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By James £ Johnson, Ph D [ June 21, 2003]

I am very pleased to be asked to write a new preface for this
Chinese translation of Play and Early Childhood Development ,
and I am honored by the fact that the book is being translated for
readers of the most dominant language in the world.

For over thirty years I have been active in researching the
play of children and studying the roles of adults in children’s
play. My first research investigations on these topics were
conducted in the early 1970s as a graduate student at Wayne State
University in Detroit, Michigan. I was involved in a research
project led by Professor Eli Saitz which investigated the effects of
thematic fantasy play training on the cognitive development of
preschoolers from impoverished backgrounds. At the same time,
under the supervision of Dr. Carolyn Shantz, I did my disser-
tation using an overlapping sample of research participants. My
dissertation examined both the relationships among imaginative
play and intelligence and creative thinking in young children, as
well as the influence of mother-child play interaction and story-
book sharing interaction on preschooler’s intelligence and
divergent thinking task performances and their spontaneous play
with peers. From these studies in a small way, and many others
over the years completed by many different researchers, has come

>
~
S
®

33eJald |en



6 IR 5L PRI R

the growing recognition of the importance of children’s play in
development and the roles of parents and teachers in supporting
and scaffolding children’s play.

Through the pages of this book we have sought to relate
research and theory devoted to play and development with early
education practice and policy. Three major recurrent ideas that
appear across the chapters are; (1)quality play in early childhood
as a prelude to positive functioning later on in development
(e.g., imaginative play as a precursor to divergent thinking);
(Z2)play as a way to express individual tastes and interests, a way
of becoming a unique personality; and (3) play as a means of
connecting with others, of achieving a social sense of self,
becoming a member of a community.

In addition, four broad questions run throughout the text.
Chapter one tackles the complex problem of trying to answer the
question, “What is play?” Theories, concepts, and definitions of
play are presented. Chapter two deals with the question, “What
good is play?” Research is presented on the relation of play with a
variety of behaviors and with a number of dimensions or domains
of child development. Other chapters in the first half of the book
are concerned with the development of play (chapter three),
individual differences (chapter four), cultural and social class
factors (chapter five), and play intervention in therapy, hospital
and special education situations (chapter six).

The second half of the book addresses itself more to the
remaining two thematic questions, which are: “What is good
play?” and “How can we adults make it better?” Chapter seven is
on research concerning intervention techniques and play
facilitation strategies, with chapter eight on play assessment, and
chapters nine and ten on indoor and outdoor environments,
respectively. The final chapter concerns itself mainly with play

and curriculum, with special attention to emerging literacy.



Overall, we have tried to convey accurate summaries of complex
research areas. We have tried to present thoughtful and balanced
treatment of difficult and controversial issues for which there are
usually neither definitive research-based answers nor ready-made
solutions for practitioners or policy-makers.

The present book is the second edition of the first text book
ever published in the English language summarizing and integra-
ting research in the field of children’s play. Since the initial
appearance of the pioneering Play and Early Childhood Develop-
ment in 1987, through the second edition’s appearance in 1999,
and right up to the present time, there has been a steady rise in
research productivity on play, child development, and early
childhood education. Many other similar texts have been written;
many new courses on children’s play and development and early
education have been developed and taught in higher education.
Several new professional organizations devoted to the topic have
been formed, such as the international Playing for Keeps and the
Play, Policy, and Practices Special Interest Forum of the Nation-
al Association for the Education of Young Children.

Over the years a great deal of time, energy, and resources
have been expended across disciplines and across national borders
trying to improve understanding and communication of ideas and
findings pertaining to theory and practice on play, child
development, and early education. The intense interest in this
project seems unabated and is likely to grow in the future as we
seck to prepare new generations of the 21% century to be
“bicultural” ~ both global citizens and citizens of particular local
“cultures.

Play is the universal language of childhood. Play also
represents the grammar of each culture. Play as a special language
of the human species carries a two-fold semantic load — play is a

form of communication and play is a statement about communi-
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cation. As a form of communication, play expresses a carrier
function that seems very similar across cultures; at the same time
the content of play, which both reflects and expresses the
particular culture, is a metaphor for a culture, a signal definable
or comprehensible within that cultural community. With the
production, dissemination, integration and utilization of play
scholarship on a world-wide scale, hopefully we will acquire a
better understanding of these two ideas standing side by side, in
relation to one another. Surely we cannot help but be struck by
cultural differences in play; yet we fully appreciate also the
underlying universal qualities in the process of play, such as its
fluidity, spontaneity and its changing and multiple forms.
Children’s play in its pure state, as well as when it is harnessed by
adults for other ends (i.e. goals related to education, therapy or
development) promises to help confront the challenges and
difficulties of the unknown future, including being bicultural (i.
e., sense of selfhood combining a global identity plus a cultural
identity) in the 21" century.

Indeed. children’s play is both an end in itself and a means to
other ends. Just as it is important to avoid ethnocentricity when
viewing children’s play, recognizing and appreciating cultural
differences as well as similarities, it is likewise important avoid
adult-centricity. We must try to take the child’s point of view.
David Elkind (2003) recently distinguished adult-functional versus
child-experiential vantage points in viewing children’s play. The
adult-functional is adult-centric and emphasizes the utility of
children’s play for some ulterior motive that the adult possesses,
such as play helps the child become ready for school, or to learn
how to share and cooperate, or to control impulses and regulate
affect. Adult-centric lens are not invalid or inappropriate ways
through which to apprehend children’s play; they are just very

limited. We must also try to put ourselves in the shoes of the



children and try to understand what are their experiences when
they are playing. We must strive to imagine this. For Elkind, this
is the child-experiential perspective. We need to remember that
for children, according to Elkind, what makes play genuinely
play is that it has no other aim than the pleasure of the activity
itself. When playing children are in a special state of being where
they are not concerned about adult evaluations of them, or
achieving an external goal. They are in a blissful state of play
where such things do not matter. Of course, while playing they
may be achieving other adultcentric goals, such as releasing
tensions or learning new skills or values, but this is not what is on
the minds of the children themselves. We must as adults think
about this, and respect play and children with reinforced
commitment to the reality that children are people too!

To conclude, 1 have two important questions to ask you.
First, why should you read this book? There are many different
reasons. One might be that the book is required reading for a
course you are taking. Perhaps you are intellectually curious about
the subject matter that may be new for you. You may love
children and think this book may assist you in nurturing them for
a brighter future. Whatever your reasons are don’t you agree that
it is helpful to reflect on your own genuine motivations for your
actions when embarking upon a new undertaking. In reading this
book what do you hope to accomplish, really?

Second, how should you read this book? From the start [
suggest that you should “go meta”, so to speak, and “think about
your own thinking”, as you begin to process new information
about a topic that may be new for you. Ask critical questions of
the text, such as how valid or well-founded generalizations from
research studies seem to you. Are research findings or suggestions
for early childhood practice set forth from within one cultural

context reasonable in another cultural context, such as your own?
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In other words, I recommend that you stay active and use your
imaginative powers and “play with” the book’s content, while you
do your reading in earnest. Learning and growth in understanding
comes from being very serious and very playful at the same time!
If this is how you read this book, then I bet that you will enjoy
and will benefit from studying this book to the same extent as the
considerable degree to which Jim Christie and I have enjoyed and
benefited from writing it together, our own form of collaborative

constructive play!
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