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Lesson 2: Real or Pretend?

OBJECTIVE
Establish that real and pretend can coexist in the same space, and that a thinking brain 
can hold both at once.

Skill: Real and Pretend: Real is what is in the world, the way it works. Pretend is made 
up, from your imagination.

MATERIALS
• Cushions or furniture for Floor Is Lava (skill introduction)
• Roxaboxen by Alice McLerran (Activity 3)
• Not a Box by Antoinette Portis (Activity 4)
• A cardboard box for Activity 4
• Outdoor space with sticks, stones, or chalk for Activity 3
• Access to a grocery store for Activity 2

ABOUT THIS SKILL
A learner who is playing The Floor Is Lava" knows perfectly well that the floor is not 
lava. That knowledge does not stop the game, and it is not supposed to. Young learners 
move between real and pretend with an ease that adults often underestimate, and this 
lesson starts there, in that ease, rather than asking the learner to step outside it and 
analyze it. The thinking happens inside the play, not after it.

That capacity, to hold what is real and what is constructed at the same time without 
collapsing one into the other, is the earliest form of thinking older learners use when 
they encounter media. A cereal box, a commercial, a social media post: each one is a 
real thing with a constructed meaning layered onto it by someone with a purpose. A 
learner who has played on a floor that was also lava already knows, in their body, that 
both of those things can be true at once.
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Lesson 2

Real or Pretend?

TEACHING NOTE
Finnish early childhood pedagogy suggests real and pretend can coexist in the same space at 
the same time, and your learner's brain can hold both simultaneously. The introduction uses 
The Floor Is Lava game to put your learner inside that experience. Your learner will be 
standing on a real loor that is also, in the pretend world, lava.

Set-up: Create a path using cushions between surfaces, so you can get from one place to 
another without stepping on the floor.

READ ALOUD 
Let’s play The Floor Is Lava. [If your learner does not know this game, say: in this game, the floor 
is lava. It is too hot to touch. We must stay off it. We can only stand on things that are not the 
floor.]
Go. The floor is lava right now. [Play together for a minute or two or three. Get on the furniture, 
use cushions as stepping stones, move around the room, staying off the floor. After a minute or 
two of play, pause.]
Say: Stay where you are. Is the floor really lava right now? [Let your learner answer. Both 
answers are correct.]
Is the lava real? Or is it pretend?
In real life, the floor is safe. You could step on it right now and nothing would happen. But in our 
game, in our pretend world, the floor is lava. While we were playing, our brains were treating it 
like lava. We were jumping and climbing as if it were really there. Real means what is in the world, 
the way it actually works. Pretend means made up, from your imagination. Pretend lives in your 
mind and in the game, not in the world the way real things do.
Both things were true at the same time. In the real world, the floor is safe. In the pretend world it 
is lava. Your brain held both of those things at once.
Ask: Is this cushion real? [Answer: Yes.] When we play The Floor Is Lava, is it a stepping stone? 
[Answer: Yes.]
Say: The cushion is still a cushion. It did not change. But when playing The Floor is Lava, in our 
pretend world it is a stepping stone.
Let’s play another round: While we are playing, notice what your brain is doing. It knows the floor 
is safe, but it is also pretending it is lava.
After play, say: I wonder, can you think of another game where the real world and the pretend 
world are in the same place at the same time? Example: When pretending to be a superhero or a 
princess.
Say: Your brain can pretend and still know what is real.
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Activity 1: A Real Thing We Did Together

TEACHING NOTE
This activity draws out what makes something real: it happened, you were both there, you 
remember it, you can check details with each other. Choose a recent shared event before you 
begin: a trip to the grocery store, a park day, a meal you cooked together, a visit, a walk. The 
more recent the better, so details are fresh.

READ ALOUD
Let’s both share about when we went to [name event.] Example: What do you remember when we 
went to the grocery store on Tuesday?

Ask: What did you see? What did you hear? Who was there? What happened first? [Work through 
the memory together. Let your learner lead as much as possible. Let them do the noticing.]

Now, I want to ask you something. Was this real or was it pretend? [It was real.]

Say: We were both there. We both remember it. It is real because it really happened.

What do you notice about the difference when something is real and when it is pretend? [There is 
no single right answer. You are helping your learner understand the difference, not define it.]

I wonder, was there anything about that day that surprised you? Something that did not go the 
way you expected? 

Ask: Is there anything you wonder about the day?

[This week, return to this idea in everyday moments. Point to things and ask: is that real? Or is 
it pretend? The chair, the sky, the dog, your lunch. Build the foundation. Yes, that is real, should 
feel easy and certain. When playing pretend or reading a picture book, ask if it is real or pretend.]

AGES 3-4: Keep it simple and certain. Is that real? Yes, that is real. The goal is a strong, 
comfortable baseline. Do not introduce any complexity yet. Model wondering yourself: I wonder 
if we both remember the same things.

AGES 5-6: Begin to explore what makes something real. Can you prove it happened? How do you 
know? What if you both remembered it differently, would it still be real? Let the edges of the 
concept come into view.
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Activity 2: The Pretend Grocery Store

TEACHING NOTE
This activity has three parts: play the pretend grocery store first, then visit the real grocery 
store, then play pretend again and try to make it as close to real as possible. If grocery 
store does not work,  cooking dinner together or playing school are alternatives (pretend-
real-pretend).

READ ALOUD
Part 1: Play the pretend grocery store
Say: We are going to play grocery store, and you are in charge. You decide what is in the store. 
You decide what we are buying. You decide what happens. You are still using the same tools 
from earlier lessons: noticing what is really there and wondering about how pretend and real fit 
together. [Set up the store. Follow your learner's lead.]
After playing, ask: Was that real or pretend? [Answer: Pretend.] Let your learner confirm it. 
Ask: When you were playing, did any part of it feel real?
Ask: Were any parts of it real? [Answer: Food items, etc., were real.]

Part 2: Visit the real grocery store
Go on a normal shopping trip to the grocery store. Do not turn it into a lesson. Let your learner 
experience the real version after having built the pretend one.
On the way home or afterward, ask: What was different about the real store and your pretend 
store? [Notice together: the smells, the sounds, the people, the way things are arranged.]
Ask: In the pretend store, you were in charge. Did you notice, in the real store, who was in 
charge? [This question opens something important: in the real store, the world does not bend to 
your decisions the way it does in pretend.]

Part 3: Play pretend again, as close to the real store as possible
Let’s play grocery store one more time. But this time, try to make your pretend store as close 
to the real one as possible. [Play together. Let your learner try to replicate the real store from 
memory and observation.]
Afterward, ask: What makes this still pretend, even though we tried to make it like the real store? 
[There is no single right answer. The goal is to notice that pretend always has a ceiling, no matter 
how close to real you try to make it.]

AGES 3-4: Part 1 is the anchor. Keep the comparison simple: what is real about the real store, 
what is pretend about your store. If the questions in Part 3 are too abstract, play and let the 
comparison live in the experience rather than the discussion.

AGES 5-6: Part 3's question, what makes this still pretend even when we try to make it real, is 
genuinely challenging and interesting for this age. Let them sit with it and discuss it. There is no 
need to resolve it.
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Activity 3: Roxaboxen

TEACHING NOTE
This uses the book Roxaboxen by Alice McLerran. In Roxaboxen, children transform a real 
desert hillside into an imaginary town using rocks, glass, and sticks. The real place and the 
pretend world coexist on the same ground, at the same time. You will read the book first, then 
act out the story in a real outdoor space. Your learner will hold the real world and the pretend 
world simultaneously in the same physical place. If talking about what is real and what is 
pretend feels hard, just play.

READ ALOUD
Part 1: Roxaboxen
Read Roxaboxen. 
After reading, ask: Was Roxaboxen real or pretend? [Let your learner answer. This question is 
more interesting than it first appears. The hill was real. The rocks were real. The children were 
real. But Roxaboxen was pretend.]
Ask: The children in the story knew they were pretending. Do you think it felt real to them while 
they were doing it? 

Part 2: Act out the story
Say: Let’s act out Roxaboxen. [Go to any outdoor space: a backyard, a park, a patch of sidewalk, a 
garden. It does not need to resemble the desert.]

Say: Look around. Where we are is real. Now, we are going to make it into Roxaboxen.
Build your version of Roxaboxen. Use whatever is available: sticks, stones, leaves, chalk, toys.
When the play feels complete, sit down together in the space. Ask: We are in Roxaboxen. Look 
around. What is real about this place? [Prompt if needed: the ground, the sky, the plants, the 
sounds.]
Ask: What was pretend? [Prompt if needed: the Roxaboxen they built, the roles they played.]
Ask: When you were playing, which one felt more real to you: the real outside, or Roxaboxen? 
[There is no right answer. This question is about noticing what the brain does when it is fully 
inside a pretend world.]
Ask: The children in the book, do you think they knew they were pretending the whole time? Or 
did they sometimes forget?
At the end, ask: I wonder, could you make something pretend so real that even you forgot it was 
pretend?

AGES 3-4: The play is the encounter. Do not worry about the discussion questions. Ask one 
question after playing: was that real or pretend?

AGES 5-6: Can go further: Ask: If someone walked by and saw us playing, would they be able 
to tell what was real and what was pretend? What would they see? The final wondering 
question is a bridge toward media literacy (Lesson 10). 
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Activity 4: Not a Box by Antoinette Portis

TEACHING NOTE
Not a Box is about a rabbit who is asked repeatedly why it is sitting in, on, or near a box. The 
rabbit corrects the questioner every time. It is not a box. It is a racing car. A mountain. A 
burning building. A robot. The box never changes. The rabbit's pretend world transforms it 
completely. This is the Finnish coexistence framing made into a picture book: the box is real, 
and in the rabbit's pretend world it is a rocket, and both are true at the same time. Read 
through once together before using the questions below. Choose one of the two box options 
below, depending on whether your learner prefers to invent their own pretend world or act 
along with a story.

READ ALOUD
First read: straight through
Read Not a Box. 

At the end, ask: What did you notice? 

Their own box (2 options)
Option 1: Give your learner a box before the second reading. Say: This is your Not-a-Box. Make 
something with it. Give them time to make something with their box, then do the second reading.
Option 2: Give your learner the box right before the second reading and slow the reading down, so 
they can use their box and act along with the story in the book.

Second read: notice what world the box is in
Say: Let's go through it again. This time, every time the rabbit turns the box into something, I 
want you to tell me: what world is the box in?
On the first page, ask: Is this a box? Is that real or pretend? 
Ask: What is it in the rabbit's pretend world? 
Continue through the book. At each transformation, ask: What world is the box in right now? [Let 
your learner name both the real world and the rabbit's pretend world. Keep it fast and playful. 
You are not drilling. You are noticing together.]
At the page that feels most surprising or delightful to your learner, slow down. Ask: Which world 
feels more real to you right now: the box world or the rabbit's world? [There is no right answer. 
You are asking your learner to notice what their own brain is doing.]
Ask: I notice the rabbit never explains. The rabbit just knows. I wonder why the rabbit does not 
say: in my pretend world this is a rocket. The rabbit just says it IS a rocket. What do you think 
about that? Let it go wherever your learner takes it.

After the book
Say: The box was always a box. It never changed. But in the rabbit's pretend world it was also a 
rocket, a mountain, a robot. Both things were true at the same time.
Ask: Have you ever done what the rabbit did: made something into something else in your pretend 
world while knowing what it really was in the real world? [Model your own example.]
Say: Your brain can hold both worlds at the same time. The real world and the pretend world. 
That is something to notice.
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AGES 3-4: Whatever their box becomes, say: in our real world this is a box. In your pretend 
world it is a … whatever they name. Both are true at the same time. The wondering questions 
are optional and should only be used if your learner is still engaged after playing with the box.
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Making the Skills Part of Every Day: Real and Pretend
The goal of this activity is to help your learner begin to tell the difference between what is real 
and what is pretend, and to notice when they are operating in one world or the other. This early 
awareness prepares them for later media literacy skills, like understanding the difference between 
stories and reality, or recognizing when something on a screen is fictional.

Use these phrases during play, stories, and everyday conversations. You are helping your learner 
hold both worlds at once: To see how something can be imagined and still remain real 
underneath. The floor is still a floor, even when it is lava. The box is still a box, even when it is 
a rocket. Your learner’s thinking naturally moves between these worlds. Your job is to give that 
invisible thinking words.

In the Moment

SITUATION WHAT YOU SAY

Learner is inside a pretend game. In our pretend world that is true. In the real world it 
works like this...

Learner asks if something in a book is 
real.

That happens in the pretend world of the story. In the 
real world, let's notice what is actually true.

Learner and you see the same thing 
differently.

We looked at the same thing. In the real world it is a 
cloud. In your pretend world it is a dragon. Both are 
true at the same time.

After a pretend game. In our pretend world, what was true? In the real 
world, what is actually there?

Learner plays both worlds at once. You are holding both worlds in your mind at the same 
time. That is something to notice.

Real and pretend causes in a story. In the pretend world of the story, that is what caused 
it. In the real world, causes work differently.
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Lesson 10:  
Who Made This, and What Did They Want You 
to Feel?

OBJECTIVE
Bring all ten skills together through media literacy: the understanding that media is 
made by someone, on purpose, to make you feel something.

Skill: Media Literacy: Media is made by someone, on purpose, for you to see or hear. 
To persuade means to make you want something.

MATERIALS
• Drawing paper and crayons, out and ready before the lesson begins (skill 

introduction)
• A cereal box or colorful product packaging for Activity 1
• A grocery store visit for Activity 2
• A toy, food, or restaurant commercial to watch together for Activity 3
• Have I Got a Book for You by Mélanie Watt (Activity 4)
• We Are in a Book by Mo Willems (Activity 5)

ABOUT THIS SKILL
Every skill in this course arrives at this lesson. Metacognition, real and pretend, knowing 
and believing, assumptions, facts and interpretations, the testing cycle, cause and 
effect, evidence, perspective: a child who has worked through all of those is equipped 
to ask the question this lesson puts at the center. Who made this, and what did they 
want me to feel? That question is not instinctive. It has to be built, which is what the 
previous nine lessons have been doing.

Media literacy is not a unit bolted onto the end of a critical thinking course. It is what 
critical thinking is for in the world young learners are actually growing up in. The habit 
of pausing before responding to a message, an image, a package, or a screen, and 
asking who constructed this and why, is one of the most protective and durable things 
this course can give.
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Lesson 10

Who Made This, and What Did They Want You to Feel?

TEACHING NOTE
Get out drawing paper and crayons (plenty of colors) before you read this. Your learner will 
draw freely while you read. Do not direct the drawing. Whatever they make is exactly right. 
Have the materials ready and let your learner begin drawing before you start reading.

READ ALOUD: LEARNER DRAWING WHILE YOU READ
Say: I am going to read this, and I want you to color while I do. [Let them start drawing.]
Begin reading while their hands are moving.
Ask: What color are you using right now? [Let them keep coloring.]
Ask: Why did you choose that color?
Say: Out of all the colors in front of you, your brain decided to use that one. Maybe you chose it 
because you like it. Maybe because it fits what you are drawing. Maybe for no reason you could 
name. It just felt right. But you chose it. Nobody forced you. That choice is yours. As you color, 
every mark you make is a choice. This color and not that one. This shape here and not there. This 
thing included and that thing left out. Your drawing is full of choices and every single one of them 
came from you.
Ask: If you give your drawing to someone, what do you want them to feel when they look at it? 
Pause. Let your learner think about this. [Prompt if needed. Do they want the person to feel 
happy, or proud, or surprised, or loved?]
Say: You made choices in your drawing because you wanted someone to feel something. It is the 
same for every package in your kitchen, every toy on a shelf, every image on a screen. Someone 
made choices for all of those. They chose the colors. They chose the shapes. They chose what 
to include and what to leave out. They chose every single thing you see. And just like you want 
someone to feel something when they look at your drawing, they want you to feel something when 
you look at theirs.
That makes it important to ask: who made this, what choices did they make, and what did they 
want me to feel?
[Let your learner finish their drawing. Then look at it together.]
Ask: Tell me one choice you made in your drawing. Why did you make that choice?
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Activity 1: The Package

TEACHING NOTE
Choose a cereal box or a toy still in its box (something colorful). The scripting is for a cereal 
box. If you use a different product type, read through this and make changes before starting 
the lesson. Have your learner’s drawing from the introduction, so you can place it alongside 
the package, or use another drawing of theirs.

READ ALOUD
Show the box.

Ask: What do you notice? What do you feel when you look at this? [Prompt if needed: excited, 
familiar, hungry, I want the product.]
Place the drawing and the package side by side.
Say: You made choices in your drawing. You chose colors, shapes, what to include. 
Ask: Who do you think made the choices on this package?

Say: Let's look at it together and find the choices. Ask: What colors did they choose? Why do you 
think they chose those colors and not others? [Discuss. Bright colors, colors associated with 
energy, happiness, fun.]
Ask: What pictures did they put on here? Why these pictures and not others? [Prompt if needed: 
Characters, happy children, exciting images: all chosen to make you feel something.]
Read the words from the front of the box. Ask: What words did they put on here? Why those 
words? [Prompt if needed: What feeling are these words chosen to create?]
Say: Every single thing on this package was chosen by someone. And they chose it because they 
wanted you to feel something when you looked at it. They wanted you to want it. They want us to 
buy this cereal.
Ask: The cereal is really cereal. That is a fact. But what is the story this package is trying to 
tell you about it? [Prompt if needed: it is fun, delicious, exciting, the best choice. That is the 
interpretation the designers wanted to create.]
Ask: Is the story they are telling on the box real or pretend? [Answer: Pretend.] 
Ask: Is the way it makes you feel real or pretend? [Answer: Real.] 

Ask: Does knowing someone made all those choices on purpose change how you feel about it, even 
a little?
Say: I wonder, what would this package look like if nobody was trying to make you want to buy it?

AGES 3-4: The question of what the package would look like without persuasion is for you to 
model either with or for your learner.

AGES 5-6: The connection back to perspective taking from Lesson 9 is worth naming: the 
package designer is trying to affect your perspective to want their product.
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Making the Skills Part of Every Day: Media Literacy
Use these phrases in stores, while watching commercials, looking at packages, or any time your 
learner encounters something that was made for them to see. Someone made choices. Someone 
wanted them to feel something. You are always the person on the other side of those choices. 
Your learner now knows to notice that. Use this language anywhere a choice was made for them to 
see or feel something.

The anchor question: Who made this, what choices did they make, and what did they want me 
to feel? You are helping your learner remember that media does not just happen; someone 
designed it to make them feel and want certain things.

When Your Learner Encounters Something Designed

SITUATION WHAT YOU SAY

Learner picks up a package or box. Who made the choices on this? What colors did they 
choose? Why those colors and not others?

Learner is drawn to something on a 
shelf.

Notice that feeling of wanting something the moment 
you see it. That feeling was designed to arrive fast. Who 
put it there, and why do you think they chose that spot?

Learner watches a commercial. What did you feel while you were watching? What 
choices did someone make to make you feel that?

When Finding the Choices

SITUATION WHAT YOU SAY

Looking at a package together. What is real about this? What is the story they are 
telling you about it? Is that story real or pretend?

Watching a commercial together. The music, the colors, the people's expressions. 
Someone chose every one of those things. What did 
they want you to feel?

In a store aisle. What is at your eye level right now? Did that arrange 
itself, or did someone put the most colorful things 
exactly where your eyes go?

When Connecting Back to the Whole Course

SITUATION WHAT YOU SAY

Learner wants something after 
seeing an ad.

That feeling is real. It was also designed to be there. 
Does knowing that change anything about how you feel?

Learner spots a persuasion 
technique.

Does that actually tell you anything about whether the 
thing is good? Or does it just make you feel something?

Learner notices a choice someone 
made.

You just noticed that. Someone made that choice on 
purpose because they wanted you to feel something. 
Now you know to notice that.


	Pages from TCTTk EC_v5-3.pdf
	Pages from TCTTk EC_v5-11.pdf



