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  This book is dedicated to Millie Almy, beloved mentor to our study of 
children’s play, and to Patricia Monighan Nourot, our beloved co-author, 

whose life and scholarship were testaments to the power and joy of play.  



 In this sixth edition of  Play at the Center of the Curriculum,  we reaffirm our commitment 
to play in the early childhood classroom. This is an important time and opportunity 
for informed innovations in the way we educate young children. And early childhood 
is an important time in the lives of our future citizens. The stakes are enormous. 

 Today, children have fewer opportunities to play in schools and communities. At 
the same time, the natural link between play and development is becoming increas-
ingly recognized. This is a time to reconcile early childhood education practices with 
developmental theory, research, and the wisdom of practitioners. Developmental 
theory shows that play is critical to the development of intelligence, personality, com-
petencies, a sense of self, and social awareness. Research evidence shows that play 
supports learning across all domains of children’s development. 

 Therefore, we believe that a developmentally appropriate, holistic, and inte-
grated early childhood curriculum has play at its center. We demonstrate how play 
can be drawn on to improve developmentally based early childhood education. We 
propose that play is a critical dimension to children’s learning and development 
throughout the preschool, kindergarten, and primary-grade years. 

 We believe that an ideal early childhood classroom is characterized by an 
abundance of play. Our experience tells us that teachers can learn to structure 
the early childhood classroom environment and to sequence classroom routines 
so that the learning expectations for children are embedded in spontaneous and 
guided play activity. 

 It has always been important that educators assure the community that its youth 
will receive the necessary abilities and skills to be productive citizens. In many 
schools, the articulation of academic expectations and standards represents an 
attempt to meet this responsibility. In this edition, we pay particular attention to 
demonstrating how developmentally appropriate standards can be met in a play-
centered curriculum. 

  . . . [A]lmost all children can play well . . . [P]lay teaches children how to be sociable and 
channels cognitive development . . . These capacities serve people lifelong once they go to 
work ( Sennet, 2008 , p.  268 ).  

  Play at the Center of the Curriculum  carefully blends theory and practice. As sea-
soned teachers, we demonstrate how to draw both the methods and the content of 
a successful curriculum from children’s play. We interweave vignettes of children’s 
play, theories of play and development, and instructional strategies and guidelines 
that place play at the center of the curriculum. 

 By combining sound theory and research with practical illustrations,  Play at the 
Center of the Curriculum  achieves a solid argument for play. Teachers and students in 
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the field of early childhood education will find this book to be a valuable resource. 
This is not merely a “how-to” book, nor is it simply a “thought” book. Rather, it is a 
blending of each, serving the reader in a number of ways. 

  Play at the Center of the Curriculum  is a resource for those who want to engage chil-
dren in a developmental zone where children and teachers are learning from and 
with each other. Current and future teachers are guided in methods of supporting 
children’s progress through play. The teacher becomes the architect of the learning 
environment, using play and development as the blueprint. 

NEW TO THIS EDITION 

   ■   This sixth edition is updated to include discussions of current topics in early 
childhood education that relate to play in early childhood practice and pol-
icy. New vignettes from classrooms link current best practices with theory and 
empirical research. Scores of new resources are cited throughout.  

  ■   The new chapter feature  Family Diversity  illustrates the many ways that the 
play-centered curriculum provides an inclusive, welcoming program for all 
children and families. We expand our emphasis on diversity in this new edi-
tion. Chapters provide more discussion and examples of how educators build 
on the children’s strengths and meet the needs of children with special needs 
as well as children from diverse backgrounds and cultures, including chil-
dren who are dual language learners.  

  ■   Each chapter has been organized with new pedagogical features to enhance 
students’ learning:  Learning Outcomes, Summaries,  and  Applying Your Knowledge.  
Chapters begin with a list of key learning outcomes to give readers an over-
view of the focus of the chapter. Chapter summaries highlight key concepts 
and review main points. The feature Applying Your Knowledge concludes 
each chapter so readers can assess their understandings of key concepts and 
consider practical applications in programs for young children.  

  ■   This sixth edition introduces the new focus on  advocating for play . Early 
childhood professionals are advocates for play practices and policies that 
benefit children. In the first chapter we describe the many ways that early 
childhood educators and students can become informed advocates for play 
at multiple levels, from daily acts of advocacy with children, families, and 
colleagues to working together to affect public policy. Several chapters 
throughout the text include a new feature called  Advocacy in Action . Case 
studies and vignettes portray teachers advocating for play as they develop 
environments and experiences for children’s play, promote families’ un-
derstanding of the importance of play, and advocate successfully for poli-
cies that make a difference in children’s lives. The last chapter concludes 
with resources that educators can use to advocate for play with links to on-
line resources.  
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  ■   The mathematics and science chapters ( Chapters   7    and    9   , respectively) have 
been thoroughly revised and reorganized based on current frameworks and 
standards. Core concepts and processes are included. The science chapter re-
flects the inclusion of engineering and technology in the science framework 
and standards. We underscore that engineering and technology are impor-
tant dimensions of traditional early childhood programs that provide oppor-
tunities for children’s constructive play.  

  ■   There is increased emphasis on promoting children’s health, well-being, and 
safety. The revised chapter on outdoor play ( Chapter   12   ) features numerous 
practical strategies and resources for teachers and further emphasizes the 
contributions of outdoor play to children’s healthy development and growth. 
We include an expanded section that clearly defines rough and tumble play 
and discusses its importance in development. The revised chapter on toys 
and technology ( Chapter   13   ) considers the benefits and risks of new media 
technology and recommends guidelines for using screen technology in ways 
that support children’s health, well-being, and developing competencies.    

ORGANIZATION AND STRUCTURE 

 This text has been written for students with varying experience and knowledge. 
 Chapters   1    through    6    are designed to form foundational concepts and principles. 
We recommend that these be read first. 

  Chapter   1    presents a rationale and framework for play at the center of a bal-
anced, developmentally based curriculum. Numerous examples illustrate how teach-
ers balance spontaneous and guided play with teacher-planned activities to support 
children’s learning and meet program expectations. 

  Chapters   2    and    3    introduce theory and research that support our understanding 
of play and development. The reader is introduced to the ideas of major figures in 
developmental theory—Piaget, Vygotsky, Erikson, and Mead—as well as to the work 
of contemporary researchers. We provide perspectives on how play supports the de-
velopment of children’s symbolic thought, language and literacy, logical–mathemati-
cal thinking, problem solving, imagination, and creativity. 

  Chapters   4    and    5    bring this developmental focus back to the reality of the class-
room. We explore the teacher’s role in setting the stage, actively guiding, and orches-
trating play. These chapters show the many factors regarding intervention strategies, 
environments, materials, and timing that educators consider in program implemen-
tation. The issue of how teachers might respond to violent and aggressive play is ad-
dressed through vignettes and practical strategies. 

  Chapter   6    looks at the many ways that play can be used to assess children’s develop-
mental progress and describes play-centered approaches to authentic assessment. In-
cluded are many examples of play that embed state and national curriculum standards. 

  Chapters   7    through    11    explore curriculum areas that are of interest to contem-
porary early childhood education: mathematics, language and literacy, science, 



vi Preface

the arts, and socialization. Each content area chapter begins with a vignette that 
focuses on how the curriculum is embedded in the children’s spontaneous play. 
The chapters describe how spontaneous and guided play provide balance to 
teacher-planned activities. The reader will find a rich palette of practical ideas for 
the articulation of the play-centered curriculum. Throughout these chapters, we 
discuss how teachers respond to the challenge of our ever-more ethnically and 
culturally diverse classrooms as well as meeting expectations and standards in a 
developmentally appropriate manner. 

  Chapter   12    advocates for the importance of outdoor play to promote children’s 
health and well-being. Outdoor play involves children in physical activity, engage-
ment with nature, as well as opportunities for self-initiated play and inquiry. The 
place for children’s rough and tumble play in school settings is discussed extensively. 
This chapter presents best practices in planning, observing, interpreting, and assess-
ing young children’s outdoor play. 

 The chapters on science and outdoor play develop the text’s emphasis on the 
importance of developing children’s connection with nature and the environment. 
New curriculum has been added to the art chapter foregrounding novel ways to 
enhance children’s engagement with natural materials. 

  Chapter   13    looks at ways in which play, toys, and media technology interact to af-
fect the young child’s life. We present many ideas and observations useful to teachers 
and families on the roles of toys and games. We recommend guidelines for the use of 
media technology to support children’s health and developing competencies. 

 Depending on the background of students, instructors can vary the order of 
these chapters and draw on some of the suggested resources to extend students’ 
 understanding.  Chapters   7    through    13    can be assigned in an order that is compatible 
with the instructor’s course structure. 

  Chapter   14    extends understandings of developmental theory and play, expand-
ing on the constructivist views presented by Piaget and Vygotsky in  Chapters   2    and 
   3   . The role of play in developing intelligence, personality, competency, and sense of 
self is explored. We pay particular attention to the role of work and autonomy in the 
early childhood years as they relate to the broader goals of education. This chapter 
will be more meaningful after reading the more experience-focused chapters that 
have preceded it.  

KEY FEATURES OF THIS TEXT 

Appropriate Practice for All Children: An Integrated Approach 
 An inclusive, play-based curriculum recognizes the individual and cultural differ-
ences of all children not as “add-ons” but as an integral way to enrich the curricu-
lum. Play-centered curricula build on the strengths as well as the challenges of 
children with special needs. Throughout this book we discuss how a play-centered 
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curriculum incorporates children’s diverse heritages, cultures, languages, and 
family backgrounds.  

Vignettes
 Each chapter anchors its focus in the world of children by beginning with a vignette 
related to play and education. Numerous additional classroom vignettes are pro-
vided throughout each chapter. These practical observations ground the reader in 
day-to-day educational experiences.  

Learning Outcomes, Summary, and Applying Your Knowledge 
 Each chapter begins with a list of the most important learning outcomes to give 
readers an overview of the focus of the chapter. Chapter summaries highlight key 
concepts and review main points. The feature Applying Your Knowledge concludes 
each chapter so readers can assess their understandings of key concepts and consider 
practical applications in programs for young children.  

Play Advocacy 
  In this text we emphasize advocacy as a dimension of professional practice. Chapter 
sections and special features on play advocacy support readers in becoming informed 
and effective advocates for play. We recognize multiple ways that early childhood 
educators advocate for play in schools and communities as well as at the state and na-
tional levels. Teachers promote play through “daily acts of advocacy” by maintaining 
nurturing, appropriate environments and experiences for children as they learn and 
grow. They advocate for play as they show families and colleagues how play supports 
children’s development and learning. Early childhood educators work together as 
informed, persistent advocates for public policies that promote play and benefit chil-
dren. Case studies of successful play advocacy efforts empower future teachers to 
participate in a community of change. Recommended books, resources, and links to 
professional organizations that promote play advocacy are included.   

INSTRUCTOR RESOURCES 

Online Instructor’s Resource Manual 
 This manual is written for instructors teaching courses at the undergraduate and 
graduate levels. It includes suggested approaches for using this text as well as chapter-by-
chapter guides, ideas for projects—both in and out of class—and suggested  resources 
for further study.  

Online Test Bank 
 The Test Bank includes a variety of test items, including essay, multiple-choice, and 
short-answer questions.          



viii Preface

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

 From the very first edition, this book has been a co-authored, collaborative venture. 
For this sixth edition, we thank Sandra-Waite Stupiansky for joining our cooperative 
work and co-authoring the mathematics chapter. We thank Jane P. Perry for her ex-
cellent revision of her superb outdoor play chapter ( Chapter   12   ). 

 We gratefully acknowledge the many early childhood educators who have shared 
their experiences, ideas, critical reviews, exemplary references, and examples from 
their own practice with us: Melinda Bachman, Lyda Beardsley, Libby Byers, Greta 
Campbell, Shirley Cheal, Suzanne DiLillo, Randi Dingman, Heather Dunlap, San-
dra Easley, Johanna Filp-Hanke, Patricia Fluetsch, Buffy Frick, Anita Gensler, Janet 
Gonzalez-Mena, Suzanne Gray, Cynthia Halewood, Bonnie Hester, Kristin Hope, 
Jackie Imbimbo, Rochelle Jacobs, Robin Johnson, Richard Karsch, Marjorie Keegan, 
Susan Kyle, Rose Laugtug, Janet Lederman, Theresa Lozac’h, Kim Lovsey, Christa 
McCoy, Gail Mon Pere, Virginia Quock, Margaret Potts, Ada Rappeport, Kitty Ritz, 
Shane Rojo, Kathy Rosebrook, Ann Siefert, Dorothy Stewart, Lisa Tabachnick, Lia 
Thompson-Clark, Lea Waters, Maureen Wieser, and Professors Millie Almy, Jennie 
Cook-Gumperz, Ann Dyson, Celia Genishi, Ageliki Nicolopoulou, and Diane Levin, 
as well as Vivian Paley. Their contributions have been inspiring, practical, and have 
enriched our text. 

 We acknowledge the special contributions of Leni von Blanckensee, a specialist 
in educational technology as well as an experienced teacher, who contributed to our 
understanding of young children and technology. 

 We thank the University of the Pacific for the McDaniel Grant and the Merck 
Foundation Grant, which provided support for developing  Chapters   7    and    9   . 
Thanks to Marcy McGaugh and Genoa Starr for their excellent work preparing the 
manuscript. 

 We are especially grateful to our wise and wonderful editor, Julie Peters, for her 
counsel and encouragement on this sixth edition and two previous editions. Andrea 
Hall, Jennifer Gessner, Jane Miller, Karen Jones, and Leanne Rancourt served as 
managers and editors for this sixth edition. We appreciate their technical expertise 
as well as their support at each stage of the production process. We also wish to thank 
the following reviewers of the manuscript, who provided valuable comments and sug-
gestions: Antonio Gonzalez, University of Texas, El Paso; Dennis Kirchen, Dominican 
University; and Hollie H. Queen. Above all, thanks to the children and their teachers 
who brought life to our presentation of the play-centered curriculum.  



  C O N T E N T S 

      1  Looking at Play Through Teachers’ Eyes    1  
   Play at the Center of a Developmentally Based Curriculum    3  

   The Power of Play in Development    4   
   Play as a Fundamental Human Activity    5   
   Grounding Practice in Theory, Research, and the Wisdom of Practitioners    5    

   Play at the Center of the Early Childhood Curriculum: A Model for Practice    8  
   The Play Continuum    10    

   How Teachers of Young Children View Play    12  
   Play Through the Eyes of Brandon’s Teacher    12   
   Randi: Meeting the Needs of Individual Children in Preschool    15   
   Pat: From Worksheeets and Desks to Blocks and Bubbles in Kindergarten    15    
   Kristin: Letting Children Develop at Their Own Pace in First Grade  16

Play and Developmentally Appropriate Practice    17   
   Addressing Standards in the Play-Centered Curriculum    19  

   Principles for Developing Appropriate Standards for Young Children    20   
   The Development and Implementation of Standards: Challenges and Possibilities    21    

   The Critical Role of the Teacher    23   
   Advocating for Play    25  

   The Advocacy Continuum    25   
   Becoming an Informed Advocate for Play    26   
   Resources for Informed Play Advocates: Getting Started    27   
   Expanding the Toolkit for Play Advocacy    28    

   Summary    29   
   Applying Your Knowledge    30    

     2  Play and Development: Theory    32  
   A Constructivist View of Play and Development    34   
   Piaget’s Developmental Theory and Play    35  

   Three Types of Knowledge    37   
   Piaget: The Development of Play    39   
   Games with Rules    41    

   Vygotsky: Development and Play    41  
   The Zone of Proximal Development    42   
   Interpersonal to Intrapersonal Processes in Learning    43   
   Acquiring Mental Tools    44   
   Understanding Rules    45   
   Vygotsky’s Levels of Symbolic Play    45    

   Mead: Play and the Developing Sense of Self    46  
   The Play Stage    47   
   The Game Stage    47   
   The Generalized Other Stage    48    

 ix



x Contents

   Erikson: Play and Mastery in the Inner World of Childhood    49  
   Infancy: Trust and Mistrust    50   
   Toddlerhood: Autonomy, Shame, and Doubt    50   
   Early Childhood and the Play Stage: Initiative and Guilt    51   
   Industry and Inferiority: Play and Work in Middle Childhood    53    

   Summary    53   
   Applying Your Knowledge    55    

     3   Play as the Cornerstone of Development: 
The Literature    57  
   Play and Intellectual Development    58  

   Play and the Development of Symbolic Thought    59   
   Play and the Development of Language and Literacy    62   
   Play and Logical–Mathematical Thinking    65   
   Play and Problem Solving    67   
   Play and Children with Special Needs    68    

   Play, Imagination, and Creativity    70  
   Three Aspects of Imagination and Fantasy    71    

   Play and Social–Moral Development    73  
   Parten’s Research on Play and Social Participation    74    

   Play and Emotional Development    75  
   Play and the Harsh Realities of Some Children’s Lives    76    

   Summary    77   
   Applying Your Knowledge    78    

     4  Orchestrating Children’s Play: Setting the Stage    79  
   Principles Guiding Play Orchestration    81  

   Taking the Child’s View    81   
   Teacher as Keen Observer    82   
   Seeing Meaning as It Is Constructed    82   
   Teacher as Stage Manager    83    

   A Continuum of Play Orchestration Strategies    83   
   Setting the Stage for Play    84  

   Preparing the Physical Space for Play    84   
   Play Safety    96   
   Planning the Daily Schedule    98    

   Extensions for Play in the Curriculum    99  
   Play-Generated Curriculum    99   
   Curriculum-Generated Play    100    

   Summary    103   
   Applying Your Knowledge    104    

     5  Orchestrating Play: Interactions with Children    94  
   Play and Scaffolding    108   
   Spontaneous, Guided, and Directed Play    110  

   The Artist Apprentice    113   
   The Peacemaker    113   



Contents xi

   Guardian of the Gate    115   
   Parallel Player    116   
   Spectator    117   
   Participant    117   
   Matchmaker    118   
   Story Player    119   
   Play Tutor    119    

   Choosing a Strategy    121  
   Challenges in Play for Children with Special Needs    121   
   Challenges in Play for Children Who Are Dual Language Learners    122   
   Timing Is Everything: Entering and Exiting Children’s Play    122    

   Play and the Culture of School    123   
   Responding to Violent Play    125  

   Ascertaining Children’s Purposes in Play    126   
   Diffusing Violence in Play    128   
   Addressing Exclusion—Supporting Inclusion    131   
   Building a Peaceful Classroom    131    

   Summary    132   
   Applying Your Knowledge    134    

     6  Play as a Tool for Assessment    136  
   Features of Assessment of Children’s Play    138  

   Using Assessments of Children’s Play as an Integrated Approach to Assessment    139    
   Examining the Purposes of Assessment    141   
   Play and Assessments of Children from Diverse Cultures and Backgrounds    143   
   Play and Assessments of Children with Special Needs    146   
   Assessing Age-Appropriate and Individually Appropriate Development    147  

   Assessing Development of Concepts and Skills    147   
   Assessing Individual Development    151   
   Intelligence Is Multifaceted    151    

   How Play Informs Assessments    153   
   Principles for Implementing Play-Centered Assessments    155  

   Ascertaining the Child’s Viewpoint    155   
   Attending Carefully to the Child’s Behaviors and Verbalizations    156   
   Reflecting on Whether a Question Will Empower the Child or Foster Dependence 
on Adult Judgments    156    

   Strategies for Collecting and Organizing Information    157  
   Observational Records    157   
   Checklists    158   
   Portfolios    158   
   Documentation Panels and Assessments    160   
   Videos    161   
   Interviews of Children About Their Play    162   
   Additional Models and Instruments for Assessing Play    162    

   Using Play-Centered Assessments to Advocate for the Play-Centered Curriculum    164   
   Summary    165   
   Applying Your Knowledge    169    



xii Contents

     7  Mathematics in the Play-Centered Curriculum    171 
     Co-authored with Sandra Waite-Stupiansky, Edinboro University of Pennsylvania    

   The Nature of Mathematics    173   

   The Goals and Foundations of Early Childhood Mathematics Education    174  
   The Foundations of Early Childhood Education Programs    175    

   The Development of Mathematical Understandings    177  
   Play Supports the Development of Mathematical Concepts    177   
   Play and the Development of Mathematical Processes    183    

   The Play-Centered Curriculum Promotes the Development of Mathematical Thinking for 
All Children    186  

   Orchestrating Play to Promote All Children’s Understanding of Mathematics    187   
   Supporting Children from All Cultures and Children Who Are Dual Language Learners    189   
   Supporting Children with Special Needs    189    

   The Assessment of Children’s Mathematical Understandings    191  
   Standards, Expectations, and Professional Expertise    193    

   Contexts for Mathematics in the Play-Centered Curriculum    196  
   Play: The First Context for Promoting Children’s Understandings of Mathematics    196   
   Daily Life Situations: The Second Context for Promoting Children’s Understandings 
of Mathematics    198   
   Teacher-Planned Activities: The Third Context for Promoting Children’s Understandings of 
Mathematics    199   
   Play-Generated Curriculum and Curriculum-Generated Play: Integrating Contexts 
for Learning Mathematics    200    

   Summary    202   

   Applying Your Knowledge    204    

     8  Language, Literacy, and Play    205  
   Literacy Begins    207   

   Play, Language, and Literate Behavior: A Natural Partnership    208  
   Communication as a Prerequisite for Play with Others    209   
   Play as a Form of Communication    210    

   Fostering Literate Behaviors    210  
   The Value of the Play-Based Curriculum    210   
   Early Story Constructions    211   
   How the Play-Based Literacy Curriculum Serves Children of All Cultures and Languages    212   
   Dual Language Learners: Masha’s Story    213    

   Honoring the Importance of Literate Behaviors    215  
   Emergent Literacy    216   
   Writing, Graphics, and Narrative Construction    216   
   Awareness of Sounds and Patterns of Language    217    

   Language and Literacy Learning in the Primary Grades: The Motivating Power of Play    219  
   Multimedia Extend Meanings of Literacy    221    

   Dynamic Approaches to Promoting Literacy Through Play    222  
   Using Drama Techniques to Enhance Sociodramatic Play    222   
   Story Dictation and Story Playing    223    



Contents xiii

   Balanced Opportunities for Varied Kinds of Play Support Competencies 
in Language and Literacy    227  

   Time for Language and Literacy in Play    227   
   Space for Language and Literacy Learning    227   
   Materials for Language, Literacy, and Reading and Writing in Play    227   
   Guidance for Literacy in Play    228    

   Standards for Literacy: Calls for Accountability    229   

   Summary    231   

   Applying Your Knowledge    233    

     9  Science in the Play-Centered Curriculum    235  
   Play Supports the Development of Scientific Understandings    237  

   Science and Spontaneous Play: Scientists Tour a Kindergarten Class    238    

   The Goals of a Balanced Early Childhood Science Curriculum    241  
   Scientific Literacy for All Children    242    

   The Nature of Science    243  
   Scientific and Engineering Practices    243   
   Scientific Concepts    244   
   Scientific Content    244    

   Science, Play, and Children’s Development    245  
   Science Learning and Social Contexts    246    

   Nature and the Environment: Developing a Sense of Place    247  
   Helping Urban Children Develop a Sense of Place    249    

   Promoting Equity and Excellence for All    249  
   Building on the Strengths and Needs of Children Who Are Dual Language Learners    250   
   Developing Inclusive Science Curriculum for Children with Special Needs    252    

   Play-Generated Science Curriculum and Science Curriculum–Generated Play: Making 
Connections    253  

   Play-Generated Science Curriculum    254   
   Science Curriculum–Generated Play    257    

   Addressing the Science Framework and Standards in the Play-Centered Curriculum    258   

   Developing Confidence in Teaching Science    261   

   Summary    262   

   Applying Your Knowledge    264    

     10  The Arts in the Play-Centered Curriculum    266  
   A Guide for Curriculum Design    268  

   Entering the Child’s World of Spontaneous Play    268   
   Incorporating Artwork    270   
   Monitoring the Quality and Challenge of Play: Tactile and Sensory Arts    270   
   The Arts Enhance Knowledge in All Curriculum Domains    272   
   Supporting Art and Play: Time, Space, Materials, and Teacher Know-How    273   
   Presentation of Art Making and Constructive Play Materials    277   
   Content    279   
   Cultural Enrichment in the Arts    280   
   Music and Movement in the Play-Centered Curriculum    282   



xiv Contents

   Diverse Musical Traditions Enrich the Classroom Culture    284   
   Integration of Children’s Experiences and Feelings Through Play in the Arts    285    

   A Balanced Arts Curriculum    286   

   Knowledge of the Patterns of Development in Children’s Art Making    288  
   Documenting Change and Growth: Heidi’s Horses    288    

   Important Considerations    288  
   Children with Special Needs: Guiding for Mastery and Competence    292   
   Children’s Play Interests Reflected in a Play-Centered Curriculum    293   
   Guided and Directed Play in the Arts    293    

   Summary    295   

   Applying Your Knowledge    296   

   Table of Basic Art Activities for Early Learners    297    

     11  Play and Socialization    300  
   Saying Goodbye to Parents    302  

   From Separation to Integration: John’s Fire Hydrants    303    

   Diversity Creates Social Enrichment for Today’s Classrooms    306  
   Diversity Can Create Challenges for Teachers    306   
   Inclusion of Children with Special Needs    306    

   Traditional Research and Practice    311   

   Current Practice Illuminated by Research    311  
   Differences in Boys’ and Girls’ Play and Socialization    311   
   Children’s Negotiations Create a Dynamic Context for Play    314   
   Newspapers    314    

   Play Provides a Bridge Between Theory and Practice    315  
   The Interpretive Approach    316   
   Teachers Take a Research Stance: Views from the Inside    317   
   Children’s Interactive Strategies    318    

   Studying the Social Ecology of a Preschool Classroom    319  
   Taking an Interpretive Approach to the Social Ecology of the Classroom    319   
   Contrasts in Social Ecologies    320    

   Kitchen Play Reexamined    322  
   Teacher Support for Play Interactions    322   
   Children Grant Warrants for Play    323   
   Supporting Interactive Play at the Environmental Level    326    

   Precursors to Formal Social Studies Standards in  Early Childhood Programs    327  
   Social Science for Young Children    327    

   Summary    329   

   Applying Your Knowledge    330    

     12  Outdoor Play    332 
     Authored by Jane P. Perry, University of California    

   The Importance of Outdoor Play    334  
   The Importance of Outdoor Physically Active Play    336   



Contents xv

   The Importance of Outdoor Nature Play    338   
   The Importance of Child-Initiated Play and Inquiry    340   
   How the Outdoor Classroom Is Different from the Inside Classroom    342    

   Teaching Goals and Guidelines for the Outdoor Classroom    343   

   Best Practices in Planning for Outdoor Play    345  
   Serving Children from Diverse Backgrounds    345   
   Sites with Outdoor Challenges    348   
   The Adult’s Feelings About Being Outdoors    349    

   Observing and Interpreting Outdoor Play    350  
   Understanding Children’s Outdoor Peer Play    351   
   The Phases of Peer Play    351   
   Supporting Big Body Rough and Tumble Outdoor Play    352   
   Serving Students with Special Needs    354    

   Teacher Decision Making During Outdoor Play    355   

   Teaching Styles That Support Outdoor Play    357  
   Indirect Coordination    357   
   Direct Involvement    358    

   Fostering Inquiry in the Outdoor Classroom    359   

   Assessing Children’s Play in the Outdoor Classroom    360  
   Evaluating Outdoor Play Environments    360    

   Advocacy in Action: Outdoor Play for All Children    361   

   Summary    363   

   Applying Your Knowledge    365    

     13  Toys and Technology as Tools for Play    367  
   Principles for Considering Toys and Media Technology as Tools for Play    369   

   Types of Toys    370   

   Toy Use and Children’s Development    372  
   Games with Rules    374    

   Children Under Siege: Toys and the Marketplace    375  
   Toys That Limit Development    375   
   Toys That Undermine Gender Equity    376    

   Media Technology in the Lives of Children    379  
   A Look at Research on Children’s Use of Media Technology    379   
   Guidance From Professional Education and Public Health Associations    381    

   Recommendations for the Use of Media Technology in a Play-Centered Curriculum    383  
   Teachers Talk About Using Media Technology in a Play-Centered 
Curriculum    384   
   Media Technology: Supporting Children with Special Needs    387   
   Media Technology: Benefits and Challenges in Promoting Equity    387    

   Media-Technology: Play-Generated Curriculum and Curriculum-Generated Play    388  
   Examples of Adult Use of Media Technology in Programs for Children 2–5 Years of Age    389   
   Examples of Children’s Use of Media Technology in Kindergarten and the Primary Grades    390    

   Media Technology, Standards, and Play    394   



xvi Contents

   Summary    395   

   Applying Your Knowledge    397    

     14   Conclusion: Integrating Play, Development, 
and Practice    399  
   Constructivism and Development    401  

   What Is Developed?    401   
   Means-Ends Coordinations and Development    403    

   Constructivism and Social–Cultural Theories of Development    404  
   Jean Piaget (1896–1980)    404   
   Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934)    405   
   Connecting Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s Theories    406    

   A Closer Look at Piaget and Constructivist Theory    407  
   Schemes: Assimilation, Accommodation, and Play    407   
   Stages of Development and Play    408   
   The Construction of Reality    409    

   Social Experience and the Construction of Reality    411   

   Play and Development    413  
   Play and the Development of Intelligence    413   
   Play and the Development of Personality    414   
   Play and the Development of Competencies    415   
   Play and the Development of the Social Self    417    

   The Meaning of Play in Childhood and Society    418  
   Play and the Work of Society    418   
   Autonomy as the Context for Development    419   
   Development, Developmentally Appropriate Practices, and Play    421   
   Expectations for Ourselves and Our Children: Standards    422    

   Early Childhood Professionals as Advocates for Play    422  
   Resources for Action    423   
   Sharing Our Advocacy Stories    424   
   Advocating for Play Through Play    424    

   Summary    426   

   Applying Your Knowledge    428     

     Glossary    430   

      References    437   

     Author Index    455   

     Subject Index    459      



      

    C H A P T E R  1 

 Looking at Play 
Through Teachers’ 
Eyes 



     L E A R N I N G  O U T C O M E S 

  ■   Write a rationale for placing play at the center of the early childhood curriculum.    
  ■   Describe a model and important considerations for implementing a play-

centered curriculum. Define spontaneous play, guided play, and teacher-
directed play.  

  ■   Summarize the main points discussed by each of four teachers who were 
interviewed.  

  ■   Explain how the NAEYC’s position on developmentally appropriate practice 
relates to spontaneous or guided play.  

  ■   Discuss challenges and opportunities related to the development and implemen-
tation of standards for young children’s learning and development.  

  ■   Explain why the teacher’s role is critical to the quality of a play-centered curriculum.  
  ■   Describe several things teachers can do to become more informed advocates 

for play.         

  With dramatic gestures, Brandon loudly sings, “Can you milk my cow?” After 
he and his kindergarten classmates finish the song with a rousing, “Yes, 
ma’am!” their teacher, Anna, calls on Becky and Tino to figure out the date 
and count the number of days the children have been to school. (This is the 
26th day.) As other children join in the counting, Brandon takes a toy car 
out of his pocket. He spins the wheels, turns around, and shows it to Chris. 
After a moment, he reaches out to touch Kara’s shoelaces, whispering, “I have 
snaps.” Then he opens and refastens the Velcro snaps on his shoes. 

 Anna announces that it’s choice time and calls on children to leave the 
circle and go to the activities of their choice. Brandon sits up straight, want-
ing to be called on and ready to start. The moment his name is called, he 
heads to the housekeeping area, where Chris and Andy are opening some 
cupboards. Brandon announces: “I’ll make breakfast.” (He picks up the cof-
feepot.) “Here’s coffee.” (He pretends to pour a cup and gives it to Chris.) 

 Mary, a new student in the class, wanders into the housekeeping area 
holding the pet rat. Brandon interrupts his breakfast preparation and says to 
Mary, “You can’t bring Fluffy in here. You have to keep her near her cage.” 

 Within a few minutes, the theme of the children’s play turns from eating 
to firefighting. Brandon and Andy go to the block area to get some long 
block “hoses.” They spend a few minutes there pretending to hose down 
several block construction “fires.” Brandon knocks one down, to the angry 
cries of the builders, Valerie and Paul. He then transforms the block hose 
into a gun, which he uses to shoot at them. 

 As he and Andy stomp about the block area, Brandon passes Mary, still 
holding the rat, and says to her, “That’s too tight. See, like this.” He takes 
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the rat from her, cradles it, looks it in the eyes, and pats it. “Fluffy was at my 
house during vacation. I got to feed her. See, she remembers me.” 

 Brandon, Andy, and Mary spend the next 10 minutes building a house 
and a maze for Fluffy. Brandon has chosen to play in the block area each day 
for more than a month. The children gather five arches for a roof, partially 
covering a rectangular enclosure they have made by stacking blocks horizon-
tally using long blocks and, when none are left, two shorter blocks placed 
side by side. 

 After building the “roof,” Brandon rushes to a nearby table, where Rotha 
and Kai are chatting and drawing. He grabs a piece of paper and hastily scrib-
bles on the middle of it, knocking off a few templates and scissors in the 
process. “This is my map. This is my map for the maze,” he says. Brandon 
then goes to his teacher for some tape to put on the maze. He points to a 
figure on the paper where two lines intersect and says, “See my X? That’s 
where Fluffy gets out.” �   

    Every observation of children’s play illustrates its multidimensional qualities. By ob-
serving Brandon’s play for just a short time, we can learn about the way he is develop-
ing socially. For example, we see that Brandon is able to join Chris and Andy in their 
play in the housekeeping area by introducing an appropriate topic, offering to make 
breakfast. This observation also informs us about Brandon’s developing cognitive 
abilities. In his play, he uses a block to symbolically represent first a hose and then a 
gun. While building the house for Fluffy, Brandon demonstrates practical knowledge 
of mathematical equivalencies when he uses two short blocks to equal the length of 
one longer block. By observing Brandon’s play, we witness how he applies his devel-
oping abilities in real situations. 

 This observation also raises some of the many questions that teachers ask about 
children’s play. How should a teacher respond when a child plays during group 
instruction? How can a teacher balance children’s spontaneous play with more 
teacher-planned activities? Should teachers redirect children when they select the 
same play materials or themes day after day? Should gun play be allowed? How can 
play help us understand and assess children’s cognitive, linguistic, social, emotional, 
and physical development? How can we be sure we are creating an inclusive curricu-
lum that promotes equity and school success for all? How can a play-centered cur-
riculum address mandated frameworks and standards? 

 Observing Brandon leads us to     the central issue this book addresses : Why should 
play be at the center of the curriculum in early childhood programs? 

  PLAY AT THE CENTER OF A DEVELOPMENTALLY BASED CURRICULUM 

 What is the specific rationale for making play the center of the curriculum?  The 
premise of this book is that p    lay-based early childhood programs place the devel-
opmental characteristics of the young child—the learner—at the center of the 
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curriculum.  This book draws on evidence that p    lay is a fundamental activity of early 
childhood and a central force in young children’s development. During early child-
hood, play is essential and drives young children’s development. 

  The Power of Play in Development 

  As we describe in the chapters that follow, p    lay is simultaneously a facet of develop-
ment and the source of energy for development. Play is an expression of the child’s 
developing personality, sense of self, intellect, social capacity, and physicality. At the 
same time, through their play children direct their energy toward activities of their 
own choice, which stimulate further development. 

 Play is essential for optimal development and learning in young children. The 
match between the characteristics of play and the characteristics of the young child 
provides a synergy that drives development as no teacher-directed activity can. 

 However, a play-centered curriculum is not a laissez-faire curriculum in which 
anything goes. It is a curriculum that uses the power of play to foster children’s 
development. Play fosters all aspects of young children’s development from birth 
through age 8: emotional, social, intellectual, linguistic, and physical. It involves the 
integration of what children have learned. It is a curriculum in which teachers take 
an active role in balancing spontaneous play, guided play, teacher-directed play, and 
teacher-planned activities. Play-centered curricula support children’s development 
and learning in all settings and contexts, both indoors and outside. 

 In honoring the child’s play, we honor the “whole child.” We think of the child 
as a developing “whole” human being in whom the processes of development are 
integrated. This view contrasts with the ideas that early childhood development 
involves the linear acquisition of separate skills or that kindergarten and primary-
grade children have outgrown the developmental benefits of rich play experiences. 
These views are not supported by research. 

 In promoting a play-centered curriculum, we make short- and long-term invest-
ments in children’s development. In the short term, play creates a classroom atmos-
phere of cooperation, initiative, and intellectual challenge. If we look at long-term 
consequences, we find that play supports children’s growth in broad, inclusive com-
petencies such as self-direction and industry. These are competencies valued by both 
parents and educators, and ones that children will need to develop to function as 
adults in our society. 

  Throughout this book, we emphasize how c    urricula in particular areas such 
as mathematics, language and literacy, science, art, socialization, and technology 
support and enrich young children’s play. This idea contrasts with the widespread 
notion that play serves merely to support subject-matter competencies. Our view also 
contrasts with the idea of play traditionally found in the intermediate grades—play as 
a reward for finishing work. 

 This does not mean that all play is equal in our eyes. Play is fun, but it is more than 
fun. Play-centered curricula are not opportunities for teachers to stand aside, but 
require highly competent, involved, and purposeful teachers. The critical dimension 



is to provide conditions that foster children’s development using their own sources of 
energy.  In the following chapters we articulate how a play-based curriculum supports 
children’s own developmental forces.      

  Play as a Fundamental Human Activity 

 Play is a human phenomenon that occurs across the life span and across cultures. 
Parents in Mexico teach their babies the clapping game “tortillas,” while older children 
and adults play Loteria. South Asian adolescents play soccer, while younger children 
play hopping games accompanied by singing. Chinese toddlers clap to a verse 
celebrating their grandmothers, “banging the gong merrily to accompany me home,” 
while the grandmothers, in their old age, play mahjong. As humans, we not only 
enjoy our own engagement in play but are also fascinated with the play of others. The 
entertainment and sports industries reflect the popularity of observing others at play.  

  Grounding Practice in Theory, Research, 
and the Wisdom of Practitioners 

 The idea of play at the center of the early childhood curriculum is grounded in work 
from four early childhood traditions: (a) early childhood practitioners, (b) theorists 
and researchers who study play, (c) researchers and theorists in the field of develop-
ment and learning, and (d) educational historians. These four traditions inform our 
ideas of play-based practice. 

  Play and the Wisdom of Practitioners     Historically, play has been at the center 
of early childhood programs. A kindergarten student playing with blocks might spend 
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an hour focused intently on this task, but might squirm when asked to sit down for 
10 minutes to practice writing letters of the alphabet. Early childhood educators have 
observed and emphasized that young children bring an energy and enthusiasm to 
their play that not only seems to drive development, but also seems to be an insepa-
rable part of development (e.g.,  Paley, 2004 ,  2010 ).  

  The Characteristics of Play     Theorists who study play suggest possible reasons for 
its importance in the development of young children when they describe the charac-
teristics of play. According to theorists, play is characterized by one or more of these 
features: (a) active engagement, (b) intrinsic motivation, (c) attention to means 
rather than ends, (d) nonliteral behavior, and (e) freedom from external rules. 

 When young children are actively engaged, we observe their zest and their 
focused attention. Adults often marvel at children’s unwillingness to be distracted 
from play that interests them. Brandon, for example, shows his genuine desire to be 
doing what he does, without encouragement from Anna. This is what we mean by 
 intrinsic motivation —the desire to engage in an activity arises from within the child. 
When children are actively engaged and intrinsically motivated, they demonstrate 
their abilities to use language to communicate with others, solve problems, draw, 
run and climb, and so on. Children’s sense of autonomy, initiative, and industry are 
rooted in intrinsic motivation and active engagement. 

 When children pay attention to means rather than ends, we notice that they are 
less involved with achieving a goal or outcome than with the activity itself and the 
enjoyment of it. Young children are well aware of the grown-up things they cannot 
yet do. Even the competencies that are expected of them are often frustrating, such 
as waiting for a snack, sharing, cutting with scissors, and (in the primary years) learn-
ing to read, add and subtract, and carry out simple household chores. In contrast, in 
their play, children can change the goals and the ways to achieve the goals. 

 We often sense children’s exhilaration as we observe them shifting means and 
goals as they figure out new ways to solve problems. These open-ended explorations 
involve opportunities for creative thinking that are lacking in curricula designed 
for children to arrive at a single, “correct” response ( Monighan-Nourot, Scales, Van 
Hoorn, with Almy, 1987 ). 

 Young children’s play is often nonliteral pretend play that is not bound by exter-
nal rules. How is such fantasy play useful to a young child who is learning to function 
in the real world? Children’s symbolic development is fostered through the crea-
tion and use of symbols in pretend play as well as in hypothetical, “as if” situations. 
Through play, children develop boundaries of the real and the imagined and also 
visions of the possible—the drive that turns the wheels of invention.  

  Practice, Research, and Theory     Early childhood educators have always been 
guided by theory and research in psychology, anthropology, and sociology as well 
as education .  Support for placing play at the center of the curriculum comes from 
the work of theorists and researchers from many disciplines who examine the role of 
play in development and learning. 
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 For more than a century, theorists have explored these links. Their theories and 
writings reflect the time in which these theorists lived. Therefore, we discuss these 
theories from current viewpoints that reflect today’s concerns and understandings of 
development.  In the chapters that follow, w    e turn to the work of Piaget and Vygot-
sky for understanding the importance of play in cognitive development. We turn 
to Erikson and Mead to understand the role of play in the child’s developing sense 
of self and ability to establish social relationships, and to Vygotsky and Erikson to 
understand how play might reflect issues of culture and society. 

 In the 21st century, we find research on young children’s play is flourishing. 
Thirty years ago, there were comparatively few books on children’s play, and searches 
of journals turned up few articles.  In the first edition of this text, published in 1993, 
we pointed out that the literature in the field of children’s play had been growing. As 
we review the research for this sixth edition, we find that     empirical research and writ-
ing in the field of young children’s play is burgeoning—there are hundreds of recent 
articles in international journals and scores of recent books (e.g.,  Cohen & Waite-
Stupiansky, 2011 ;  Elkind, 2007 ;  Fromberg & Bergen, 2006 ;  Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, 
Berk, & Singer, 2009 ). In addition,  throughout this edition  we discuss recent critical 
thinking that addresses challenges in early childhood education to promote inclu-
sive, multicultural, and peaceful classrooms (e.g.,  Falk, 2012 ;  Fennimore & Goodwin, 
2011 ;  Levin, 2003, 2013 ).  

  Play and Traditions of Schooling     Writings on the history of schooling also lead 
us to place play at the center of the early childhood education curriculum. Histori-
ans have examined issues such as “What is worth learning?” and, importantly, “Who 
should learn?” as well as the ways in which formal schools differ from informal appren-
ticeship structures found in less industrialized, traditional societies ( Dewey, 1915 ). 

 Early schools in the Middle East and Europe evolved with specific purposes and 
expectations, such as training scribes who could write official documents. Only select 
groups of boys attended school during middle childhood and adolescence. Later, as 
formal schools spread geographically, the reasons for schooling as well as the expec-
tations of what should be learned changed. Several centuries ago, schools often pre-
pared students for particular professions. The number of students attending schools 
began to grow, and the diversity of students began to increase. The rationale and 
expectations for schooling continued to change. 

 During the late 1800s, a greater number of adults needed to have basic compe-
tencies in numeracy and literacy, whereas a more elite group of adults needed more 
technical competencies. It was also during this period and the early 1900s that girls 
and boys younger than 7 or 8 years of age entered “school-like” settings. For the chil-
dren of factory workers, these settings were child-care institutions designed to keep 
children out of harm’s way. In contrast, for the children from more affluent families, 
the settings were nursery schools and kindergarten classes that aimed to support the 
development of the child. Play comprised a large part of these programs. 

 By the mid-1950s, the gradual blending of the goals of child care, preschool, 
kindergarten, and the primary grades frequently led to increased pressure for highly 
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structured curricula and programs that stressed “academic” skills ( Nourot, 2005 ). 
Trends in the history of formal schooling as well as current practices lead us to articu-
late our position that play should be at the center of the early childhood curriculum.    

  PLAY AT THE CENTER OF THE EARLY CHILDHOOD CURRICULUM: 
A MODEL FOR PRACTICE 

 We consider this a pivotal moment for early childhood educators. We cannot con-
tinue educational practices that are failing so many of our youngest students. Young 
children have fewer rich opportunities for play not only in schools but also at homes 
and community settings, both indoors and out. 

 This is also a time rich in possibilities. Researchers and practitioners are learning 
more about the central role of play in all interrelated facets of development: social–
emotional, cognitive, linguistic, and physical. The evidence-based early childhood 
literature demonstrates the important role of play. This is the time to place play at 
the center of the curriculum and reconcile program practices with the wisdom of 
practitioners, theorists, and research. 

 Play-centered programs promote equity because they are built around the 
strengths of young children rather than their weaknesses. To meet the needs of all 
children, we recommend preschool–kindergarten programs that are firmly play cen-
tered yet complemented by  daily life activities  and some teacher-directed activities. 
We see first and second grades as transitional years, with play and daily life activities 
complemented with increased time for teacher-planned activities. In the primary 
grades, play and work are merged into increasingly complex and extended projects, 
further integrating play and areas of academic learning. 

 In our view, education for children from preschool through the primary 
grades should promote the development of both the competent young child and 
the competent future adult. This is best accomplished by means of a balanced, 
play-centered program in which neither spontaneous play nor teacher-planned 
activities are the only mode. As  Figure   1.1    illustrates, play is at the center of a bal-
anced curriculum.  

 In the play-centered curricula  described throughout this book , a constant flow 
occurs among these three strata. We show how children repeat daily life and teacher-
directed activities in their play, how teachers plan daily life activities so that they 
draw on the power of play, how teachers can develop effective assessment strategies, 
and how teachers integrate children’s play into the curriculum. We illustrate how 
daily life activities include preschoolers setting the table, kindergartners planting a 
garden, first graders writing and mailing their first letters, and second graders learn-
ing to tell time. We examine how teacher-planned activities include projects and 
thematic units as well as subject area units. 

 In contrast to the common emphasis on  instrumental play  (that is, play used to 
support subject-matter objectives), we emphasize how curricula in content areas can 
enrich and support good play. By changing our focus from play to daily life activities to 
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teacher-planned activities (and always back to play), our view becomes the opposite 
of the traditional view. When children play, they are intrinsically motivated and 
engrossed in what interests them most. They are also practicing and developing com-
petencies at the edge of their potential. In play, self-directed learning engages and 
focuses attention and provides numerous opportunities for all children to develop 
self-regulation and to practice self-control. 

 When children are involved in such daily life activities as writing a letter, send-
ing an e-mail message, cleaning up, or learning to tie their shoes, they are engaged 
in what is important in the lives of the adults around them. The purpose of daily life 
activities is readily apparent. There are procedures to learn and social rules to obey. 
This is not necessarily true of play. For example, when a child like Brandon pretends 
to make coffee for breakfast, he does not have to adhere to the sequence of how an 
adult makes coffee. He can choose to turn the cup of coffee into a glass of orange 
juice or a cup of ice cream if he wants to. Play also has rules, but children have more 
power to determine them. 

 Children’s involvement in play, daily life activities, and teacher-planned activ-
ities differs when we compare the rationale for children’s activity. Children play 
because of their own intrinsic interests. In play, no “one task” is imposed on the 
child by adults. The child does not need to use a sense of will or purposeful inten-
tion to meet adult expectations. A sense of will is needed to accomplish tasks or daily 
life activities that are not of one’s choosing. This is self-regulation. Unless teacher-
planned activities are developmentally attuned to the children’s level, it is difficult 
for the children to adhere to the task. Prior to middle childhood, most children 
have difficulty maintaining sufficient willpower to learn such adult competencies as 
reading or writing. 

e.g., Thematic Units.... Individual Lesso
ns

Teacher-Planned Activities

Daily Life Activities

Guided

D
ir

ec
te

dSp
on

taneous

PLAY

 Figure 1.1 
       Play at the Center of a 
Balanced Curriculum   




