
 
“Maybe the classroom can be a nicer place than the outside world.”  
 
Vivian Paley, matriarch of the modern American kindergarten, wrote this in her seminal 

book, You Can’t Say You Can’t Play. Paley’s book tells the story of one year in her classroom in 

which she worked with the children to create a play environment in which all children felt 

included. She tinkered with different approaches throughout the year and settled on the 

eponymous phrase “you can’t say you can’t play.” Paley then workshopped the approach with 

older elementary school children to get their take on it, and one student told her that it would 

never work because the children would have a difficult time adjusting to harsh realities of the 

playground as children got older and crasser in their social play. Paley considers this response 

but cements her position by recognizing that the “outside world” can be cruel while maintaining 

a high standard for fairness and equality within her classroom.   
 
Her quote that I pull on here has long been somewhat of a manifesto for me, a guiding creed to 

orient myself around as an educator and a leader. It is a hopeful statement, one that does not 

deny the world’s ugliness but clings steadfast to an optimistic vision of what is possible.   
 
For our four classrooms that are concluding their year today, this sentiment speaks to the 

transition they are going through. How do we reconcile the peachy vibes of a joyful, play-based 

classroom with the harsh realities of the “outside world”? What happens next, when the 

classroom door closes for the last time?  
 
We believe children are active agents who create culture – this is a deep-rooted element of the 

Reggio-inspired approach. Despite their size, children have power – power to stand up, to voice 

their thoughts, to take actions on the world. And so it is my belief that when the classroom doors 

close this afternoon, the story of kindness in your child’s classroom does not end but rather gets 

re-distributed throughout their cultural world. Your child has soaked up lessons of kindness 

throughout the year, learning how to be a good friend, a caring neighbor, a gentle partner. In 

this sense, the classroom is not designed as a kind place in order to shelter the young child 

from the ills of the world but rather to provide them with the tools needed to balance out those 

ills with their own acts of kindness.   
 
Picture it with me: little acts of kindness, littered like a trail of breadcrumbs all around the city, 

flowing forth from your child as they depart their classroom today.   
 
The world is a bit kinder today because of what your child brings to it.  
 
Shabbat shalom,  
 
Noah  

https://teachpeacenow.com/you-cant-say-you-cant-play/

