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Foreword

PAUL MUSSEN

Research on the origins, nature, and functions of play—topics of specu-
lation since ancient times but only recently the foci of systematic inves-
tigation—can yield critically important information about cognitive, so-
cial, and emotional development. The findings of such research may also
be applied practically and effectively in preschool education and child
care, settings in which play is the central activity. The conditions or con-
texts in which play occurs are governed not by researchers but by edu-
cational professionals—indirectly by policy makers and directly by
teachers and administrators.

Although practitioners and developmental researchers share a fun-
damental goal—the promotion of the welfare of children—they operate
virtually independently of each other and with minimal communication
between them. Yet it seems obvious that both groups could benefit enor-
mously from continuing communication: Policy decisions and early edu-
cation programs should be guided by scientific knowledge, while re-
search would become richer and more relevant if it took into account the
educational professional’s everyday activities and goals that shape the
social context of play.

A multidisciplinary symposium on “Play and the Social Context of
Development in Early Care and Education,” held at the Harold E. Jones
Child Study Center of the University of California in May 1988, was
designed to stimulate this kind of communication. In the editors’ words,
it was intended to “provide a forum for a dialogue between researchers
interested in studying play in context and educational professionals
struggling with the new and conflicting demands of the growing institu-
tionalization of early care and education.” Almost all the thoughtful and
thought-provoking chapters in the present volume are based on papers

ix



X Foreword

given at that symposium. Even a cursory review of the contents reveals
that a wide net was cast and a broad spectrum of perspectives was rep-
resented. No other publication provides such a clear picture of the com-
plex problems practitioners confront—for example, analyses of the
social-economic-political issues of public policy relating to child care, the
establishment of standards for optimal child care institutions, responding
sympathetically to the individual needs of young children, and the tax-
ing workloads of teachers. The lucid accounts of research findings offer
compelling evidence that play of all sorts—free play, constructive play,
peer interactions, guided expression, and play with blocks—can be
highly effective in promoting the development of manual skills, lan-
guage, empathy, thinking and reasoning, and social and emotional ad-
justment. Furthermore, the research chapters offer many novel insights
into the meaning of play, and the authors carefully spell out the practical
implications, illuminating the ways teachers can stimulate children’s play
in order to achieve educational goals.

Yet in a real sense, these highly informative and challenging chap-
ters demonstrate the need for more and more focused dialogue between
practitioners and researchers, for each chapter is written from the per-
spective of either the context of play—that is, major social and educa-
tional factors affecting the work of child care institutions—or the nature
of play in its impacts on learning. Only a few chapters deal with relation-
ships between these parameters.

The unique, invaluable contribution of this volume is its conscious-
ness raising: It informs researchers, theorists, and practitioners of one
another’s accomplishments, goals, and problems. This reciprocal aware-
ness will stimulate interactions that will ultimately produce deeper in-
sights into the links between aspects of the social contexts of child care
institutions and the educational, development-enhancing activities of
those institutions. Furthermore, by specifically defining the many needs
for further research and by evaluating the contributions and limitations
of current theories, the authors indicate ways to make investigations
more sophisticated and comprehensive and to formulate more integra-
tive theories, leading to more fruitful educational applications of scien-
tific findings in the future.
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Introduction

BARBARA SCALES
MILLIE ALMY

AGELIKI NICOLOPOULOU
SUSAN ERVIN-TRIPP

This book, and the symposium on which it is based, grew out of concerns
for the effects that the increasing institutionalization of child care and
early education may have on the role of play in the development of the
young child. As early care (once exclusively the domain of the home) is
increasingly ceded to the public domain of schooling, conceptions and
demands about it shift, depending on what perspective one adheres to at
the moment or on the issue of concern.

On the one hand, schooling is traditionally associated with learning
and education. When early care is seen from this perspective, both par-
ents and teachers demand that early learning be continuous with and
vital to later learning. Some want the academic skills of elementary
school to be taught in kindergarten or preschool. Others want programs
to concentrate on the young child’s natural and playful propensities for
learning. All believe that young children now need a head start to meet
the increasing demands of our highly literate society. On the other hand,
when early care is viewed from the perspective of the home it is replac-
ing, then most parents and teachers want to make the settings for early
education and care homelike, nurturing environments where learning is
usually informal and often playful.

While teachers attempt to provide an environment that supports
play, they are also compelled to justify the educational goals of their
daily classroom activities, whether playful or not, to parents, administra-
tors, and other teachers. Among teachers, there is a growing recognition
that early childhood curricula need to be articulated more clearly (see
Chapters 3 and 13). Some preschool teachers respond to conflicting de-
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mands by adapting curricula from kindergarten and early grades, trying
to change the pace to fit younger children. Others continue to encourage
spontaneous play, and attempt to justify its place in the curriculum by
citing the learning that they see in it. Some teachers experiment with
new ways of structuring or intervening in children’s play to incorporate
goals appropriate to their ages. Unfortunately, teachers often lack suffi-
cient time to make and record systematic observations, and later to eval-
uate whether what they did was successful or not. Also, they have little
time to compare and discuss their observations with others who work in
similar settings. Such concerns as these suggested to us that teachers
might enjoy contributing to a dialogue with researchers who are also in-
terested in play.

From the research arena, we were interested in engaging research-
ers who share a framework with educational practitioners; that is, re-
searchers who attempt to study development in its sociocultural con-
text—a group that has been growing in recent years. The increasing
interest in this approach is reflected, for example, in the current resur-
gence of the sociocultural theory of L. S. Vygotsky; the growing concern
with cultural, educational, and psychological studies; and the expanding
acceptance of ethnographic research as an appropriate method for
studying socialization. This approach has allowed researchers to study
socialization in such places as homes, classrooms, and playgrounds.

Given these important trends in both the professional and academic
communities, it seemed an opportune moment to provide a forum for a
dialogue between researchers interested in studying play in context and
educational professionals struggling with the new and conflicting de-
mands of the growing institutionalization of early care and education.

It also seemed an appropriate time to include in the dialogue indi-
viduals who could speak to issues of policy affecting this institutionali-
zation. In the United States, research, policy, and practice often develop
independently of each other. Yet, in the present instance, it is clear that
the provisions made for children’s play in child care centers will depend
not only on the evidence that teachers and researchers can bring to bear
on the importance of play, but also on their ability to share their findings
with the public, parents, and especially policy makers. All need to
understand that play is unlikely to flourish in settings that are over-
crowded and understaffed.

Bringing together differing professional groups promised to provoke
some lively dialogue. It also seemed that as the participants learned of
each other’s realities, goals, and aspirations, some interest in collabora-
tion might eventually emerge. But the initial goal was simply to provide
a forum for the dialogue. The Institute of Human Development at the
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University of California at Berkeley, which has for over 50 years re-
searched the effects of early experience on later development, sponsored
a symposium around this convergence of interests in play and, appro-
priately, provided the Harold E. Jones Child Study Center as its setting.

The lively interchange in the symposium among presenters and be-
tween presenters and other participants, including a small number of
researcher colleagues and early childhood teachers, indicated that the
topics stimulated mutual interest. The dialogue had begun. Our book
attempts to extend it.

Three Views of Play

A major portion of the dialogue centered around play’s place in the cur-
riculum, reflecting three different views. The child, of course, is impelled
to play as a “whole” child, at once an affective, cognitive, social, and
physical being. The researcher, looking at the child’s play, may, however,
categorize it as belonging to a particular domain of behavior as social, or
cognitive or motor. The researcher who stays in the classroom long
enough to observe developmental changes, may attribute them to the
child’s play experiences.

The teacher, privy to a tremendous amount of information about
each child and the group of which each is a part, views play somewhat
differently from most researchers. The teacher asks whether play activ-
ities, so indigenous and so absorbing to children, must be curbed in order
to teach them, or whether the play activities, in themselves, constitute
opportunities for learning. Knowledgeable teachers are aware that an
increasing body of research and theory, beginning perhaps with Piaget,
exists to substantiate the latter view.

The belief that play activities have a legitimate and fruitful place in
the early childhood curriculum prevails in this book, and influenced our
selection of the views of play that are presented. Thus, Part II of the
book is devoted to discussions of play from the view of language and
literacy. Connections between the playful aspects of children’s symbol
manipulation and their later literacy learning have recently been recog-
nized in holistic approaches to literacy.

Language and literacy, usually described as “learning to read” at the
early childhood level, may be the hottest issue early childhood teachers
confront. It is an issue that has grown hotter as general dissatisfaction
with elementary schooling has increased. It is also an area where re-
search, much of it done in classrooms with the collaboration of teachers,
has begun to pay off. Countering the narrow and long prevailing empha-
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sis on reading readiness workbooks and primers with controlled vocabu-
lary, the efficacy of capitalizing on young children’s interests in print and
of drawing on their play life for themes to write about has been demon-
strated. Accordingly, a number of state education departments and
school systems are already working to change their approach to teaching
reading. Research has also shown how children’s play contributes to their
language development. We believe that the collaborative efforts of
teachers and researchers, as well as their findings, have much to offer
early childhood educators. The justification of play in other curriculum
areas might well evolve through the use of similar strategies.

Another view of the role of play in the curriculum looks specifically
at its cognitive aspects. Here the guiding question for the teacher may
be, What concepts do children reveal or are they acquiring through play?
For many years, early childhood teachers have been able to draw on the
work of Piaget and of researchers inspired by him, for assistance in look-
ing at these kinds of questions. Part III of this book discusses cognition,
but it moves beyond questions related to the nature of children’s concepts
to examine, again from the viewpoint of the educator, the processes in-
volved as children “learn through their play.” Here the theory of Vygot-
sky extends that of Piaget and illuminates the role of the child’s social
world, including the teacher’s part in it. This appears to be a promising
area for teachers and researchers to explore together. It is not yet nearly
as well developed as the area of language and literacy.

The third view of play, taken up in Part IV of this book, is equally
promising, but even less well developed than that of cognition as it re-
lates to the social world. This view looks directly into that social world
and tries to ascertain how children view themselves, each other, and the
adults around them. It is concerned, in the largest sense, with the ways
children use their play to construct their own humanness. Play from this
view is the work children must do to establish who they are and how they
are like and how they differ from their peers and from adults, and to test
their own powers. More narrowly, it has to do not only with social devel-
opment but also with moral development. As this area of research and
theory expands, it promises early childhood education a powerful argu-
ment for the importance of play in the curriculum. At the same time its
very nature seems to demand collaboration between researchers and
teachers.

Contributors to the Dialogue

The reader may have noted from the list of editors and contributors at
the back of this book that some of the authors are described as research-
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ers in child development and others as teachers or early childhood edu-
cators. A word about the selection of the authors seems in order. All of
the researchers, both those who made presentations and those who wrote
“the research perspectives” chapters that introduce Parts II-IV of the
book, were invited to contribute chapters because of their identification
with one of the three views on play delineated.

The authors of the “perspectives from the field” chapters that end
each part of the book are all individuals with long experience as teachers
in varied early childhood programs. All, who are also active in early
childhood organizations, responded enthusiastically to the invitation to
describe the concerns and commitments from which they view research.

The Editors’ Views

Having finally and gratefully assembled and perused 17 chapters from
authors known to be much too busy to write another word, let alone an
article of some length, we marvelled at the richness and diversity of the
ideas presented. Surely every reader will find here something to expand
and illuminate what he or she already knows about young children’s play,
some insight to modify or extend curricular provisions, or some question
to which an answer can be sought.

Perhaps that is enough said. On the other hand, the reader may
welcome some further guidance to the content of the chapters, and some
pointing to the issues that are raised. Our debates among ourselves
raised the possibility that adding our voices to the diversity of voices
already speaking in the different chapters might only create further ca-
cophony. Despite that risk we choose to be heard.

Framing Our Concerns

The first part of the book provides background by delineating issues that
surround policy for early education and care. Chapter 1 considers play
and its place in early education and care from an historical perspective,
showing that today’s issues are deeply rooted. It considers the contradic-
tions that have arisen when early childhood teachers have taken strong
positions on the importance of play but have failed to buttress their po-
sitions with strong scientific evidence. While some pioneer nursery
school teachers were able to collect systematic evidence about play from
their own classes, such collection in the face of other demands on the
teachers’ time and energy, often coupled with inadequate child develop-
ment preparation, has become increasingly difficult. Underpaid and
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overworked, as has long been the case in women’s occupations, many
early childhood teachers have experienced a sense of powerlessness that
has made the assumption of true professionalism difficult. In an occupa-
tion that is so highly labor intensive the issue of how to advance profes-
sionalism and the related recognition deserved by practice based on
scientific knowledge remains persistent and crucial.

Chapter 2, by Grubb, considers some of the history and concerns
raised in Chapter 1 but in the larger focus of public policy. He shows, on
the one hand, what is involved in quality programs and, on the other
hand, the areas where negotiation must take place, if such programs are
to come into being.

Early childhood educators, researchers, and parents reading this
chapter may well ask themselves which of their own favorite ideas serve
as shibboleths that can block progress in negotiating resolutions to policy
issues. An examination of the negotiations that eventually led to a coali-
tion of organizations that backed the proposed Act for Better Child Care
Services, which came before Congress in 1988, 1989, and 1990, might
also be instructive.

In Chapter 3, attention shifts to a single policy issue and the way it
has been dealt with in a single state, California. Smith reports on her
experience as a member of a state task force on school readiness. Its
recommendations eventuated in a new policy for programs for 4- to 6-
year-olds. The chapter raises many questions. How do the various pro-
tagonists in the story define play? Why do the views of so many teachers
appear so contradictory? Is “experiential instruction” a euphemism for
play? If so, how is the curriculum for 6-year-olds to differ from that for
4-year-olds? How do parents of varying backgrounds view such school
policy shifts?

Beardsley provides information on some of these questions in Chap-
ter 4. She describes the ways in which many teachers have responded to
the new California policy and points out the factors that may impede
progress. These include inadequate preparation for the new kind of
teaching, insufficient funding, and problems of articulation between pre-
school, kindergarten, and first grade. Most important, she considers an-
other group of stakeholders in the policy’s success, parents.

This chapter is the only one in the book that devotes a section to
parents although references are made to them throughout. Since the in-
stitutionalization of child care means that an important aspect of the
child’s life—play—may be transformed, it seems strange that so little
early childhood literature and research have given consideration to the
views of parents. One suspects that too often parents are expected to
collaborate with teachers in promoting children’s play before sufficient



