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It’s important for children to learn to take 
into account varying perspectives, both 
socially and in their physical environment. 
Our programs offer plentiful opportuni-
ties for learning about peers’ perspectives. 
Intentionally created physical space can 
also foster children’s ability to consider 
multiple perspectives. One environmental 
factor this article will explore is ceiling 
space: it’s far too often overlooked. 

In my childhood home, one of my favorite 
early pastimes was gazing up. Indoors 
I’d recline (or sometimes even stand on 
my head!) to be mesmerized by swirling 
trowel patterns that had been left behind 
when plaster was applied. Outdoors I’d 
lay under tree canopies to get a good look 

at the undersides of leaves, bird nests, and 
squirrel dreys. Like you, I looked skyward to 
find animal shapes in clouds. And night-
time stargazing pulled my eye to the biggest 
ceiling of all. 

Today, children still benefit from those 
same types of experiences, whether their 
weekdays are spent at home or in an 
early childhood program. It’s up to you 
and me to create the opportunity for 
them to occur.
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 � A mobile of lightweight cooking tools 
can be displayed in a cooking center 
or lunch area.

 � Draw attention to your art center by 
suspending a colorful parachute that’s 
ordinarily used for outdoor active 
play.

 � Group items as purposeful cogni-
tive provocations. For instance, 
suspending pieces of driftwood, from 
smallest to largest, can lead children 
to consider order and sequence, along 
with the beauty of natural material.

Some words of advice on policies. First, 
if you operate in shared, borrowed, or 
rented space, inquire if you’re allowed 
to use nails, tape, or adhesives. Second, 
directors should be prepared to give 
staff guidelines for facility modifica-
tions, including classroom ceiling décor. 

Getting the Job Done

Some items (such as a windchime or 
mobiles) are light enough to be hung 
from the ceiling, but the strategy of 
‘lowering’ ceilings by installing a 
stable hanging structure is also useful. 

 � Never disturb a ceiling area that 
might have asbestos or lead-based 
paint in it.

 � Practice fire prevention by steering 
clear of electrical wires, lighting hot 
spots, fire alarms and fire sprinklers. 
(Your Fire Marshall can advise you.)

 � Don’t over-clutter. Encourage focal 
points, not over-stimulating or 
chaotic visual ‘noise.’ The goal is 
to focus children’s attention and 
enhance their enjoyment of the 
physical space, not to make the space 
claustrophobic.

 � Rotate ceiling adornments routinely 
to add novelty and reduce visual 
crowding. 

 � Choose fascinations that appeal to the 
senses: vary height and spacing of 
ceiling decor to add interest; texture, 
size, color, shape, pattern, sound, 
and scent are all variables to use in 
design.

 � Engage children’s sense of whimsy 
and creativity by repurposing 
familiar items in novel ways:

If you’re very lucky, you may work in a 
facility with built-in ceiling fascinations. 
For instance, some new facility construc-
tion includes creative use of features like 
skylights, cathedral ceilings, exposed 
beams, lofts, balconies, and canopied or 
sheltered outdoor spaces. Some boast 
stained glass windows, ceiling fans, 
targeted spotlighting (e.g., for a story-
time reader), and dimmer switches for 
variable mood lighting. Yes, early child-
hood facility design has come a long 
way, baby! 

All of these features are great. But many 
of us work in older facilities that don’t 
offer such a lush ceiling landscape. In 
fact, many of us have inherited bland, 
boring, spackled, and even water-stained 
ceilings. But whether old or new, every 
ceiling can benefit from some creative 
tweaking. This article offers ideas for 
giving kids good reasons to look up! 

Design and Décor Considerations

 � Safety first. Make sure any item hung 
from the ceiling is secure; falling items 
can be dangerous. Suspend items that 
could pose choking hazards out of 
 children’s reach.
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 � Flower vases, small
 � Garlands of pompoms, felt shapes, 
colored wool batting 

 � Geode slices
 � Japanese rain chains
 � Kites and windsocks
 � Metal garden hook, plant hanger
 � Mobiles of all kinds
 � Nature finds (feathers, shells, leaves, 
pinecones, large fronds, banana 
leaves) 

 � Paper lanterns
 � Pinwheels, whirligigs, wind spirals 
 � Posters or children’s book jacket 
covers

 � Puppets, small stuffed animals
 � Shawls, scarves, capes
 � Streamers
 � Windchimes

Materials for Suspending Objects

 � Bungee cord
 � Chain 
 � Duct tape

 � Metal drying rack for herbs
 � Mosquito netting 
 � PVC tubing
 � Spring-loaded curtain rods
 � Tree branches 
 � Wood trellis 
 � Wreaths: straw, willow, grapevine, 
rattan 

Fascinations for Ceiling Displays

 � Artificial flowers

 � Aluminum foil
 � Banners and flags
 � Beaded strands of jewelry
 � Bird feeder or house (outside)
 � Bubble wrap sheets 
 � Children’s 3-D artwork
 � Colored plastic 
 � Compact discs (shiny side showing) 
 � Decals and glow-in-the dark adhesive 
shapes

 � Fabric swaths: lace, tulle, rayon, 
 tablecloths, runners

 � Felted shapes and pompoms

Such a structure could be a necessity 
when faced with very high ceilings. To 
securely install such structures, a skilled 
staff member, parent, or professional 
carpenter is needed. Once a structure 
like this is installed, select objects to 
suspend and an appropriate method 
for hanging them. Listed below are 
some ideas I’ve seen in early childhood 
programs. 

Structures for Ceiling Suspension

 � Antlers (deer, moose, elk)
 � Bamboo pole 
 � Bamboo window shades 
 � Driftwood
 � Embroidery and quilt hoops 
 � Fish netting
 � Gutters
 � Hammock
 � Hula hoops, hung horizontally or  
vertically

 � Lightweight wooden ladder hung  
horizontally 
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 � Flower arbor
 � Gazebo or pergola
 � Hay bale cave 
 � Log cabin playhouse
 � Pup tent or tipi
 � Sunflower house
 � Treehouse
 � Willow hut 

Inspiring Facility Resources

The photos included in this article are 
meant to inspire. But there are also 
many other sources to stimulate your 
creativity. I’ve found engaging ceiling 
features at the following places:

 � Children’s art centers, independent 
bookstores, discovery museums, 
hospitals, libraries, theatres, zoos, 
nature centers, and public  
gardens.  

 � Local early childhood programs.

naptime for those slow to slumber. Of 
course, variety can be added by alter-
nating projected patterns with items 
such as colored glass pebbles, building 
blocks with acrylic inserts, color paddles, 
tree leaves, or flower petals. Other ways 
to manipulate lighting quality include:

 � Artistic light fixture shades of 
dramatic color, pattern, or shape

 � Colored cellophane sheets over high 
windows

 � Crystals or sparkly minerals hung in 
front of windows

 � Mirrored tiles or balls suspended near 
a light source

Outdoor Playspace Ceilings

While outside, the sky is the most 
engaging ceiling of all. But there are also 
ways to ‘lower’ ceilings outdoors to offer 
children a sense of coziness and privacy. 
Listed are some examples to consider: 

 � Elastic band
 � Fishing line 
 � Ribbon 
 � Rope, twine
 � Slinky
 � Umbrellas, inverted

Utilizing Light 

Natural light traveling through the room 
throughout the day can be entrancing, 
from its warmth to the shadows created. 
Artificial lighting can be engaging, 
too. The creative staff at Milgard Child 
Development Center manipulates light 
using an overhead projector. By placing 
colorful, slightly transparent plastic 
shapes onto the projector, they cast 
designs onto the classroom ceiling. 

Such a light show can remain static or 
be manipulated by children or staff. 
A colorful light design could go a 
long way to soothing the transition to 

Photograph Courtesy of Randall Children’s Hospital
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 � Community stores: fabric store, fair 
trade gift shops, garden centers, craft 
and hobby stores, floral shops, party 
stores, and thrift shops.

Open Web Groups to Explore

You can travel the world virtually for 
creative ideas! You know Pinterest stirs 
creative juices. Listed are some Facebook 
groups sure to stimulate design ideas, 
too: 

 � Bienenstock Natural  Playgrounds 
 � Childcare Design
 � Childspace Workshop
 � EarthPlay Network
 � Inspiring Spaces
 � Let the Children Play
 � Nature Explore
 � The Architecture of Early Childhood
 � World Forum  Foundation: Global 
Collaborative On Design for  Children 

Working Group, Nature Action 
Collaborative for Children, Early 
Childhood Education Outdoor 
 Environments

I hope by now that I have excited you 
into making some ceiling enhancements 
to your program. By keeping safety, 
design, and children’s innate interests 
in mind, you’ll highlight a new perspec-
tive for children, staff, and parents 
alike. 

Look up and enjoy!

— � —
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Many thanks to the following programs that 

allowed me to photograph their environments:

Children’s Discovery Museum of McLean County 

Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose

Childspace Early Childhood Centres

Crescent Park Child Development Center

Haste Street Child Development Center 

Heartland Community College Child Development Lab

Illinois State University Child Care Center

La Piccola Scuola Italiana

Matapihi Nature Kindergarten

Milgard Child Development Center

Pohutukawa Kindergarten 

Pukekos Educare

Randall’s Children’s Hospital

Sonoma State University Children’s School
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