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A Note from the Editors: 
 
Welcome to our spring edition of Connections. This 
issue focuses on play in Pre Kindergarten (and the 
early elementary years) with a specific focus on how 
Pennsylvania, a Race to the Top state, has navigated 
keeping ‘play’ in the requirements in spite of the 
federal push-down. We send a huge thank you to our 
guest editor, Sandi Waite-Stupiansky, and the 
competent team of authors for their work on this 
issue.  
 
Co-Managing Editors: 
Lynn-Hartle, The Pennsylvania State University at 
Brandywine 
Karen Lindeman, Edinboro University 

 
From the Guest Editor. . . 
 
When we put out the call for submissions for this 
issue of PPP Connections, all of the people who 
responded were from Pennsylvania.  At first I 
thought this was a happy coincidence: the people in 
the state that has the letters PLAY in its name feel 
passionate about including play in their early 
childhood programs.  But as the articles began to 
come in, I realized that this is more than a 
coincidence.  Pennsylvania is one state that has 
made the commitment to write play into its 
standards from infant/toddler to second grade as a 
key approach to learning by children.  Early 
childhood educators through university professors 

are getting support  are getting support from the 
state department of education for putting play at the 
forefront of developmentally appropriate curriculum 
as an indicator of quality programing.  As you read 
the articles in this issue, you will hear the voices of 
persons working at all levels of practice, from the 
persons developing the standards to the persons 
implementing these standards on a day-to-day basis. 

are getting support from the state department of 
education for putting play at the forefront of 
developmentally appropriate curriculum as an 
indicator of quality programming. As you read the 
articles in this issue, you will hear the voices of 
persons working at all levels of practice, from the 
persons developing the standards to the persons 
implementing these standards on a day-to-day basis. 
It hasn’t been an easy journey, but the support 
systems are in place in the Keystone State. To 
paraphrase a motto that was on PA license plates a 
while back:   Play. . . you have a friend in 
Pennsylvania. 
 
Playfully yours, 
Sandi Waite-Stupiansky 
Guest Editor 
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A Case for Including Approaches to Learning 
through Play in the Pennsylvania Early Learning 

Standards 
 

By Maryanne Olley, Office of Child Development 
and Early Learning, Pennsylvania Department of 

Education* 
 
*The opinions expressed in this article are those of 
the author, not the PA Dept. of Education’s. 
 
Early education theorists, such as Piaget and 
Vygotsky, understood the positive effects of play 
and child-directed activities on cognitive 
development (Bodrova & Leong, 2003). A 
curriculum with child-directed and play-based group 
activities increases cognition compared to that of 
teacher-directed activity (Gmitrova & Gmitrov, 
2003). Many learning outcomes are realized during 
child-directed activity/play such as engagement; 
attention and persistence; task analysis; reasoning 
and problem-solving; creativity; flexibility; 
invention and resilience (Office of Child 
Development and Early Learning, 2009). These 
executive function skills and are important for 
achievement in school and life, for preparation for 
the future workforce, and for wider population 
health (Center on the Developing Child at Harvard 
University, 2014). 
 
Research findings indicate that there is an increase 
in cognition during play experiences, but an 
imbalance between affective and cognitive spheres 
in the brain during teacher-directed instruction 
(Gmitrov & Gmitrov, 2003). Young children learn 
best by exploring, investigating materials through 
child-directed hands-on learning experiences, and 
play with teacher facilitation. In developmentally 
appropriate classrooms children learn through a 
variety of contexts including learning centers, 
routines, small and large group and individualized 
instruction (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Best 
practice occurs when concepts and content children 

are expected to develop and learn are supported 
through play opportunities, themes, and projects 
with limited direct teacher instruction (Copple & 
Bredekamp, 2009). If all evidence points to play as 
an essential part of the Pre-K curriculum, why is it 
necessary to defend and advocate for play to remain 
central in the Pennsylvania State Early Learning 
Standards (Office of Child Development and Early 
Learning (2014)? 
 
The challenges to play in the PreK curriculum began 
with the standards/accountability movement at the 
turn of the twenty-first century  with the federal No 
Child Left Behind legislation (Kamenetz, 2014); 
enacted to bridge the achievement gap (Berliner, 
2011). Currently, every state and the District of 
Columbia has standards for Pre-Kindergarten and all 
states but two, South Dakota and Vermont, have 
standards for Infants and Toddlers (CEELO, 2015).  
 
Standards need not be interpreted as a need for more 
teacher-directed activities and can be valuable when 
implemented in a developmentally appropriate 
manner. Standards can help teachers be intentional 
or purposeful in their work. They are to be used to: 

• guide learning environment design, hands-on 
experiences and instruction in ways that are 
meaningful. 

• inform practitioners about curriculum and 
assessment. 

• inform families of age-appropriate 
expectations for typically developing 
children. 

 
Pennsylvania Learning Standards for Early 
Childhood were first published in 2007, revised in 
2009 and were just revised in 2014 to include 
Pennsylvania Core Standards in English Language 
Art and Mathematics based on the National 
Common Core Standards (see corestandards.org). 
Additional refinements in the 2014 standards 
include the following:  
 

1. Partnerships for Learning Standards are a 
result of a crosswalk of the Head Start 
Parent, Family and Community Engagement 
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Framework, PTA National Standards for 
Family-School Partnerships® and the 
Strengthening Families Protective Factors 
Framework™.; 

2. Addition of Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Math (STEM) Supportive 
Practices (strategies used by adults to foster 
opportunities for children’s skill 
development); and 

3. Intentional use of language for all audience 
types (center and home based child care, 
early intervention, home visiting, 
Pennsylvania Pre-K Counts (PA’s version of 
the federal “Pre K for All” initiative), and 
Head Start. 

 
In Pennsylvania though, some legislators and 
administrators interpreted the standards with 
pressures to “push down” academic content into 
lower grades in an effort to ensure children met 
proficiency in English Language Arts and Math 3rd 
grade Pennsylvania System of School Assessment 
(PSSA) tests.  Across the US, child-directed activity 
and play are disappearing in kindergarten 
classrooms (Miller & Almon, 2009; Olley, 2014) 
and there is concern that this trend will trickle down 
into pre-kindergarten classrooms. More and more 
classroom time is spent in teacher-directed 
instruction: explicit presentation of information to 
students in a very structured format (Copple & 
Bredekamp, 2009). Students have little control over 
their learning and often must memorize facts for 
later recall (Aydogan & Basyurt, 2013) while sitting 
for lengthy periods of time, which has been argued 
to be counterproductive to authentic learning 
(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009).  
 
Pennsylvania state-funded programs are required to 
use an approved comprehensive standards-aligned 
curriculum which includes alignment to all key 
learning areas in both the cognitive and non-
cognitive domains of Approaches to Learning 
through Play, Language and Literacy, Math, 
Science, Social Studies, Creative Arts, Health 
Wellness and Physical Development, Social and 
Emotional Development, and Partnerships for 

Learning. Clearly, these standards include play as 
part of the curriculum, but this paper serves to make 
sure this is clear to legislators and administrators 
who may wrongly interpret standards as a need for 
teacher directed learning.  
 
In sum, the data are now clear: children thrive in 
environments filled with opportunity for active 
engagement and hands-on exploration through play 
with a rich curricular base. Curricular goals do not 
have to constrain pedagogical practices.  Children 
can and do learn in playful classrooms (Hirsh-Pasek, 
2011). Standards within the Key Learning Areas 
found within the Pennsylvania Learning Standards 
for Early Childhood can be introduced, practiced 
with repetition, and mastered by careful 
manipulation of materials in the environment and 
opportunities for child-directed hands-on 
investigation. Child-directed choice or play should 
occur for a substantial portion of each day in pre-
kindergarten programs.  
 
In early childhood education, play is the most 
fundamental approach to learning. It provides 
children the means to learn about themselves and the 
world around them through self-directed 
experiences.  This is one of the many reasons why 
play should be encouraged and embraced in early 
care and education programs and not replaced by a 
push down of academics.  When adults recognize 
and value the function play serves and when they 
provide children ample opportunity to engage in 
playful experiences, children are given the truest 
chance to fully attain their intellectual, emotional 
and social potential.  That is why the Pennsylvania 
Early Learning Standards for Infant/Toddler through 
Second Grade has always had a section entitled, 
“Approaches to Learning through Play.” 
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The Importance of Play in PreK: A Teacher’s 

Perspective 
 

An interview with Katie Allen, Twin Creeks Head 
Start, Meadville, PA 

 
Guest Editor’s Note:  The key to making play work 
in a PreK classroom is the teacher.  He or she sets 
the tone, provides the time and materials, and 
encourages children’s play through words and 
gestures.  The teacher also communicates with 
others—parents, colleagues, supervisors—the why’s 
and how’s of play.  For this issue of PPP 

2014 Awards Announced in Dallas 
 
Patricia Monighan Nourot Award – Olga 
Jarrett  
 
Edgar Klugman Award- City of Cambridge 
Healthy Parks and Playground Task Force  
(for play research and leadership in the field 
of early childhood education) Bobby Brown  
 
Graduate Student Award- Mary Mahoney-
Ferster  
 
Nominations for 2015 Awards: Contact Jim 
Johnson at jej4@psu.edu. Award winners 
will be announced in Orlando, FL in 
November 2015.  
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Connections, I asked a veteran teacher to talk to me 
about play.  Katie Allen is a Head Start teacher who 
served as an assistant teacher as she earned her 
Associate’s Degree, became a lead teacher after she 
earned her Bachelor’s Degree, and is currently 
finishing her master’s degree in early childhood 
education.  She took time out of her busy day to 
share the following thoughts: 
 
SWS:  What are the barriers to implementing a 
play-based curriculum?   
 
KA:  The only barrier that I can see is that some 
children could play all day.  This makes it hard to 
move to other activities such as lunch or outside 
time.  I know that is a surprise that some children 
would choose to stay inside but I have two children 
this year that consistently stay in the classroom after 
the other children go outside because they say they 
don’t want to go out.  After about three minutes, 
they change their minds.  I have found it helpful to 
have these children take a toy from the classroom 
outside with them. 
 
SWS:  Do you have support for using play in the 
curriculum from parents, co-workers, supervisors, 
etc.? 
 
KA: On my first Home Visit I share with the parents 
the importance of play.  The program supplies 
parents with a pamphlet called, “The Importance of 
Play in Preschool.”  I also stress that it’s okay for 
the children to say that they just played at school 
because play is how they learn.  Parents are given 
specific questions to ask children when they come 
home instead of what did you do today.  All of my 
co-workers and supervisors have a background in 
early childhood so they understand the importance 
of play. 
 
SWS:  How hard is it for you to implement play into 
your PreK classroom?  
 
KA:  It is very easy for me to implement play in my 
classroom.  We use the High/Scope Curriculum that 
schedules the day to include “work time” where the 

children are able to choose what they want to do and 
what materials they will use.  The state of 
Pennsylvania also requires that we offer 
opportunities for the children to play throughout the 
day, both indoors and outdoors.  We are reviewed 
every two years by the state to make sure that we are 
meeting their guidelines. 
 
SWS:  Do the PA Early Learning Standards, which 
specifically address Approaches to Learning through 
Play, assist you in planning for play in your PreK 
classroom? 
 
KA:  I think that I am more focused when lesson 
planning because of the PA Early Learning 
Standards.  The standards encourage me to provide 
more open ended play type activities for small 
groups. My activities might last more than one day 
so the children can build on their ideas from the day 
before and ask for suggestions from those around 
them.  This week the children worked on using 
classroom materials to build boats.  This has been an 
interest during work time so I decided that we 
should learn a little more about boats and let them 
create their own.  They were able to work with a 
partner or by themselves and they brought items 
from home to help in their construction.  They had 
to predict if their boat will sink or float and we will 
test their prediction during work time.  Through play 
I was able to find an interest and extend it into other 
parts to the day.  The standards that address this 
activity are easily found in the Approaches to 
Learning through Play section: Use materials and 
objects to represent new concepts; Relate knowledge 
learned from one experience to a similar experience 
in a new setting; Attempt problem solving activities 
to achieve a positive outcome.  The PA Early 
Learning Standards also give great examples of 
activities and questions that can be asked during 
activities, which helps us know how to expand upon 
the children’s play in appropriate ways. 
 
SWS:  That’s a perfect example of play-generated 
curriculum.  Now, on to your needs, what do you 
need to implement play in your curriculum (e.g., 
equipment, time in the schedule, etc.)? 
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KA:  My classroom runs from 8:00-2:30, so we 
have plenty of time for play.  The program I work 
for makes sure we are well equipped with items and 
the parents are very open to donating items that can 
be used for projects.  I find that it is hard to 
incorporate open ended play items into the 
classroom, especially in the house area.  Pretend 
play items are designed to be so realistic that the 
children have a hard time thinking outside the box.  
We have added strings of beads that can be 
necklaces, food, or decorations.  Boxes have been 
added throughout the classroom.  The children have 
used the boxes as houses, cars, airplanes, and 
televisions.   
 
SWS:  You seem to be using lots of projects 
embedded in the children’s play, which reminds me 
of Lilian Katz’s project approach or the Reggio 
Emilia model from Italy.  Your students and their 
parents are very lucky to have you as their teacher!  
Thanks, Katie, for taking the time to talk to us about 
PreK and play. 
 
KA:  You’re welcome.  I could talk all day about 
my classroom and the importance of play! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
A Reflection: My Commitment to Play through 

State Committee Work  
 

By Marcia Nell 
Millersville University of PA 

 
When I was asked to write this article about my 
experience on the Pennsylvania State Curriculum 
Committee for the early learning standards on the 
Approaches to Learning through Play for grades 1 
and grades 2, I was a bit apprehensive.  My first 
recollection was my emotional turmoil after I left 
the first day of the committee work only a short year 
ago.  I was a member of a committee, which was 
given the task to review and provide specific 
feedback/suggestions on the Early Learning 
Standards for the Approaches to Learning for grades 
one and two.  Our committee was comprised of 
administrators, current first grade teachers and me as 
a representative of the higher education perspective.  
I anticipated a bit of “push” back from the 
administrators about the use of “play” in primary 
grade classrooms.  What I was not prepared for was 
the “push” from the primary teachers about the 
negative reaction many primary grade teachers had 
toward the use of the word “play” in their primary 
classrooms.   
 
Today’s climate in primary classrooms has a focus 
on standardized testing, and the impact that those 
test scores have on the public’s perception of a 
school, its administration, and the teachers, play is 
no longer considered a welcome partner in many 
primary grade contexts.  I suppose I shouldn’t have 
been surprised, there is ample evidence of the turn 
away from the importance of play to young 
children’s development as more and more 
elementary schools are limiting or even eliminating 
recess from the school day.  So, I guess eradicating 
play from within the four classroom walls is not a 
major jump to make in one’s assumptions. But what 
I find confusing is the divide between what research 
has shown to be strong evidence of best practice for 

Olga Jarrett accepts the Patricia Monighan Nourot Award 
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using play as a tool for learning and the widening 
practices of eliminating and eradicating play from 
primary classrooms and playgrounds.  
 
The primary teachers on the committee suggested 
we use the term “focused engagement” and the 
administrators readily agreed that term would be 
more palatable to teachers, administrators, and 
parents.  My heart sank.  What happened to the 
child in our teacher practice?  I am a twenty-five 
year experienced public school teacher with my 
experience all in the primary grades: kindergarten, 
first and second grade.  I came to this committee 
work armed with learning theory, solid research and 
a balance of my twenty-five years teaching practice 
as evidence for my expertise for this work. I realized 
at that moment that strong advocacy for the rights of 
children and developmentally appropriate teacher 
practices are needed more now than ever.  I cried for 
the children on my way home that evening.   
 
After a good cry, I decided there was much work to 
be done.  I contacted my fellow early childhood 
colleagues across the state of Pennsylvania and 
alerted them to the situation I was facing on this 
committee.  The support was amazing, and I will be 
forever grateful for those quick responses.  I 
returned the next day, armed with research, 
determination and a renewed sense of urgency.  I 
worked with the committee and as we came to the 
place in the conversation regarding the word “play” 
I acknowledged the elephant in the room:  the only 
ones having difficulty with the word “play” are the 
adults, certainly not children.  We began our 
discussion from the child’s perspective.  The 
standards are designed to help teachers reach our 
children and our children play!  Play is their natural 
state of being, and any parent or teacher can attest to 
that fact when they carefully observe children who 
are left on their own – they play!  If play then is this 
natural state of being, why aren’t we using play as a 
learning tool versus banning from use in the 
classroom?  If we are trying to understand children, 
then why are we not actually use the word the child 
uses: play? 
 

Pennsylvania has nationally recognized early 
learning standards that cover a wide array of 
domains, including Approaches to Learning through 
Play.  The Approaches to Learning Standards serve 
as the link between play, the child’s natural state of 
being, and the development of executive function 
skills that have been shown to be predictive of 
lifelong success, not just academic achievement.  
Research conducted by Dr. James Heckman has 
provided evidence about the importance of 
developing these skills. Neuroscientists have 
established that the brain’s impulse to play actually 
originates from the brain stem, along with other 
biological drives such as the need for food, water, 
and shelters-essential survival elements.  Our need 
to play is inherently wired.  We simply can’t remove 
play without removing one of our vital human 
needs!  We certainly wouldn’t eliminate lunch, 
would we?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Our committee work was strongly supported by the 
facilitators within the Office of Child Development 
and Early Learning (OCDEL), the agency 
overseeing early childhood education in 
Pennsylvania. The facilitators worked alongside the 
committee and provided wording as well as 

When we take a more global look at education 
and using Finland as an example, we notice 
some stark differences.  First, Finland has 
ranked as number one with the highest PISA 
test scores in reading, math, and science for 
the past several years.  What I find most 
interesting is their teacher practices that they 
describe as the reasons for such success for 
their children.  Finland provides early 
childhood education for all their children.  
This early education is play-based and, 
therefore, the children are encouraged to 
wonder, to discover, and to play.  Finland does 
not provide formal schooling instruction until 
children reach the age of seven. The early 
childhood education in Finland uses the 
research compiled in the United States, and it 
works! 



 

Page 8 
 

encouragement.  At the end of day two, our work 
was completed and the word play survived and 
remained as part of the standards.  The Approaches 
to Learning through Play Standards served as the 
bridge to facilitate best practices within our primary 
grade classrooms across the state.  The Approaches 
to Learning through Play Standards have gone 
through several other iterations of revisions and 
committee work.  With the leadership and 
knowledgeable facilitators that understand child 
development, our PA Early Learning Standards 
remain strong and available to all practitioners, 
administrators, and community members.   
 
Pennsylvania has started a P-3 Initiative to bring 
together preschool directors, preschool teachers, 
elementary administrators, and primary grade 
teachers to build networks of professionals sharing 
their expertise and understandings across the 
preschool to primary grade continuum, which 
benefits children across the state. OCDEL is 
sponsoring four Governor’s Institutes for the P-3 
Initiative across the state during the summer of 2015 
for selected groups willing to do the hard work of 
building networks of professionals to support young 
children.  There is also a Community Innovation 
Grant available to also support this P-3 alignment.  
Our state has taken a stand for our young children 
that is built upon the research and professional 
understanding of multiple stakeholders.  We intend 
to be leaders in the nation and champions for 
children! 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Statement to be included in the front section of the 
updated Approaches to Learning through Play for Grades 
1 and Grades 2 (2015) 
 
Approaches to Learning through Play Standards 
(ALPS) describe the essential life skills that enable a child 
to grow, learn, develop and become a successful member 
of his/her community.   The use and development of these 
skills begin at birth and continue across the human life 
span.  ALPS address how a child gathers and constructs 
knowledge, organizes and understands information, 
applies that knowledge, and transfers the self-constructed 
learning beyond the immediate moment. The child must 
develop these imperative capacities in order to understand 
and utilize the content of literacy, mathematics, science, 
social studies, as well as necessary emotional wellbeing 
and lifelong success.  It is essential to provide children 
with optimal learning opportunities that feature the 
development of these skills as the key component of 21st 
Century classrooms across our state.   
 
From the moment of birth, healthy children are in a 
continuous state of exploring, discovering, and 
constructing meaningful relationships with the world 
around them.  These innate qualities support children as 
they venture out to connect with and understand the world 
in which they live.  When children are encouraged to 
follow their innate inquisitiveness they develop processes 
that enable them to succeed in answering important self-
constructed “how” or “I wonder” questions.  While 
children follow their own self-directed leads, they may be 
unsure of the outcome but are willing to take that risk to 
find out what will happen next.  This outlook provides the 
child with great pleasure as they interact successfully to 
understand their world; therefore they desire to return to 
this preferred state of mind again and again.  Children 
enjoy learning that includes active self-direction, positive 
anticipation, risk taking, pleasure, knowledge construction, 
absorption in the moment and the desire to return to this 
state of mind, which is what we call play.  Therefore, play 
is a powerful learning tool that enables the child to grow 
and develop a lifelong love of learning.  Play is the child’s 
natural state of mind and therefore influences all of the 
child’s domains of development including physical, 
cognitive, language, social, aesthetic and emotional.  And 
equally as important, play as a focused state of mind, 
provides the child with a context and positive attitude in 
which to develop their Approaches to Learning skills, 
which are shown to lead to lifelong success. Jim Johnson leading our annual business meeting in Dallas in 

November of 2014. 
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An Editorial: To Guide or Not to Guide 
Children’s Play? 

 
By Sandi Waite-Stupiansky, Edinboro University 

 
The new book by NAEYC, Exploring Play (Bohart, 
Charner, & Koralek, 2015) arrived in my mailbox 
the other day.  Yes! I thought to myself.  Finally, 
NAEYC is taking a firm stand and endorsing the 
value of play as the child’s natural way to learn.  My 
excitement soon turned to dismay as I read the 
introduction to the book.  In an almost apologetic 
tone, Hirsh-Pasek and Golinkoff (2015) give a 
rationale for advocating for more guided play than 
“free play” in the early childhood curriculum.  My 
students know how much I cringe when the words 
“free play” are used to describe what I call 
“spontaneous play.” I cringe because of the images I 
get when picturing free play.  I remember Lilian 
Katz saying how much she hates that phrase when 
she was a speaker at the Annual Conference of 
NAEYC several years back. So why did Hirsh-Pasek 
and Golinkoff (2015) select these particular words 
when describing the type of play that others of us 
describe as spontaneous, child-directed, and 
intrinsically motivated play?  Probably they were 

picturing the free-for-all type of play that they don’t 
want to see in early childhood classrooms.  Of 
course, none of us wants a free-for-all in the way 
that Dewey described when there is minimal adult 
presence and maximum chaos.  One of the things I 
have learned after working with hundreds of pre- 
and in-service teachers is that it takes a very skilled 
practitioner to set up the democratic, trusting 
environment that allows for children to make 
authentic choices in their play without over directing 
them.  So we need to be careful with our choice of 
words and not let “free play” slip back into the 
lexicon. 
In their excellent book on play, Play at the Center 
of the Curriculum, Van Hoorn, Nourot, Scales, and 
Alward (2015) propose a continuum for adult roles 
in children’s play.  They start with less adult 
intervention such as setting the stage by allowing the 
time, accessories, and support for children’s play; 
move to more interventive roles such as parallel 
player and participant, then, on to the far side of the 
continuum which is the most directive role:  play 
tutor.  They make a strong case for adults to start 
with and move to the less interventive roles as soon 
as the children are taking over their play 
successfully so that the children have control and 
genuine choices in their play.  I don’t remember 
reading the phrase “free play” anywhere in this 
book, which was a deliberate omission on the 
authors’ part, I think.  Yet, Hirsh-Pasek and 
Golinkoff (2015) used “free play” six times in their 
two-page introduction to Exploring Play. 
The debate between guided or structured play and 
spontaneous, child-directed play takes me back to 
the early days when the words “Developmentally 
Appropriate Practice” or DAP were taking hold.  
Many of us were appalled at the chaotic classrooms 
teachers were allowing in the name of DAP.  Folks 
like Sue Bredekamp traveled the country to 
convince teachers that DAP doesn’t mean “hands 
off” or laissez faire on the part of the teachers.  If 
anything, it’s more work to set up a classroom based 
on the children’s individual and group 
developmental needs in developmentally appropriate 
programs.  Likewise, we don’t want to return to the 

Walter Drew (r) presenting Bobby Brown (l) the 
Edgar Klugman Award for the City of Cambridge 

Healthy Parks and Playground Task Force.  
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days when play is defined as either guided or free, 
with little variation in between. 
But it feels like the dichotomy is being set up in the 
same way whereby children’s spontaneous play is 
touted as “free play” in the romantic sense used by 
Rousseau centuries ago vs. more guided play in the 
Montessori or neo-Vygotskian sense.  I’m arguing 
that this is a false dichotomy and very outdated.  
Play falls along a continuum from chaotic, free-for-
all play to adult-structured, directed play.  And, by 
definition, adult-directed play is not play in the 
truest sense of the word.  It doesn’t meet the criteria 
of being child-directed, intrinsically-motivated, and 
other agreed upon definitions of play in the literature 
over the last three decades.  Adult-directed play is 
disguised as play, but it isn’t play in the true sense 
of the word.   The play we are talking about in this 
issue of PPP Connections is the play that falls in the 
middle of the continuum.  It is the state of being that 
children enter when they are in the flow of play that 
is neither chaotic nor adult directed.  Their whole 
bodies are involved when they play, engaging every 
aspect of development:  physical, cognitive, social, 
and emotional.  It is the way they learn about their 
worlds as they negotiate with the physical objects, 
other people (real and fantasized), and their own 
thoughts and proclivities when they play.   There are 
many variations in the types of play children engage 
in, often having to do with the way adults set the 
context for the play.   
If adults give children limited choices and focus 
more on the outcome of the play, children’s play 
may be playful and fun, but not child-driven and 
intrinsically motivating in the way of true play.  If 
adults set the stage by providing props, time, and 
encouragement, then allow children opportunities to 
make authentic choices about how to use the props, 
what roles to choose, and how to communicate 
without adult intervention, then true play can—and 
will—happen.  The processes of play become more 
important than the products.   Some examples of 
processes include problem solving, communicating, 
compromising, and so much more.  I asked myself, 
why is this type of spontaneous play so important?  
To get to the answer, I traveled back to my days 
studying with Bill Corsaro in his graduate courses 

on play.  He re-introduced me to the genius of 
Piaget and the argument that children need to play 
with each other because they are equals on the 
power hierarchy.  As equals, they experience mutual 
reciprocity as they negotiate the social, linguistic, 
and problem solving aspects of their play.  As two 
children build with blocks without adult 
intervention, they must decide for themselves who 
does what, how high or wide they should build, the 
distribution of resources, and so on.  It is through 
this negotiating and compromising that children 
form the roots of moral reasoning, distributive 
justice, self-regulation, and meaningful use of 
language to communicate one’s ideas, and more.  
Children would not have the opportunity to practice 
all of these essential skills if adults were constantly 
“guiding” their play.  No matter how hard we try, as 
adults we wield power over the children’s play.  
Interactions switch from a volley between and 
among the children to a volley back and forth with 
the adult when adults are part of the play.  It took 
me years under Bill Corsaro’s tutelage to learn how 
to observe children’s play without intervening so 
that I could study play in its naturalistic forms.   
My message to NAEYC is this:   let’s speak the 
same language and not demonize spontaneous play 
by our choice of words.  After all, there are fifty 
shades of play—it is not all black or white. 
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Rodriguez Alward, K.  (2015). Play at the Center of 

Curriculum (6th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ:  
Pearson. 

 
Reviewed by Michelle Kimmy, Edinboro University 

 
The team of authors of Play at the Center of 
Curriculum provides a comprehensive answer to the 
question of why play should be at the center of 
every early childhood curriculum.  The book 
contains a multitude of information contributed by 
experts and professionals in the field who blend 
theory and practice into purposeful reading.  This 
text provides both pre-service and in-service 
teachers with the knowledge of why and how to 
incorporate effective play into the classroom to help 
children develop and learn while meeting state and 
national standards.  The book additionally has a test 
bank and study guide for university instructors that 

was created by the authors to enhance the text as a 
teaching tool. 
The book begins with a detailed explanation of the 
foundations of play and development, supported by 
researchers Piaget, Vygotsky, Erikson, and Mead.  
The importance of play and development is 
described through the eyes of four practicing 
teachers and tells the story of how play works in 
each of their classrooms through personal anecdotes 
and examples.  The book focuses on the significance 
of developmentally appropriate practices in early 
childhood classrooms and how to utilize play to 
carry out these types of activities. The authors guide 
the reader through a continuum of play 
instrumentation strategies, ranging from indirect 
strategies such as ‘setting the stage’ to direct 
strategies for teachers that include taking the role of 
participant. These strategies guide teachers to 
interact with children during play in intentional and 
meaningful ways. Pre-service teachers are 
encouraged to note the ‘play space’ and enter play 
without taking it over or changing it.  An important 
feature of the text in our standards-driven, test-
focused climate is one whole chapter on play as a 
tool for assessment which is especially important to 
show pre-service teachers how authentic assessment 
and play can be used to assess our teaching and 
guide our instruction. Also, the authors describe 
types of play, building on Parten’s work as a 
foundation, in an easy to understand and effective 
way that is readable to both novice and experienced 
teachers.   
 
After developmental theories and the basics of play 
have been explained, the book continues on with a 
full chapter on several content areas (i.e., math, 
literacy, art, science, technology, etc.) which 
includes specific examples of children at play and 
how their play aligns to each content area.  National 
standards for science and Common Core Standards 
for literacy and math are included. Play and 
socialization is focused on in one chapter and 
highlights a crucial point in support of a play-
centered curriculum with the statement:  “Play 
provides a bridge between theory and practice” (p. 
315).  The entire text emphasizes and supports that 
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fact that play is a way to take all of the research on 
how children learn best and create learning 
opportunities in the classroom. 
 
A chapter is also dedicated to technology, where the 
authors pair the topic with toys and the marketing of 
toys and technology to families.  The authors 
provide an abundant wealth of knowledge on the 
utilization of toys in a valuable way including a 
section on gender-based characteristics associated 
with toys.  Digital technologies that are meaningful, 
active and engaging for children are preferred over 
passive screen technologies. A helpful chart is 
provided that aids the reader in discovering if the 
technology they have chosen aligns well with 
developmental play and provides a meaningful 
experience (see p. 392).   

Another beneficial aspect of this text is that each 
chapter highlights examples of family diversity and 
how children can be supported in the early 
childhood classroom.  These examples provide the 
readers with relatable scenarios to help meet the 
needs of diverse students in their classroom.  In 
reading these family diversity scenarios, a wide-
range of diversity was evident, from children 
dealing with a deployed parent to English Language 
Learners in the classroom.   
 
Advocating for play is emphasized throughout the 
book as the authors provide the reader with 
examples and scenarios to aid in becoming engaged 
as an advocate for children and for play.  To become 
informed advocates, pre-service teachers can use the 
information in this text to support their case with 
sound evidence of the crucial prominence play has 
in the early childhood curriculum.  
  
Play at the Center of the Curriculum is a 
comprehensive text that can be utilized to introduce 
or review the prominence play should have in the 
early childhood classroom.  Pre-service teachers can 
gain insights in the book and learn about ways to 
implement play and practicing teachers can refresh 
their practices to ensure play is a focus of their early 
childhood curriculum.  The authors offer practical 
ways to implement a play-centered curriculum while 

meeting standards and gaining insight for ongoing 
assessment of children.  Armed with the knowledge 
in this book, early childhood teachers will be able to 
successfully support all children in their classrooms 
through play. 
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