this episode of “The STEMIE Family Hotline,” please rate and review our show whenever or wherever you listen to your podcasts.
NARRATOR
Remember to join our newsletter community and gain access to even more early childhood resources and information. All that and more can be found at STEMIE.fpg.unc.edu. Or by clicking the link in the episode description. Reach out to us via the website if you’d like, tell us about your stories, or try one technique this week and tag us with your results!
Instrumental Ending Theme
NARRATOR
This episode is edited by 
BRIDGE MULTIMEDIA. We’ll see you next time. This is STEMIE Family Labs signing off.
