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PREFACE

This book about play and meaning in early childhood comes to light at a time
when play and meaning are in the shadow of political pressures for early educa-
tion to focus on a narrow curriculum devoted to technical skills in the three R’s
and transmitted informational facts. However, the narrow type of academic
“transmission” education continues to fail many children. The way that children
put their experiences together resembles a moving web of connections more than
a stored set of stationary drawers or a growing pile of packages. If schools could
reduce curriculum to a list of everything that children might need to know,
youngsters would not have enough space or hours in a lifetime to add it all up.
Children’s learning is generative, not just additive.

Young children’s play opens a window onto the ways that they understand
the world and grasp fresh meaning. This book looks through that window to see
how to match the process of teaching to the ways in which children develop
meaning. The view through the window of children’s play is definitely not
straight or static; it is a vista that celebrates the creativity of children’s play
themes as eloquent representations of their sociocultural and personal-cultural
experiences.

Educators and students of curriculum will find practical ideas for including
play and meaning in early education. Students of child study, the nature of
meaning, and sociocultural perspectives on play will find reasons to use play and
meaning in early education. Educational policy makers will find information about
the nature of play and meaning in the lives of children, and guidance concerning
the nature of early childhood curriculum. The practical ideas, reasons, informa-
tion and guidance concerning play and meaning are introduced under the follow-
ing headings: dynamic themes curriculum; political and social influences; a
recommendation to shift from an academic to an intellectual emphasis on dy-
namic curriculum; a dynamic theory of play and meaning; and the mutual influ-
ence of theory, research, and practice.

Dynamic Themes Curriculum. To provide an alternative to a uniform, narrow,
additive kind of curriculum, educators need to reconfigure early education. In
a transformed early-childhood education, teachers will build on children’s
strengths as players. To do this, teachers must select, flexibly sequence, and clus-
ter activities that can support young children’s capacity to make new connections.
Cyclical change, indirect progress, and synergy are all examples of ways to
connect physical, social, and artistic experiences. This book refers to these three
underlying experiences as dynamic themes; children who have equivalent
experiences that share an underlying dynamic theme may participate in those ex-
periences through different social, physical, or artistic surface forms.

Varied experiences that represent the same dynamic theme are like melodies
transposed into different keys or played by different instruments; we might also
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think of different subject-matter disciplines as different musical keys. The latter
sections of the book and the resource appendices discuss how children and teach-
ers can interact to develop meaning; these sections describe a variety of practical
ways to implement a dynamic curriculum that focuses on meaning and young
children’s play.

Political and Sociocultural Influences. Our cultural contexts and perspectives
shape our expectations of what is relevant in teaching and learning. Today, there
is a political pressure to achieve uniform outcomes related to universal standards
in predictable forms, and to raise standardized test scores. Policy makers take the
position that raising standards will influence educational outcomes so that gradu-
ates can become gainfully employed. But who defines “higher” standards? Policy
makers often assume giving harder work to young children in school is the an-
swer to society’s problems. They believe that checking off a uniform list of skills
and information will remedy the contemporary ills of society.

In today’s “tougher” educational arena, teachers and children focus on re-
sults (teaching and learning for the sole purpose of preparing for a standardized
test) rather than on the reasons behind what they do at schools (Kohn, 1999) and
the practical applications of what has been learned. Standardized tests repeatedly
measure what is easy to test rather than what constitutes relevant learning.

Shift from Academic to Intellectual Emphasis on Dynamic Curriculum. Our rap-
idly changing world requires us to shift from an academic to an intellectual em-
phasis as we think about early education. The image of an unpredictable future
invites human beings to adapt to change, think flexibly, persevere, make connec-
tions, network with others, integrate skills, and take responsibility for their ac-
tions. Young children’s power as players sows the seeds that society will need in
the future. To grow, those seeds need a supportive community culture and sup-
portive educators, including teachers, parents, and policy makers.

This book takes the position that play is an integral condition for early learn-
ing and that meaning is the shared center of learning and play. All children do not
develop in uniform ways. Each child is unique. Therefore, these pages create a
dynamic bridge between how children develop in both different and similar
ways, and why and how professional early childhood educators might interact
with particular children to help them integrate meaning.

Dynamic Theory of Play and Meaning. This book also responds to the question
of why teachers should think of early-childhood curriculum design as the flexible
pursuit of dynamic themes. We look in turn at children and research as bases for
developing a theory of play and meaning, and we examine the theory in order to
better interpret how children play and learn. The chapters that follow explore a
theory of play and meaning in early childhood education that builds on research
and the overlap of three theories—script theory, theory of mind, and chaos/com-
plexity theory. These theories underscore the generally predictable and specifi-
cally unpredictable nature of play and the development of meaning.

Mutual Influence of Theory, Research, and Practice. Researchers have found that
children’s play influences their development of skills in language, cognition, so-
cial competence, and creativity. Teachers who understand the research and
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theory about how young children play and learn will be better able to select from
among diverse experiences to help young children balance and expand new chal-
lenges and independence.

After presenting research, theories, and the practical application of the
theory of play and meaning, the book offers a paradigm shift for curriculum de-
signers. Some readers may prefer to focus on the practical Sections Three and
Four, which follow the introductory chapters. Others may prefer to read straight
through to consider research findings and the confluence of theories that influ-
ence the author’s proposed theory of play, meaning, and teaching.

Whatever path you choose in reading, remember that teachers need to know
how to maintain relevant challenges for youngsters. Love alone is not enough to
protect children from a paralyzing sense of failure and powerlessness. Play offers
a territory in which children can construct and represent the world and cultivate
knowledge of their own power.
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SECTION ONE

Vision Informs
Dynamic Theory

Thhis section outlines the domain of play and meaning in early childhood from
the perspectives of teaching and the development of individual children within
sociocultural contexts. Chapter 1 considers the need for a dynamic theory of play
and meaning in early childhood and discusses how such a theory may influence
teaching. Chapter 2 develops a multifaceted definition of play as one condition
for learning. Chapter 3 describes how children play from infancy through the pri-
mary grades and considers some chracteristics of play that span human develop-
ment. Chapter 4 discusses research studies about play as integrated learning that
influences children’s social, intellectual, and language development as well as
their development of imagination and creativity. Chapter 5 summarizes the
implications of brain research for nurturing the growth of meaning in early
education.






CHAPTER

What Is
Worthwhile Learning?

Is it enough for children to learn to decode, understand print, and pass standard-
ized tests but not seek out literature outside of school requirements? Is it enough
for them to successfully memorize answers to informational questions on stan-
dardized tests but hesitate to question the events around them or express per-
sonal opinions? Who values narrowly defined uses of skills and information for
their own children or for themselves?

Astrophysicist Michio Kaku's (1997) projections of the future suggest that
the world needs people who can do three important things: (1) envision more
than one answer to a question—even a question designed to elicit a single correct
answer; (2) take imaginary leaps and act on them; and (3) adapt to rapid change.
Kaku also predicts that computers may become so miniaturized that they may be
as expendable as scrap paper is today. In addition, he believes that quantum me-
chanics will transform and extend human travel into outer space and that biotech-
nology will continue to redefine body parts and health—all within this century.
The world will need people who can think flexibly, collaborate with others, and
feel comfortable with the predictably unpredictable.

Many of these human qualities are already detectable in the play of young
children. Indeed, a major strength of young children is their capacity to play, and
to build an understanding of the world through their play. How can educators
help children build on their strengths so as to prepare themselves for the future?.

Toward a Dynamic Theory of Play and Meaning

A dynamic theory of children’s reality speculates about how they develop and
represent their understanding of the world during play. Moreover, recognizing
how play influences the development of conceptual, linguistic, social, and cre-
ative meaning helps us understand how children learn in general and how adults
might interact with them in more meaningful ways.

As it turns out, there is a relationship between play and meaning or under-
standing. Children play naturally as they construct meaning. However, many
educators caution children to “finish their work before they play.” The attitude of
work first, play later, devalues play. The word meaning is also controversial. Dif-
ferent people mean different things when they talk about “meaningful education”

3



4 SECTION ONE / VisionInforms Dynamic Theory

and “meanings” that matter. Although schools do want children to learn new
ideas and skills, educators disagree on what knowledge and skills are worthwhile
and how children should be taught.

This book focuses on how young children develop meaning through play.
By understanding the ways in which children develop their play and meaning,
educators can better match teaching with learning. Traditional education focuses
on teaching children in what we’ll see below is a linear manner, but children de-
velop meaning in nonlinear ways. This book argues that teachers must match
children’s nonlinear ways of learning with nonlinear ways of teaching. It also pro-
vides strategies for accomplishing this matching.

Linear Academic Teaching

Educators who engage in linear academic teaching typically transmit to children
an adult conception of knowledge in uniform, narrow, and additive ways. Re-
cently, many teachers have engaged in this model of teaching. They have re-
sponded to political pressures to “raise standards,” teach more, teach sooner, and
measure results by the standardized testing of children’s memorization of facts
and use of discrete skills. In the linear model, the administration asks all teachers
in a school or district to use didactic recitation and uniform content; children
memorize single correct answers and learn isolated skills to apply at a later time.
Solitary paper-and-pencil tasks predominate. Teachers often deliver the linear
curriculum with warmth, and try to gain children’s involvement through enthusi-
asm and rewards. For example, they engage children in the uniform construction
of crafts projects that the teachers themselves have designed for children to fol-
low. Frequently, the information that teachers ask children to remember proves as
trivial as the crafts projects. Thus, skills education (the “three Rs”) in the linear
model often lacks significant meaning; the information discussed in the classroom
may have little or no relation to the questions that children have about their world
and environment. For example, city children may be more interested in what hap-
pens to the rain flowing into the sewer than in how the rain forest functions. The
linear model of teaching has predominated in the United States and has failed to
educate all children equitably.

Nonlinear Intellectual Teaching

Teachers who engage in nonlinear teaching expect knowledge to develop when
children construct meaning while interacting with other people and the physical
world. These instructors take a holistic approach and center their teaching on is-
sues that engage children in questions about their social and physical world. The
nonlinear approach integrates skills as children learn meaningful content through
direct experiences and their capacity to imagine. The questions they pursue to-
gether may have more than a single correct solution. The skills children use are



