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Finding One That Fits

VIVIAN BAXTER AND KAREN PETTY

hat are your beliefs about how children should be

\J‘/ educated? Do you think play is important? Is play

more important than academics? Do you believe chil-

dren shouid be ailowed to explore and construct on their own with
little instruction, or do you believe that they should be “raught”

everything?

khowi{n‘g your vaiues andbehefs about
education can make you a more effective
and efflclent teacher.
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Krowing your values:and beliefs about education can make
you a more effective and efficient teacher. It can also help you
explain your program to parents.-

With information, you will be able to finda

curriculum that fits your values and beliefs.

This article offers a biief look at different preschool curricu-
lum models. Within.each model, there will be an overview and an
expianation of the child’s role and the teacher’s role, With infor-
mation, you will be able to find a curricutum that fits your values
and beliefs.

Direct Instruction

Overview. The direct instruction-model is academically based
and teacher-centered It is a highly structured instructional
approach, designed to help at-risk students accelerate their learn-
ing (American Federationof Teachers 1998).

The main feamre of the DI approach is the classroor scripts: The.
teacher presents activities, and the children respond to them. Class-
room activities are continyous academic Jessons that elicit positive
reinforcements with correct responses (Schweinhart and Weikart
1998). The wording is designed to ensure consistency across the
lessons:and to guarantee that all students will compichend the infor-
mation presented (Association for Direct Instruction 2007).

The preschool design is to provide intensive academic instruc-
tion in reading, language, and math for ai-risk students. The DI
model is based on the premises that teachers can increase the
amount of children’s learning in the classroom by carefully plan-
ning - the details of the student’s interaction with their environ-
ment, and that the rate-and the quality of children’s Jearning is a
function of envirorimental events (Jensen 2005).

Chiid’s role. The child in a DI classroom is a recipient of learn-
ing instead of a participant in learning. Children are expected to
meet the demands ‘of the wotkload and work at a fast pace. Cor-
rect verbal résponses are required, proper replies are. expected,
and children are guestioned until appropriate answers are given.
Children are grouped by ability as a means of allowing teachers
to maintain the pace and the progress of the ‘scripted material
(Jensen 2005).

Teacher’s role. The teacher is an authoritative figure, mean-
ing that it is the teacher who plans and carries out the activites.
It is the teacher who is responsible for determining what is being
learned each day. The teacher works at a fast pace, giving lessons
on-various levels of difficulty at different times of the day, To
motivate children and to keep them motivated, the téacher uses a
system of rewards and praise (Jensen 2005).

Developmental-Interaction/

Bank Street

Overview. This is a child-centered approach focused on indi-
vidual development. It stresses the importance of the whotle child,
and it recognizes the importance of both the cognitive and social
parts of development.

Theé educational emphasis is the child’s developmental prog-
ress toward competence (being capable in thought and action/
movement), individuality (fetting the child be unique and accept-
ing that uniqueniess), socialization (helping children learn to con-
trol their impulses and govern their own actions), and integration
(helping children merge personal and impersonal experiences)
(Goffin and Wilson 2001)..

‘Developmental-interaction schools empower children to deal
effectively with their environments. The school is an active
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comimunity, connected to the community aroundit, so it is not just
an isolated place for learning (Roopnarine and Johnson 2005).

This model uses a play-based approach to early childhood
education with goals of nurturing the ego development and over-
all mental health of the child (Frost et al. 2008).

Child’s role. The child is a curious being actively engaged in the
social and physical environment through sensorial exploration and
experimentation (Jensen 2005; Roopnarine and Johason 2003),

Teacher’s role. The teacher is an observer (to watch the chil-
dren and observe their progress), questioner (to. ask questions
to help children develop language skills), and planner (to plan
opportunities for experiences that meet the needs of every child
as an individual). The teacher facilitates and guides the children
through activities that are initiated by the child and promotes play
as a source of learning (Jensen 2005).

High/Scope

Overview. The. High/Scope curriculum is -play-based (Frost

-et al. 2008) and views children as active ieamners who create their
own knowledge of the world (Samueisson et al. 2006; High/Scope
Educational Research Foundanon 2007). Active: learning means
that the children have direct hands-on experiences with people,
objects, events, and 1deas, and they construct their own knowl-
edge with these experiences (Epstein 2007).

Children take the first steps in the learning process by making
choices and following through on their- plans. After the children
Have made their plans, they experiment with their ideas. Teach-
ers support the children in their endeavors by asking questions,
providing the background support, guiding the planning process,
and commenting on the children’s progress (Frost et al. 2008;

Samuelsson et al. 2006; Schweinbart-and. Weikart 1998; “Walsh

and Peity 2006), After the children have had time to experiment
with their plans and ideas, they' share and discuss their findings
with their teachers and peers (Samuelsson et al. 2006).

Child's role. The chifd in a High/Scope classroom is an active
leaner; experimenter, and- explorer. Children deveiop 2 sense of
self as they interact with significant people in their: enviropment.

Teacher’s role. The teacher follows the children and their interests

and does not impose ideas.and beliefs on them: The- teacher shares
control with the ¢hild by following the ¢hild’s lead in activities
and play and: by interacting on the child's level of understanding,
and encouraging the child to achieve success: (Jensen 2005). In
this way, teachers are-also active learnérs because they do not have
a precise script. Instead, they listen closely 1o the child and then
actively work with the child t6 extend activities to more challeng-
ing levels (Roopnarine and Johnson 2005).

Montessor:

Overview. The Montessori method is 2 developmemal child:

centered, hands-on approach to education, Although play wasnot
central to-Maria Montessori’s view of education and development,.

some aspects-of the curriculum ‘are related to-play. Children are
allowed to choose materials and-“play” with them. As children
grow and develop, they 1o Ionger “play™ with materials but

instead prepare for lessons that refine the senses and create order
(Frost et al. 2008).

In a2 Montessori classroom, children have the freedom to
explore and construct knowledge by their participation in learn-
ing and by making their own choices and experiences. Montes-
sori believed children have the power to teach themselves and the
ability to develop freely if their minds are not oppressed by adults
who may limit them (Tzuo 2007).

The classroom or environment contains a few essential materi-
als to promote self-discovery and social development. Children
learn to respect the work of others as they wait to use materials
their peers are using (Walsh and Petty 2006).

Montessori classrooms are filled with children of mixed ages
on the belief that children of different ages ‘help one another. The
younger children see what the older ones are working on and ask
for explanations. Montessori believed that there are many things
that the teacher cannot “convey to a child of three, but that a child
of five can do with the itmost ease”™ (1995, 226). She also felt
that “a child of three will take an interest in what a ﬁve—year—
old is doing, since it is not far removed from their own powers
therefore making the older children heroes and teachers and the
younger children their admirers (1995, 226).

Child’s role. The children in a Montessori classroom are active
learners who construct. their own knowledge and understanding of
the world and have the ability to contro} their focus and actions.
Children are given freedom within a carefully prepared environ-
ment and have the opportunity for active involvement to develop
according to their own developmental timetables and tendencies.

Teacher's role. The teacher or directress facilitates as opposed
to aeachmg dxrectiy The main respons:bmty of the directress is
to prepare the environment to meet the needs of the children and
to be an observer of the children’s development (Jensen 2005).

‘Teachers refrain from interfering with children while they are
absorbed in their-work and do not prevent the children’s free
expansion. The directress does, however, intervene in the nega-
tive behaviors of children and guides them toward the right track
(Tzuo 2607).

Waldorf

Overview. The Waldorf education mode} seeks 10 educate the
whole child: the head, beart, and hands (Chauncey 2006; Walsh
and Petty 2006). This means that young children are working to
develop their physical bodies and their will through activities
that are hands-on instead of academic (Roopnarine and Johnson
2005).

The Waldorf model supports children in an aesthetic environ-
ment where creative play and artistic activities are frequent. This
allows the children to leamn about their world through movement
(Walsh and Petty 2006). A

A Waldorf classroom is designed to be an extension. of the
home (Roopnarme and Johnson 2005) on the belief that children
relate what they leara to their own experiences and therefore are
then deeply engaged and can readily integrate: what they learn
{Chauncey 2006).

This model is also concerned with the moral education of chil-
dren, emphasizing that improving a child’s senise of morality is of
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Overv:ew of Preschool Curriculum Models

Teacher-
Centered vs. Chiid
Name Child-Centered  Approach Groupings Child’s Roie Teacher’s Role
Direct Instruction teacher provides intensive by ability receives the determines and
instruction in {gaming presents the
reading, language, learning activities
and math, often
for as-risk studenis
Developmental chiid focuses on the by age actively engages observes and guides
Interaction/ whoie child as in the social children through
Bank Strest an individuai and physicat learning
with emphasis on environment
intellectual and
social-emotional
skills
High/Scope child provides hands-on by age actively follows the children’s
experiences 1o experiments-and lead and actively
allow children {o explores works to exiend
construct knowledge learning
on their-own
Montessori chiid provides a carefully mixedages  pariicipates in prepares the
prepared environment learning by. environment to meet
in which children making choices children’s needs and
become actively and respecting facilitates learning
involved and leam others
according 1o their
own timetables »
Waldorf child seeks to educate the mixedages. leams through provides literacy-rich
whole child through imaginary play experiences
a balance of head, and oral language
heatt, and hands in
& famiiy-like
environment
Reggio Emilia child and family provides play mixed ages  Tollows natural learns alongside
experiences and -guriosity and children and
collaborative engages in creative  collaborates with
projects focusing expression other teachers to
on relationships nuriure and
with others ‘guide learning

Based o “Preschoal curricula; Finding one that fits* by Vivian Baxter.and Karen Petty, Texas Chifd Care, Fall 2008.

high importance as part of a child's well-being and development
of educational abilities (Woodward 20055,

Waldorf classrooms are of mixed ages to promote a family-
like atmosphere so ‘that children become much like siblings.
The younger children watch:and imitate the older children, and

the older children look out for and nurture the younger childrer

(Roopnarine and Johnson 2005).

Child’s role. The child learns through imaginary play, oral ian-
guage, and hands-on. experiences (Edwards 2002).

Teacher's role. The teacher provides language and literacy-
rich experiences through stories; songs, and poems (Roopnarine
and Johnson 2005).

Reggio Emilia
Overview. Reggio Emilia is a play-based approach centered on
the child, the family, and the community. Families are made to feel
welcome, and in réturn parents get.an environment that supports their
children’s relational, aesthetic, and intellectual needs (New 2007).
In Reggio, play is considered essential and one of the “hundred
languages ”What or how the children play is not the main focus,
rather it is the selationships that-occur within the play experiedces
that are givén greater attention. Teachers listen closely to chil-
dren’s conversation and work with them as equals in the develop-
ment of learning activities and pro;ects in the classroom (Fraser
2007}, Reggio classrooms are designed to promote all areas of
development, not just play.
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Children spend much of their time in small or large groups
collaborating on projects and play activities (Frost et al. 2008).
Projecis are at the center of the Reggio curriculum, but the
teacher does not plan them in advance. Instead, the projects and
the teacher follow the direction of the children’s understanding
and knowledge—giving rise to an “emergent curriculum.” This
approach also places a heavy emphasis on art as a means for chil-
dren to express themselves (Judd 2007),

Child’s role. The child’s role or image in the Reggio classroom
is that of being resourceful, curious, imaginative, and inventive
{Gilman 2007). In the Reggio classroom, childrén are viewed as
citizens of the community with the right to be taken seriously,
respected for their intelligence and feelings, and valued for their
lives (Goffin-and Wilson 2001).

Teacher's role. The teacher is a nurturer, guide, and facilitator.
Teachers work as a team to provide materials for open-ended dis-
covery and problem solving and listen to and observe the children.
By these methods, teachers are able to uncover children’s thoughts,
theories, and curiosities {Gilman 2007). Teachers encourage the
children to explore and extend their own ideas and theories but do
not give immediate answers (Judd 2007).

Mixed Methods

Many preschools have developed their own curriculum based on
trial and ervor over time. These preschoels have pulled ideas from
various mcthods and theorists such as Montessori, Piaget, Vygotsky,
and Gesell: Their idea is to reach the whole child. They reason that
it is necessary to pull from different theorists because using just.one
“theory may reach only part of the child, These approaches can be
based on play or academics or they can be mixture of both.

Many religion-sponsored schools use a faith-based curriculum
that emphasizes religious principles and may be combined with
one or more of the approaches above..

Know Yourself

As a preschoot educator, it is important to know how you want
to teach. Do you want to guide education as you follow the chiid,
or do you want to be in the front of the room "tcachmg” what the
children are to leam? Whatever your. beliefs, it is important to
know themi so you can find a school with the same educational
beliefs. Knowing what kind of teacher you want to be and which
comriculum ‘fits you can help you to be the most effective and
efficient teacher you can be.
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“You Got It!”
Teaching Social and Emotional Skills

Lise Fox, PHD AND ROCHELLE HARPER LENTINI, MED

is supporting young children who have problem behav-

ior beyond what might be expected (Buscemi et al.
1993; Hemmeter, Corso, & Cheatham 2005). Some children
engage in problem behavior that is typical of a particular stage
of deveiopment as they build relationships with peers and adults
and Jearn 1o navigate the classroom environment. For example, a
toddler might grab a cracker from another child’s plate because
she is still learning to use words to ask for what she wants or
neéds. What troubles teachers is how to meet the needs of chil-
dren who have persistent problem behavior that does not respond
to positive guidance or prevention practices. The extent of this
problem is highlighted by recent reports on the rates of expul-
sion of children from preschool programs (Gilliam 2005).

E arly educators report that one of their biggestchallenges

The Teaching Pyramid

The teaching pyramid model (Fox et al. 2003) describes a pri-
mary level of universal practices—classroom preventive prac-
tices that promote the social and emotional development of all
children—built on 2 foundation of positive relationships; sec-
ondary interventions that address specific social and emotional
learning needs of children at risk for challenging behavior; and
development of individualized interventions (tertiary level) for
children with persistent problem behavior (see the diagram “The
Teaching Pyramid”). The model is explained more fully in “The
Teaching Pyramid: A Model for Supporting Scrial Ccmpetenc'e
and Remvemmg Challenging Behavior in Young Children,”

the July 2003 issue of Young thldren _ _

The foundation for universal practices begins with nurtering
and responsive caregiving that supports children in developing
a positive sense of self and in engaging in relationships with
others, At this level, teachers focus on their relationships with
children and families. Universal classtoom practices include
developmentally - appropriate, child-centered classroom envi-
ronments that promote: children’s developing independence,

successful interactions, and engagement in leaming. While uni--

versal practices may be enough o promote the development.of
social competence in the majority of children in the classroom,

teachers may find that there are children whose lack of social
and emotional skills or whose challenging behavior requires
more focused attention.

In this article we look: at the secondary level of the teaching
pyramid, which emphasizes planned instruction on specific social
and emotional skills for children at risk for developing more chal-
lenging behavior, such as severe aggression, property destruction,
noncompliance, of withdrawal. Children who may be considered
at risk for challenging behavior are persistently noncompliant,
have difficulty regnlating their emotions, do not easily form rela-
tionships with adults and other children, have difficulty engag-
ing in learning activities, and are perceived by teachers as being
likely to develop more intractable behavior problems.
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Teachers may find that there are chxldren

whose lack of social and emotional skills or
whose challenging behavior requires more
focused attentlon.
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Research shows that when educators teach children the key
skills they’ need to understand. their emotions and the emo-
tions- of others, handle conflicts, problein solve, and develop
relationships ‘with peers; their pmblem behavior decreases and
their social skills improve (Joseph & Strain 2003). Emphasis on
teachmg social skills is just one component of multiple strate-
gies to.support.a child-at risk for challengmg behavior. Addi-
tional critical strategies include collaborating with the family;
addressing the child’s physical and mental health needs; and
offering the support of specialists and other resources to address
the fhi.]d or family’s individual needs.

Reframing Problem Behavior

The teaching pyramid model guides feachers to: view .a
child’s problem behavior as serving a purpose for that child.
Some children may’ use problein behavior instead of socially
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The Teaching Pyramid

conventional and appropriate behavior to avoid or join inter-
actions and activities, obtain or avoid attention, and obtain
objects. For example, a child who wants another child’s toy
may hit the other child instead of asking to have a turn with the
toy. Other children may use problem behavior to express their
disappointment or anger to the teacher, rather than asking:for
help or sharing their feelings with words. For example, a child
smay throw toys or destroy materials when frustrated rather than
asking a teacher for help.

Reasons for Challenging Behavior
Children may use problem behavior to get their needs met for
a variety of reasons. For example, & child may have language
-development prohlems, soc:ai~emotxonal delays difficulties
with peer interactions, or developmemal d:sabﬁmes, she- may
have experienced neglect or trauma; or she may’ simply have not
had opportunities to learn appropriate soctal or communication
skills before entering preschool..

When teachers view challenging behavior as actions children
use to get their needs.met, they can reframe problem behavior
as-a skill- iearmng or skill-fluency issue. Skill Jluency refers to
a child’s ability to use a skill consxsmndy and mdependently
. Children with problem behavmr may ‘not have appropriate

social or communication skills or may not use those skills well
in avariety of situations, Reframing problcm behavior as a skill-
instruction issué opens the door to the development of effective
strategies teachers can implement in the classroom: if young
children with problem behavior are missing key social and com-
munication skills, then a ne.xt step is to teach them those skills!

A Skill-learning Issue

Many skills are important in children’s development. of rela-
tionships with adults and peers. Skills help children learn.self-
reguiation (abxhty to respond appropriately to anxiety, distress,
or uncomfortable sensations) and how to problem solve: (see
“Social and Emotional Skills to Teach ). Young children at risk
for challenging behavior (children at the secondary interven-
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Social and Emeotional Skills
to Teach

Following rules, routines, and directions
{dentifying feelings in oneself and others -
Controlling anger and impulses

Problem solving

Suggesting play themes and activities to peers
Sharing toys and other materiais

Taking turns

Helping adults and peers

Giving complirents

Understanding how and when to apologize
Expressing empathy with others’ feelings
Recognizing that anger can interfers

with problem solving

Learning how 1o recognize anger in oneself and others
« Leaming how o calm down

* Understanding appropriate ways 10 express. anger
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'It ls |mportant to ldent!fy the skiil

tion level) may not be fluent in.or have the ability to use these

skills. The teaching pyramid model encourages early. educa-
tors to teach children these skills systematically, using planned
procedures within developmentaliy appropriate activities and

‘with sufficient intensity to ensure that children leain the skills

quickly and can use them when needed (Grisham-Brown, Hem-

meter, & Pretti-Frontczak 2005).

Teaching Social Skills

In thinking about how to teach social skills systematically,
teachers need to be aware of the three stages of learning (Bailey
& Wolery 1992) (seé “Stages of Learning”). The first Stage is

skill acquxsmon——the skill is introduced to the child; the second

stage is fluency—the child has learned the skill and can use it
easily; and the final stage of learning is skill maintenance and
generalization—the child can use the skill over time and in-new.
situations. In this article, we present strategies for addressing

.each stage of learning in the instruction.of social skills.

demonstrate or identify when it is used, and.

Jink the idea or concept to other skills the
childhas,

Introducing a New Skill:
Show-and-Tell

Explain the new skill. When you first teach a child a social
or emctional skill, it-is important to -ensure: thar‘you have
explained the skill in. concrete terms so the child understands
what the skill is and when to use it. Children who have social
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development challenges may find the nuances of social behav-
jor difficult to interpret. Thus, it is important to identify the
skill (*ask to take a torn”), demonstrate or identify when it is
used (“Watch Emily ask to play with the water wheel™}, and
link the idea or concept to other skills the child has (“When
you see your friends playing with a toy you want, you can
watch them play, you can wait for a turn, or you can ask them
for a mrn”).

Demonstrate it. For many children, it is helpful to provide
both a positive example of someone using a skill and an exam-
ple in which the skill is not used. For example, you may ask
children to demonstrate the wrong way to ask for a turn and the
correct way to ask for-a turn. In this manner, children can prac-
tice under a teacher’s guxdanoc and receive addmonal informa-
tion about how the skill is appropriately used.

Give positive feedback. When children first learn a new
skill, they need feedback and specific encouragement on their
efforts to use the skill. The importance of feedback cannot be
overstated! Think, for'example, about a time when you learned
something new—such as a language, a sport, or a craft. The
instructor most likely gave youn feedback: ““That’s right, you did
it” or “That looks good, I think you are getting it.” Feedback
may provide the support a child needs to persist in practicing a
newly learned skill. Have you ever tried to learn a new skill and
quit when you were in the early learning stages? Perhaps you
did not receive encouragement or mayhe those initial atteinpts
were so uncomfortable or awkward :that you decided to stop
practicing.

Provide opportunities for practice. There are a variety
of instructional methods for teaching new social and emo-
tional skills (Webster-Stratton 1999; Hyson 2004; Kaiser &
Rasminsky 2007). An irpportant teaching practice at the acqui-
sition stage of learning is providing multiple opportunities for
a child to learn a skill in meaningful contexts—:hat is, in activ-
ities that are. part of the child’s patural play or-routines. The
more opportunities for practicing, the guicker the child will
learn the skill. The box “Classroom Teaching Strategies™ lists
a-variety of ways to teach-social and emotionat skills within
typical classroom activities.

When a child learns a new skill, he needs to
Bractice o Dolld fuenoy i .

Building Fluency:

Practice Makes Perfect

‘When leamning to play 4 new song on the piano, the player must
practice before the song becomes easy to-play: Similarly, when
a child leams a new skill, be needs to practice o build fluency
in the skill. When teaching social skills, teachers need to ensure
that a skill is niot only learned but also practiced often enough

Stages of _Learmng

Stage 1—Skill Acqursmon
Show-and-Tell

The teacher introduces a new skill to a child by giving con-
crete exampies of what the skill is and how to use it. For
exampie, the teacher may say, “It's hard to wait until it is
your turn to ride a trike. I'm going to help vou leam how fo
wait.”

Stage 2—Skill Fluency
Practice Makes Perfect

The teacher provides many opportunities to practice the
skill so the child can eventually use i with ease. Practice
opportunities may include prompting the child ("How can
you ask 1o play with Brendan?”), helping the child remen-
ber to use the skill {“ know you are disappointed and you
want a turn right now. What can you do instead?”), and
identifying situations that call for the use of the: skill (“We
have three children who want to sit at the art table and only
one chair, What can we do?").

Stage 3—Skill Maintenance
and Generalization
“You Got It!”

The teacher continues to promote the child's use of the skill
in familiar and new situations. For example, when the child
uses his newly leamed skilt of giving compliments with his
maother, the teacher says, “You'gave your mom a compli-
ment! Look, she's smiling because you said you fike her
haircut.”

Adapted from .8, Bailey & M. Wolery, Teaching lnfants and Pre-
schoolers with Disebilities, 2nd-ed. {New York: Macmillan, 1802).

that the child becomes fluent in the skill and can easily use it.

Consider the following example:
Madison struggles when playing with peers. Recogniz-
ing that Madison needs extra help in learning how to
ask others to play with toys, her teacher, Mr. Jackson,
decides to read the. children a story about taking turns
and asking to join play during group time. On that same
day, several times during center activities and outdoor
play, Mr. Jackson reminds Madison to “ask to play.”
After that day of focused instruction on psing the skill,
whenever Madison tries.to enter a game without asking
to play, Mr. Jackson provides corrective feedback or
redirection, stating, “Madison, you need to ask to play”
or “Madison, you may not grab toys; ask to play.” A
month later, Madison still has difficulty entering play
and asking to play with toys.

Why did Madison have difficulty learning the skill? Perhaps

Mir. Jackson did not provide enough opportunities to practice, s0
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instruction is more effective when it is embedded in the mean-
ingful activities and contexts that occur throughout a child's day
(Katz & McClellan 1987). Here are suggestions and examples
for teaching social skills within classroom activities.

Modeling. Demonstrate the skill while explaining what you
are doing. As you pass a block to a child, say, “Look, |
am sharing my blacks with my friend.”

Modeling with puppets. Use puppets to modet the skill
while interacting with a child, an aduit, or another pup-
pet. A puppet can explain to the teacher and the class
how she became angry and hit her brother to get a toy.
You can ask the puppet to consider other solutrons
and then discuss what a child might do when he or she
wanis & toy that another child is using.

Preparing peer partners. Ask one chiid fo show another
child the skill or to help the child use the target skill. You
can prompt the peer by saying, “Carmen, Justin is still
learning how to wait and take turns. Since you know
what to do, can you help him? Show him the ling-up
picture while you wait for a drink at the water fountain.”

Singing. introduce a new skill through a song. To feach
“children to trade toys, pass out smali toys during a large
group activity, then sing the following seng to the tune of
“Mary Had a Little Lamb” and practice trading:

‘F'can be a problem solver, problem solver, problem
solver, 1 can be a problem.soiver, let me show you how.
Maybe | ¢can trade with you, trade with you, tracie with -
you, Maybe | can trade with you; let me show you how.

Children then practice trading toys with each other.

Doing fingerplays. Introduce the skilf with a fingerplay,
then follow Lip with a discussion or story. While showing
fingers, have children recite this rhyme: '

One litlle friend ctied, “Boo-hoo™; a friend gives a hug
and then there are two.

Two fitfle friends share with me;-we play together and
‘that makes three.

Three little friends ask for more; they all say
“Please,” and then comas four.

Four little friends take turns down the slide;. another
comes 1o play, and that makes five.

Five little friends have fun at school, because they-
follow every rule.

Classroom Teaching Strategies

Using a flannel board. Introduce a new skill using flannel
board activities and stories, For example, to teach turn
taking you could have flannel pleces for Humpty Dumpty
and change the rhyme so that “All the king’s horses and
all the king's friends / Work as a team to put Humpty
together again.” As you say the rhyme, have the children
take turns putting the pieces (castle, bricks, Humpty
Dumpty pieces, horses, and friends) on the flannel board.
When you finish the rhyme, extend the activity by talking
about how Humpty felt when he sat.on the wall; when he
fell; and when his friends helped put him back. together.

Using prompts. Give a child verbal, visual, or physical
prompis to use a skill during interactions and activi-.
ties. When a child who has difficulty with initiating play
interactions moves toward a group playing together, you
might say privately, “Remember to use your words and
ask to play."

Giving encouragement, Provide specific feedback when
the child uses the skill. For exampie, describe what the
child did: “You asked Joey for a tum. | saw that you two
had a good time playing together.” Encouragement can
'be verbal or a signal (a thumbs-up or high five).

Using incidental teaching. Guide the child to usé the skili
during interactions and activities. Quietly say {o the
child, "Quan, ! see that you are very angry that all the
frucks are being used ._' What can you do when you are
angry? Lel's go over the steps.”

Playing games. Use games to teach problem solving, words
that express feelings, identification of others’ feelings,
friendship skills, and so on. Place photographs of each
child in a bag. Have the children take tums pulling a’
photo out of the bag and offering a complxment to the
chiid in the photo.

Discussing children’s liferature. Read books to help teach
friendship skifls, feehng wonis, problem solving, and so
on. While reading a ‘story, pause and ask the children
how a characterin the-story might feel or ask them to-
suggest ideas for solving the character's.problem.

Additional ideas for many of these activities may be found on
the Wsb site: of the Center on the Social and Emotional Foun-
dations for Early Leaming, at www.cselel uiuc.edu. Under
Resources, click on Practical Strategies.

Madison quickly forgot to use the new skill. Or possibly Madi-
son had not Jearned when and how to use the skill: she may not
have become fluent in the skill.

s et o

‘i‘eachers can offer repeated opportumtses
to practice the skill in familiar and new
s:tuattons.
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“To ensure that children learn a skill to the fluency level, teach-
ers can use several strategies. They may offer the child multiple
opportunities to practice, help the child link the new: concept.or’
skill to other social skills, or remind the child in advance so he
or she can use the skill or concept in new situations.

Scaffolding the use of the skill ‘within interactions may be
effccnve For. example, the teacher can, monitor child interac-
tions and offer a verbal bridge for problem solving when chil-
dren have conflicts or face difficulties (Katz & McClellan 1997}
The teacher can pose questions like “What else can you do?” to
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help children problem solve or “How do you think Emily felt
when you said that?” to help them take the perspective of the
other child. When scaffolding, the teacher need only offer as
much support or guidance as the child requires to navigate the
situation, and she should be cautions about becoming overly
directive or controlling the situation.

Additional teaching techniques to promote fluency include
reminding the child, as she goes into a situation, to use the new
skill; creating opportunities to practice by staging situations that
call for the skill (creating a problem-solving task or planning
an activity that requires sharing or taking tums); and providing
the child with peer buddies who can remind her to use the new
skill.

In the fluency stage of learning, the teacher should continue
to offer encouragement when the child is practicing the skill.

Promoting Maintenance

and Generalization: “You Got It!”

For a child acquiring a new social skill, the fina! stage of learn-
ing is maintaining and generalizing the skill—leaming it to the
point that it becomes part of the child’s social skill repertoire
and he uses it in familiar and in new situations. When teach-
ing children social skills, it is-important to ensure that children
reach this stage.

For many children, moving from skill acquisition to skill
generalization occurs quickly and seamlessly with little teacher
cffort. However, for children who are at risk for social devel-
opment delays or challenging behavior, a more systematic
approach may be needed.

To ensure maintenance and generalization of a new skill,
after introducing the skill and providing practice opportunities,
teachers can offer repeated opportunities to practice the skill in
familiar and new situations. At this stage of learning, children
continue to need occasional encouragement to remember to use
the skills, and they need feedback on the successful use of the
skill in new situations. The example that follows describes how
‘Ben’s teacher supported and encouraged Ben to use his newly
learned problem-solving ability in new situations.

Four-year-old Ben tends to get very frustrated when

playing with his peers, especially on the playground. He

screams, pushes children, and grabs toys. Ms, Mitchell,
his teacher, has introduced a four-step problem-solving
process to the class, using a puppet (who has a problem

to solve) and picture cards depicting the problem-solving

process: (1) Ask yourself, What’s my probiem? (2) Think,

think, think of some solutions; (3) What would happen?
and (4) Give it a try.

Although Ben uses the process during play times, Ms.
Mitchell realizes that he needs additional prompting to
problem solve in new situations. Today the class is visit-
ing the children's museum. Before entering, Ms. Mitchell
takes Ben aside and reviews the problem-solving steps.

Tniside the musewm, there are several magnet activity
stations, all occupied. Knowing that Ben will want to play
with the magnets, Ms. Miichell moves near him to-give
'him support. She reminds Ben about the problem-solving

steps: “Remember, think, think, think.” Ben then says
to a child playing with the magnets, “Can I play t00?”
The child hands him a magnet and they build together.
Ms. Mitchell looks at Ben, winks, and smiles.

The goal at this stage of instruction is for children to use the
social skills they have leamed in a variety of situations, help-
ing them build satisfying relationships with children and-adulis,
They are then motivated by their successes and the joy they
experience playing and developing relationships. As children
develop new social skills and grow in their social competence,
they gain access to a wider variety of play and learning opportu-
nities; increase the duration and complexity of play interactions
and engagement in social interactions; build friendships with
peers; and feel good about themselves.

Conclusions

It is critically important that early educators identify children
whe need focused instruction—children who may be consid-
ered at risk for challenging behavior. Teachers can guide them
to learn new social and emotional skills, teaching them within
child-centered, developmentally appropriate activities. ¥t is
equaily important to design a systematic teaching approach that
allows such children to acquire and use their new skills easily,
over time, and in a variety of situations.

When young children do not know héw to identify emotions,
handle disappointment and anger, or develop relationships with
peers, a teacher’s best response is to teach!
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generat1on ago, kmdergarten was supposed to get’ k1ds ready
| for school But now everyone is talkmg about the
'5_1mportance of ¢ school readmess before kids get to kmdergarten
) . That’s why many parents anxious for the1r chlldren to succeed in
i school, Want early care and educat1on programs to have children sit at
: ltables using work sheets dn]ls, and flash cards to learn letters and
numbers and even starting to read, add, and subtract.
- But preschoolers learn dlfferently from school-age children: play is
essent1a1 to early learmng Play is the main way ¢ chﬂdren leam and
:develop 1deas about the world. It helps them build the skJ]ls necessary gk
for cnt1cal th1nk1ng and leadersh1p It's how they learn to problem- :
R i W solve and to feel good about the1r ablhty tolearn. .~ -
= Children learn the most from play when they o
have skJ]led teachers who are we]l~tra_med in
iunderstandmg how play contnbutes to learnmg;" :
v Most child development experts agree that -
play is'an essentlal part of a hlgh-quahty early .
learnmg program Play is not a break from
learn1ng—1t s the Way young chlldren learn




ngh—quaénty meschoo!s pmwde lastmg bene"its e
Many studies have shown, that hlgh-quahty preschool and chlld care - ‘ |
programs have lastlng beneflts Three stuches wh1ch fo]lowed B S
chﬂdren for many years showed that taxpayers $ _ed"at s
least $2 69 for every dollar spent en hrgh-quahtv early
learnmg programs by reducmg spec1al educatlon law— ' '

{' enforcement and other costs. :
§ Inal these h1gh-quahty programs ch11d—1n1t1ated
y activities were unportant—h1ghly trained teachers used
chlldrens mterests and activities to gu:lde learmng K1ds
T ;got to choose from. appropnate act1v1t1es rather than
. spendmga]l their time following teachers instructions. - ﬁ_‘ g
Several studies have shown that children learn more from educatmnal ,
; A ct1v1t1es that support their own interests and ideas. Some researchers have
s ‘found evidence that too much teacher—dlrected act1v1ty undermmes young
= chlldrens self-conﬁdence and motrvatton to learn o

 Ply promotes school success in many ways | D
*' Researchersare f1nd1ng more and more connections between chlldrens '; L
play and the learning : and soc1al development that helps them succeedin
3 _‘school For example pretend play helps ch1ldren leam to thmk abstractly
“and to look at th1ngs from someone else’s perspectlve Pretend play is also .
-+ ~connected to early hteracy, mathemat1cal thmktng, and problem—solvmg

When children play e
They test their developmg 1deas w1th ob]ects
people, and situations—the key ab:hty for -
academic learmng e s, ? i " i

» v rThey' develop marny klnds of sk1]ls
s ‘together—physmal soaal emotlonal
. thmkmg, and language ' o

-y 'They are domg thmgs they are 1nterested in, so.
- they have a natural motlvanon tolearn. = - . : ,
~ They develop concepts and skills together For example asa ch11d learns :Vi_; i
-+ to-write the letters in her name, sheis also learmng the concept that each

ey ‘letter represents a sound And she is Very mot1vated by the meamng—-—



: :_':Z_Iher own namel Cl'uldren are more hkely to B
e remember skills and concepts they have learned
- by domg thmgs that are meamngful to them
A They learn from other children and develop
'Isoc1al skJ.lls by playmg together ._5 el

i_When chiidren play, they learn sk&“s thatj-.
contribute to school success
Using one thing to represent another

: Through pretend play, children learn to use the1r 1mag1nat10ns to represent
ob]ects people and 1deas ' k] 2 - :
"_What yousee:” | : ' '

A toddler ﬂaps her arms, pretenchng to be a butterﬂy " .C
g Another picks up a banana, holds ; it to his ear ]Jke a telephone and says,
x5 “HE]].O » . )

A preschooler builds a ﬁrehouse w1th blocks
‘How it promotes school success ' : : .

If children can use one th1ng to represent somethlng else it's easier for
them to understand that letters represent sounds and numbers represent
quant1t1es ‘And later on they will be able to use the1r unaglnatmns to
- visualize historical events or sc1ent1f1c 1deas | » AR

Using language and telling stories :
- Through pretend play, children develop the1r sk1lls in us1ng language and in

tellmg and understandmg stones -

What you see e : _
Ch:ldren act. out scenes in the housekeepmg corner g =
i A ch1ld makes her stuffed amma.l “ta].k ’ tel].mg a story
: How it promotes school success fah i IR
B Oral language skills and storytelhng are the bulldmg blocks of readmg and
writing, as we]l as: sub]ects like social studles a.nd science. : i



Usmg expenmentatlon and loglc -
- When childrén play with materials such as B
blocks clay, sand, and watet, they develop skills in
loglc TheY eXPenment with cause and effect with
. countlng and sorting th1ngs and w1th puttlng them S
i “in‘order. They learn how to mvent strateg1es for ERC
. solvmg problems O e DT

-__Whatyousee N S R LR e ,

: _ Children expenment mth blocks to ﬁgure out how to bu1ld a stable ol
structure o 5 : i e e e
Chlldren count the number of cups needed for a’ tea party

Ch]ldren pour sand 1nto d1fferent s1zed contalners f: S

- How 1t promotes school success e : :
- Th1s practtce in expenmentmg, observmg, comparmg, and worklng w1th
shapes sizes, and quantities forms the bas1s for understandmg math and
* science and for lugher-order th1nk1ng I S A

. Developmg self control and social Sl\illS e

- .As children share matenals and play together they leam to cooperate

- listen to others, stand up for thelr own 1deas handle frustrat1on, and -
 empathize. . L.y o

o Whatyousee A s i RS '
~+~" Children negot1ate over roles 1n dramat1c play We can both be pllots 1f
: 'i*;wehavetwo seats ‘ " S Tl S S ,
. One Chl.l.d cnes and another says Don t worry, your mom is commg
‘ '_SOOI’I B i 5 . ) L I o .
How it promotes school success 5 T -
. Many studies have shown that kldS Wltl'l good soc1al skJ]ls and emot1onal :
health do better in school and are more likely to avoid’ dangerous behav10r as" -
© - teenagers. Through play, children develop the1r ablhty to form relat1onsh1ps -
" with other children and with teachers. A =T gl =



_Learmng to enjoy Ieammg |

, When children doactivities they have -

chosen, learmng is en]oyable It'sbasedon =~ . &
- their own 1nterests and glves them a sense of

. competence

Whatyou see g ik e
S v-.Classrooms orgamzed Wlth d:lfferent act1v1ty

i fzcenters (blocks; dramatic play, pa1nt1ng and
; -dramng, reachng, sc1ence etc) o1 L
.._Ch]ldren encouraged to choose the1r own act1v1t1es .

' How it promotes school success: : L . e
© - Studies show that chﬂdrens att1tudes of cur1031ty, mot1vat10n a_ndvv' R
competence are key to success in elementary school ' '

The teacher |s key to play-based learmng
" Children learn more through play when they have well-trained teachers who

“know how to promote, respond to, gulde and extend their play to-increase
learmng—and how to assess thelr development by observmg the1r play.

Teachers can:

Gulde and extend play to help chlldren learn more a
Provide materials for unstructured play: Teachers put out collections of
objects hke cards or shells that children can arrange sort, count or tell
stories: about They prov1de open—ended ‘materials like paper and . _
_crayons or sand and water. Children combme matenals from dlfferent i
areas—a Chlld br1ngs a do]l to the block area to build her a house '
' ' Promote dramat1c play Teachers create areas of
4 the classroom with props that- encourage :
1mag1nat1on like pretend food and
dress—up clothes e Epe e




Include outdoor play Teachers create or brmg chlldren to outdoor play )
areas that include opportun1t1es for physical play and expenmentatlon '
with natural rnatenals such as water dirt, leaves and sand BRI
Respond to play A teacher sees a chﬂd playmg and bullds vocabulary by o
promdmg new: words That s mterestmg You ve. hned up’ the anlmals L

o sxlly rhymes You re ]u1cy, gOOSey, foosey She
- extends this play by teachlng songs that play
ol with thie sounds of language such as - o

G s ,;“Apples and Ba_nanas She knows that thlS

.....

= ”separate sounds in words

R teacher observes a ch1ld pretendmg a cha1r N,
: _is a car and “driving” She encourages 1mag1nat10n & PR
" by askmg, Where are you gomg'? What do you see along o R
theway'? e N AL ¥ _
N Guide play One week a teacher turns the dress-up area mto a shoe store.f
S Chlldren practlce language and soc1al SklllS by acting out. customers and 5
“sales people They learn new vocabulary (canvas boots) They use art to
" make signs for the store. Some older preschoolers may write letters and L
words for the s1gns or pract1ce 51mple rnath by makmg change for :j' }
purchases s = o »v - S
Assess chlldren s development by watchlng them play . ,
_ Observe the chlld’s activities: See1ng a child line up toy dinosaurs by size
shows her understandmg of size compansons and putt1ng things in order.
Listen to the child talk Hearlng a chlld talk about what '_
' letters ‘say” shows hrs understandlng that letters ' o
S represent words ' ' RSN

* Take photos A series of photos of a Chlld s

learnmg more about spatlal relatlons

, block structures over time shows that sheis ©



Parents can: et
Prov1de playthlngs that lads can use in - g
- avariety of ways: blocks paperand -
crayons, dolls and toy anlmals ba.lls
: playdough etc ' -
i Encourage klds to play mth ordlnary
“household ob)ects like pots and pans g
o utensﬂs spools of thread.. . .
v _Take k1ds outdoors in all kmds of weather Encourage them to explore _
~ natural matenals Like rocks, sticks, and mud.. Provide simple playth.lngs B ;' o
'f suchas blocks and balls that encourage children to be active and use. the1r
5 imaginations, ‘not to watch whlle a toy does tricks. " R
B :'Encourage 1mag1nat1ve play by prov1d1ng s:mple props hke a collectlon of v
E: :old hats or scarves. Play along when they pretend Oh you rea l.lon'? i e T
Are you ascarylion?” v '
, Play with your children, ask them quest10ns about thelr play (° What are
those ammals doing?”), and point out thmgs you notlce ( You used alot of
bnght colors in that p1cture") e R ‘ :
v Look for chlld care and preschool programs where chlldren learn
_through play Ask How does this program use play to help ch]ldren learn?

:Pollcy recsmmendatlons

‘Because play is so 1mportant to' developmg the skﬂls concepts ‘and
_approaches ch1ldren will use throughout their hves, pubhc policy s should
support early educanon that emphas1zes play Pa:rents and chﬂd care. '_ -

prov1ders can urge pohcymakers to: - :

. Adopt gu1de]1nes for preschool programs that emphas1ze the 1mportance

.':ofplay B TR F ‘ S :
Develop or choose curncula and learnmg matenals that emphas1ze play

* Support m—depth tra1n1ng and ongoing educat1on for early childhood -

-educators, 1nclud1ng elementary school teachers, about how to use play to

' promote learmng _ | '

Educate parents about the 1mportance of play
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5 . A Mandate for Playful Leammg in Preschool 3 G T
"~ ¥ National Association for the Education of Young C.hllclren pubhshes Early Years are Leamlng Years, | B
... shoit artrcles far parents and Chlld care prov1ders, mcludmg many on play and: learmng B 800-424- e

On the lntemet

v Alliance for Cluldhood T1me for Play Every Day It’ s Fun and
i ch]l d / df.

: Age prowdes frce downloads and low-cost pubhshed '
materials for teachers and parents, mmumm/ _ :
v Artlcle on Reclalmmg Play avarlable at tpg://secureicii

U i 07.pdf
Y Zero to Three has many pubhcatxons on understandmg a.nd ma.kmg the most of chlldren s’ play

202 638-1144 Wszerotothree gg o '»

- BOOl(S (checlc yeur local hbrary or bookstore or fmd new or used onlmc)

¥ A Child's Work: The Importance of Fantasy Play, V1v1an Gussm Pa]ey, Umversrty of Chrcago Press, :
2004 -

* v Einstein Never Used Fla_sh Cards, Kathy ersh Pasek Robert:a Mlchmck Gohnkoff Dlane Eyer, ‘

Rodale Press, 2003

v Ouitdoor Play: Tedching Strateg1es Jane P Perry, Teachers College Press, 2001° ‘
“w ‘Pliy at the Center of the Cumculum, by Var Hoom, N ourot Scales, and Alward 4th ed.ltlon, 2007

Merrill/Prentice Hall .

" v Playing to Get Smart, Elizabeth Jones and Renatta Cooper Teachers College Press, 2005
¥ The Power of Play, David Elkind, Da Capo Press, 2007 . g
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Back to Basics
Play in Early Childhood

Jur EncrLesricHT Fox, PHD

Victoria play fire station and pretend to be firefighters.
Kenzo and Carl play catch with a ball, Children playact
with playmates in the playhouse. Playgroups on the playgronnd
choose players to play ball. As an early childhood professional,
you probably use the word “play” a hundred times per day.
Research indicates that children learn best in an environ-
ment which allows them to explore, discover, and play. Play is
an important part of a.developmentally-appropriate child care
program. It is also closely tied to the development of cogni-
tive, socio-emotional, and physmal behaviors, But what exactly
does it mean to play and why is play so impartant for young
children? '

K yle plays with blocks and builds a castle. Tony and

What Is Play?

Although it is simple to compile a list of play activities, it is much

more difficult to define play. Scales, et al., (1991) called play “that

absorbing activity in which healthy young children participate
with enthusiasm and abandon™ (p. 15). Csikszentmihalyi (1981)
described play as “a subset of life . . . an arrangement in which
one can practice behavior without dreading its' consequences”
(p. 14). Garvey (1977) gave auseful description of play for teachers
when she defined play as an activity whick is: 1) positively valued
by the player; 2) self-motivated; 3) freely chosen; 4) engaging;
and 5) which “has certain systematic relations o what is not play™
{p. ). These characteristics are important for teachers to remem-
ber becanse imposing adult values, reguiremnents, or motivations
on-children’s activities may change the very nature of play:

According to Webster's Desk Dictionary of the English Lan-
guage, the word play has 34 different meanings. In térms of
young children and play, the following definitions from Web-
ster’s are useful:

» light, brisk, or changing movement (e.g., to'pretend

'you’re a butterfly)
* to act or imitate the part of a person or character (e.g., to
play house)
» to employ a piece of equipment (e.g., to play blocks)
- -exercise for amusement or recreation {e.g., to play tag)

» fun or jest, as opposed to seriousness (e.g., to play peek-
a-boo or sing a silly song)
* the action of & game (e.g., to play duck-duck-goose)

Why Is Play Important?

According to Fromberg and Gullo (1992), play: enhances lan-
guage development, social competence. creativity, imagination, _
and thinking skills. Frost (1992) concurred, stating that at “play is
the chief ve_l}l_gl,gfor._the development of imagination and intel-
hEEﬁEéT fanguage, social skills, and. pcrceptugj—motor ablhtxes
in infants and young children” (p. 48).

Garvey (1977) states that play is most common during child-
hood when children’s knowledge of self, comprehension: of ver-
bal and non-verbal communication, and understanding of the
physical and social worlds are expanding dramatically..

Fromberg (1990) claims that play is the “ultimate integrator
of human experience” (p. 223). This means that when children
play, they draw upon their past experiences—things they: have
done, seen others do, read about, or seen on television—and
they use these experiences to build games, play scenarios, and
engage in activities, '

Children use fine and,g:oss.momukﬂlsjnihmlﬂay They
react to each other socially. They think about what they are
doing or going to do. They use language to talk to each other
or to themselves and they very often réspond emotionally to the
play activity. The integration of these different types of behav-
iors is key to the cognitive development of young children.
Accordmg toRogers and Sawyer (1988), “until at least the age
of nine, children’s cognitive structures function best in this uni-
fied mode” (p: 58). Because children’s play draws. upon all of
these behaviors, it is g very effective vehicle for leammg.

Play and Cognitive Development
The relationship between play and cognitive development is
described differently in the two theories of cognitive develop-
ment which dominate early childhood education—~Piaget’s and
Vygotsky's. '



Piaget (1962) defined play as assimilation, or the child’s
efforts _Io;lg_ak__e_ggv_xrg_nmental stimuli maq:h his or her own
COncepts. Piagetian theory holds that play, in and of itself, does,
nﬁ‘ﬁe’&isan]y result in the formation of new cognitive struc-
tures. Piaget claimed that play was just for pleasure, and while it
allowed children to practice things they had previously learned,
it did not necessarily result in the leaming of new things. In
other words, play reflects what the child has already learned
but does not necessarily teach the child anything new. In this
‘view, play is seen as a “process reflective of emerging symbolic
development, but contributing Little to it” (Johnsen & Christie,
1986, p. 51).

Incontrast, \gggptsklan theory states that play actua]?y facili-
ug_tgs_iggmnve development, Childfen not only practice what
they. already know, they also learn new things. In-discussing
Vygotsky’s theory, Vandenberg (1986) remarks that “play
not so much reflects thought (as Piaget suggests) as it creates
thought” {p. 21).

Observations of children at play yield examples to support
both Piagetian and Vygotskian theories of play. A child who
puts on a raincoat and a firefighter’s hat and rushes to rescue
his teddy bear from the pretend flames in his. playhouse is
practicing what he has previously learned about fireﬁghtexs
This supports Piaget’s theory. On the other hand, 2 child in
the block center who announces to his teacher, “Look! When
I put these two square blocks together, I get a rectangle!” has
constructed ‘néw-knowledge through her play. This supports
Vygotsky’s theory. . ’ ‘

Whether childten are practicing what they have learned.in

other settings or are constructing new knowledge, itis clear that:

play has a valuable role in the early childhood classroom..

Play—Iindoors and Out

Ear]y childhood teachers have long recognized the value of p]ay
in programs for young children. Unfortunately, teachers often

fail to take advantage of the opportunities play provides for
observing children’s development and learning. Through such.

observations teachers can learn about children’s social interac-
“tions, cognitive and language abﬂmes motor skills, and eno-
tional development.

Frost (1992) recommends that observmg_qmldmnag,p_lgy,hc v
a daily responsibility. Tor ea‘ﬂy Shitdhood p prafgzggxgn_a),s Rega-:

147 GbseTVAtions provide teachers with assessment information-
for identifying children with special needs, planning future:
play experiences, evaluating play materials, determining areas.
of strength and- weakness for individnal children, planning:
curriculum for individual children, reporting to parems -and.

checking on'a child’s on-going progress. The increased use

of authcntxc assessment strategies is making observatmns*
of children’s: play. more- commonplace in early childhood:

classrooims.
Hymes (1981) recommends that children have two' class-
rooms—one indoors and one outdoors. The outdoor play envi-

ronment - shou]d be-used as an extension of the indoor classroom:
Tt should be a:learning environment as carefully planned as the-

play activ:tles,_ o
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indoor activity centers and should encourage motor and social
skills as well as help children refine existing cognitive struc-

tures and construct new ones. Used in this way, the outdoor play

environment provides a basis for observational assessment in all
areas of development.

Fox (1993) researchéd the practicality of observing young
children’s cognitive development during outdoor play. Her
observations of four- and five-year-pld children during oui-
door play found examples of addition and subiraction, shape
identification, patterning, one-fo-one correspondence, number
sense, sequencing of events, use of ordinal numbers, knowl-
edge of prepositions, and identification of final and initial
consonants. Fox’s outdoor obséivations also found nmultfiple
examples of problem-solving, creative thinking, social compe-.
tence, language use, and gross and fine mosor skills, Although

‘outdoor -observations do not replace classroom assessment,

they can provide valuable information for teachers of young
children. As Fox stated, “These observations can be performed
unobtrusively, without intruding upon the children’s activities

-and without placing children in'a stréssful testing sitnation”

(p. 131).

Parten’s Five Types of Play

Play for young children assumes many different forms. Mildred
Parten ( 1932) was one of the early researchers studying children
at play. She focused on the social interactions between children
during play activities. Parten’s categories of play-are not hierar-
chical. Depending on the circumstances, children may engage
in any of the different types of play. Parten does note, however,
that in her research with two- to five-year-olds, “participation in

the most social types of groups occurs most frequently among
the older children” (p: 259).
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Extra playtimé aﬂows chaldren to become
mvolved in more complex and productive

*+ Onlooker behavior—Playirig passively by watching or
conversing with other children engaged in play activities.

+ Solitary mdependent—PIaymg by oneself..

+ Parallel—Playing, even in the middle of a' group, while
remaining ’cn'grossed in one’s own activity. Children
playing parallel to each other sometimes use each other’s
toys, but always maintain their independence.

* Associative—When children share materials and talk
to each other, but do not coordinate play objectives or
interests,

¢ Cooperativé——When children- organize themselves into
roles with specific goals i in mind (e.g., to assign the roles
of doctor, nurse, and patient and play hospltai)
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How Much Should
Children Play?

Indoors and outdoors, children need large blocks of time for
play. According to Christie and Wardle (1992}, short play peri-
ods may require children to abandon their group dramatizations
or constructive play just when they begin to get involved. When
this happens a number of times, children may give up on more
sophisticated forms of play and settle for less advanced forms
that can be completed in short periods of time. Shorter play
periods reduce both the amount and the maturity of children’s
play, and many important benefits of play, such as persistence,
negotiation, problem solving, planming, and cooperation are
lost. Large blocks of time (30 to 60 minutes, or longer) should
be scheduled for indoor and outdoor play periods. Christie and
Wardle remind teachers that extra playtime does not result in
children becoming bored. Instead, it prompts children to become
invoived in more complex, mote productive play activiges.

The Teacher’s Role

The early childhood teacher is the facilitator of play in the
classroom. The teacher facilitates play by providing appropri-
ate indoor and outdoor play environments. Safety is, of course,
the primary concemn. Age and developmental levels must be
carefully considered in the design and selection of materi-
als. Guidelines for selecting safe and appropriate equipment
for outdoor play environments are available through the U.S.
Consumer Product Safety Commission’s Handbook for Public
Playground Saféty and the Playground Safety Manual by Jam-
bor and Palmer {1991). Similar guidelines are also available for
indoor settings (Torelli & Durrett, 1996; Caples, 1996; Ard &
Pitts, 1990). Once appropriate environments and materials are
in place, regular safety checks and maintenance are needed to
ensure that the equipment is sound and safe for continued play.

Teachers also facilitate play by working with children 10
develop rales for safe indoor and outdoor play, Discussion about
the appropriate use of materials, the safe number of participants
on each piece of equipment, taking turns, sharing; and cleaning
vp provides the children with information o begin their play
activities, These discussions need to be ongoing because some
children may need frequent rerninders about rules and because
new situations may arise {e.g:, new equipment).
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By providing play materials related to thematic instruc-
tion, carly childhood teachers can establish links between the
children’s indoor and outdoor play and their program's cor-
riculum. Thematic props for dramatic play can be placed in the
dramatic play center or stored in prop boxes and taken cutside
to extend the dramatic play to a new serting. An art center
in the omdoor piay environment may encourage children to
explore the possibilities of using leaves, twigs, pebbles, and
sand in their three-dimensional arf productions. Painting
easels and water tables may also be moved outside periodi-
cally for children’s use during outdoor play periods. Finally,
a collection of books stored in a wagon to be taken outside
during play time may offer some children a needed alternative
Lo moere active play.

As facilitators of children's play, teachers should closely
observe children during play periods not only for assessment
purposes, as stated earlier, but also to facilitate appropriate social

interactions and motor behaviors. It is important that children

be the decision-makers during play, choosing what and where
to play, choosing roles for each player, and choosing how play
will proceed. Occasionally, bowever, some- children will need
adult assistance in joining a play group, modifying behavior, or
negotiating a disagreement. Careful cbservation will help the
teacher to decide when to offer assistance and what form that
assistance should take.

Conclusion

Aljthough play is a difficult concept to define, if is very easy to
recognize. Children actively involved in play may be engaged
in a variety of activities, mdependently, with a partaer, or in
a group. Because play is closely tied to the cognitive, socio-
emotional, and motor development of young children, it is an
important part of developrrentally appropriate early childhood
programs.

JieL ENGLEBRIGHT Fox, PhD, is an assistant professor of early
childhood education at Virginia Commonwealth University. She
taught kindergarten and first grade in the Texas public schiools for
eight years, and is currcmly ‘an active member of the International
Play Association-USA. Her research interests focus on play and ges-
thetic development in young children, and professional development
schools.
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