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Samples from the Big Ideas for Early Learning Glossary 
 

Big Idea Definition and Examples 
Associations (relationships) 
 

Associations represent relationships or connections between objects, people, and/or events. 
Knowledge of associations allows children to understand relationships, differences/similarities, and 
how things organize.  
Children demonstrate understanding of associations between objects, people, and/or events using 
quantity, size, spatial, and temporal concepts and terms. 

• quantity relations are the specified or indefinite amount of objects, people, and/or events, 
which can be measured or counted. 

o Children demonstrate understanding of concepts and terms such as none, some, 
all, any, few, fewer, fewer than, more, more than, less, less than, greater, greater 
than, same, equal, equal to, equivalent, many, one to one, pair, set, and each.  

o Children demonstrate understanding of actual numerical values/units such as 3, 8, 
and 14. 

o Children demonstrate understanding of weight (amount of heaviness) concepts 
and terms such as heavy, light, fat, thin, gram, pound, full, empty, solid, liquid, 
gas, and plasma.  

o Children demonstrate understanding of length (amount of vertical space) concept 
and terms, such as tall, long, high, great, short, and low. 
 

Examples:  
• Child counts the number of girls and the number of boys and says, “There 

are more girls.” 
• When asked which pile of blocks has fewer, the child points to the pile with 

2 instead of the pile with 10 blocks. 
• Child states that one puzzle has 10 pieces and another has 3. 
• Child counts her fish crackers and friend’s and says, “We have the same.” 
• Child says, “My glue bottle is empty.” 
• While on a walk, child says, “That building is tall.” 
• Child says, “We need 15 books,” and counts up to 15 and stops. 
• A teacher says, “Give me 8,” and child counts out 8 items.  
 

• size relations describe “how big” or the extent, degree, magnitude, proportion, or 
dimension of objects, people, and/or events. 

o Children demonstrate understanding of concepts and terms such as tiny, little, 
narrow, small, medium, large, broad, wide, giant, big, most, and least.  

 
Examples: 

• Child arranges objects in order of small, medium, and large. 
• When asked who has the least, child points to friend. 
• Child asks for a tiny key to fit into a lockbox. 
• Child says, “He is too big for that chair.” 
• When asked, the child builds a road that is at least as long as the train track. 
• Child selects a big drop cloth to cover the area under the easel 
• Child says, “I’m going to draw a giant balloon.” 
• When directed, child points to the picture of small letter E. 

 
• spatial relations describe the position, where, or the way objects, people, and/or events are 

situated.  
o Children demonstrates understanding of concepts and terms such as in, out, on, 

off, under, up, down, over, here, there, where, above, below, on top of, high, low, 
top, middle, bottom, far, near, next to, around, behind, start, away, beside, end, 
forward, outside, back, front, and between.  

 
Examples 

 
• Child says, “The leaves are falling on the ground.” 
• While reading, “Where’s Waldo”, the child looks for Waldo when asked if 

he is at the top of the page, the middle of the page or, at the bottom of the 
page? 
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Big Idea Definition and Examples 
• Child sets the table by putting the fork beside the plate. 
• Child says, “I can!” when asked who can stretch way up high? 
• Child points to the next child in line when asked, “Who is next?” 
• Child places bean bag on top of his head, foot, and hand as instructed in 

“The Bean Bag Song”. 
• Child moves in, out, up, and down through an obstacle course. 
• Child refills their cup of juice when it is getting low. 
• Child asks, “Where is my house?” while looking at a map. 
• Child says, “You start the game by pushing the button.” 
• Child says, “Come over here.” 
• Child twirls, and says, “I’m going around.” 

 
• temporal relations are how objects, people, and/or events are ordered/sequenced based 

upon units or periods of time. 
o Children demonstrate understanding of concepts and terms such as before, after, 

yesterday, tomorrow, today, now, later, early, if-then, soon, next, last, first, 
second, third, past, present, future, history, ancient, old days, era, ancestry, 
lifetime, orbit, cycle, decade, week, month, and year. 

o Children demonstrate understanding of the relative distance between events as 
measured in units or periods of time. 

 
Examples: 

 
• Child says, “I wasn’t here yesterday because I was sick.” 
• Child knows if the clean-up song plays, then it is time to clean. 
• Child moves an icon to the first routine on schedule to start the day. 
• Child says, “Before I build the road, I will find my tools.” 
• Child says, “When I grow up, I will be a doctor”. 
• Child says, “When I was a little baby, I wore diapers.” 
• Child waits after the teacher says, “First it is Andrew’s turn, then Mark’s, 

then yours.” 
• Child is able to leave his dad’s side and enter the classroom because he 

knows after a few hours his dad will be back to pick him up. 
Function  
(intention) 

Function represents knowing the intention of objects, roles, rules, and social norms for the families, 
groups, communities, and cultures in which children belong/participate. 

• objects include tools, devices, materials, mediums, toys, body parts, modes of 
transportation, and structures.  
 

Examples: 
 

• Child uses rulers to measure the height of a block structure. 
• Child says, “I need a blanket to cover my baby, she is cold.” 
• Child answers, “Bike!” when asked what they can ride outside. 
• Child puts hat on head when getting ready to go outside. 
• Child looks at clock when the teacher asks what time it is. 
• Child uses legs to walk across the room and line up. 
• Child goes to the water fountain to refill water bottle. 
• Child makes a card for his friend’s birthday. 
• Child tosses a ball to their friend. 
• Child records observations from the playground on a graph. 

 
• roles include the expected, assigned, or assumed behaviors, characteristics, or 

responsibilities of the child or other individuals.  
 

Examples: 
 

• Child knows the roles of family members (e.g., Mom, Auntie). 
• Child says, “One writes and one draws.” When asked the difference between 

the responsibilities of an author and an illustrator. 
• Child takes on the role of a puppy during cooperative play.  
• Child helps a younger child walk outside by holding his hand. 
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Big Idea Definition and Examples 
• Child says, “That chair is for the teacher.” 
• Child points to the clown when asked, “Who makes you laugh?” 
• Child makes sure to place the appropriate felt pieces on the board while the 

teacher reads the story to the class. 
• Child states that farmers grow the food his mom bought at the store. 
• Child informs the teacher that he will make sure that everyone gets a napkin 

when it is his turn to be snack helper. 
 

• rules include expectations or regulations of behavior or language (written or spoken) at 
home, at school, and in the community.  
 

Examples: 
 

• Child knows to run on the playground but not inside the classroom. 
• Child identifies that car and jar rhyme, but car does not rhyme with mat 

because it doesn’t end with the same sound. 
• Child crosses the street holding onto her teacher’s hand and when the 

WALK signal is displayed. 
• Child raises his hand when he has a question. 
• Child shares toys with peers during free play. 
• When speaking in English, the child describes nouns with the adjective 

before the noun. 
• When working on a puzzle, child follows the classroom rule to put all of the 

pieces together before beginning another puzzle. 
• Child turns the book right side up when she picks it up from the pile. 
• Child knows eating too many sweets can be bad for their teeth. 

 
• social norms include patterns of shared, expected, or common behaviors or beliefs among a 

group. Social norms indicate what is acceptable and can exist even if unstated.  
 

Examples: 
 

• Child says, “We are celebrating my birthday this weekend.” 
• Child says, “Thank you.” after a friend gives them a bottle of glue. 
• Child covers mouth when they cough. 
• Child smiles in response to a smile from the teacher. 
• Child waits to describe what he built in the block area until his teacher 

finishes her question to him. 
• Child hugs her mom when dropped off at school and gives her teacher a 

high five as a greeting. 
• The child states, “We don’t wear our shoes in our house.”  
• Child explains he calls his father “Papa”. 

 
 

Big Idea Definition and Examples 
Comparing and Contrasting  
(relating) 

Comparing and contrasting is the ability to associate, relate, or recognize the similarities and 
differences of individual or sets of sounds, objects, people, and/or events. 
 
Children demonstrate ability to compare and contrast using knowledge of quantity, size, spatial, and 
temporal concepts and terms. 
 

Examples: 
• Child discusses which shoe is the longest and shortest. 
• Child compares the apples and determines the red is sweeter than the green. 
• Child steps in a puddle and states, “ My shoes are dirty, and yours are clean.” 
• Child looks at her glass of milk and others’ glasses in the classroom and states, “I have 

less milk than everyone else.” 
• The teacher asks, “Which word does not rhyme with stitch: witch, pitch, or cat?” and 

child says, “Cat.” 
• Child describes how the illustrator’s pictures are the same in two books.  
• Child indicates that his friend is taller than he is. 
• Child describes how the plant needs water to grow, but rocks are different and do not. 
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Big Idea Definition and Examples 
Inquiry 
(exploring) 

Inquiry is when children demonstrate the ability to explore topics, situations, materials, and/or 
experiences using multiple senses. Inquiry doesn’t require a clear problem to solve but rather actions 
taken to investigate, build from, and/or learn more about. 
 
Children demonstrate inquiry by observing, gathering (e.g., asking “wh” questions, asking “how” 
questions, requesting information), documenting, interacting, searching, analyzing and/or 
theorizing.  
 

Examples: 
• Child says, “I wonder what will happen if I mix red and blue paint.” 
• Child uses magnifying glass to inspect the bug crawling on the sidewalk. 
• Child takes an old radio apart to see what it looks like inside. 
• Child asks, “How do clouds move across the sky?” 
• Child observes how different plants have differing needs (sun vs. shade). 
• Child asks, “Why is the ant hill bigger today than it was yesterday?” 
• Child records the number of fish in the tank. 
• Child digs through the toy box in search of an extra shovel. 
• Child squats down to see what might be living under a pile of rocks. 
• Child says, “I think it will break if you drop it.” 

One to One 
(pairing) 

One to one is the ability to pair a label/name, symbol, or action of one object, person, and/or event to 
another. 
 

Examples: 
• Child names each animal in the book. 
• Child says, “I go first, then Sam, then Kennedy.” 
• Child gives each classmate a cup for water. 
• Child counts the number of cars on the rug, “One, two, three, four, five, six.”  
• Child indicates that play and clay have the same ending sound. 
• Child pairs the written word zebra with a picture of the animal. 
• Child chants and claps the syllables in classmates’ names. 
• Child identifies the emotion each character is feeling while reading. 
• Child matches the pitch of an “A” on a keyboard and a guitar. 

Symbolizing (representing) Symbolizing is the ability to use words, objects, people, pictures, icons, characters, or labels to take 
the place of and/or represent another event, idea, emotion, location, object, or person. 
 

Examples: 
 

• Child makes roads, buildings, and bodies of water using different colored blocks. 
• Child draws a map of the roads from his house to school. 
• Child tells a story about making a snowman and draws a picture and writes 

“snow” under the picture with his own symbols for snowman. 
• Child takes on the role of the doctor, and tells the other children to be the patient 

and the nurse, and then pretends to write prescriptions. 
• Child says, “I’m excited it is my turn.” 
• Child draws a picture of the different colored leaves on the tree. 
• Child stacks blocks to measure how tall he is. 
• Child picks up a cube block and says it looks like a box. 
• Child pretends to be Goldilocks while acting out the story.  
• Child uses letters and shapes to “write” down each child’s lunch order. 

 


