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A Note from the Editors:  
Welcome to a follow up of the Fall 2016 &  Spring 
2017 Connections! Issues that focused on what is 
working in early childhood play-based classrooms 
across the country. This issue follows a similar 
format and focuses on how observing play informs 
our own theories of practice: “Watch and Listen to 
the Children”. 

We want to thank our long time member of PPP 
and our first editor of Connections, Sandi Waite-
Stupiansky for leading the charge as Guest Editor 
for this issue.   

Co-Managing Editors:  
Karen Lindeman Ph.D., Edinboro University  
Lynn Hartle Ph. D., The Pennsylvania State 
University at Brandywine  

From the Guest Editor: 
Sandi Waite-Stupiansky, Professor Emerita, 
Edinboro University, PA 

This issue of PPP Connections explores 
the notion that children’s play has informed most 
of the influential early childhood theorists of the 
twentieth century, including Piaget, Erikson, and 
Vygotsky. On a more personal level, observing 
children’s play informs our own theories of 
practice, whether we are new to the early 
childhood profession or have been active in this 
field for many decades.   

Using the format of the last two issues of 
Connections, I asked several authors to respond to 
these ideas, which are fleshed out in the article 

entitled, “Watch and Listen to the Children.” Judy 
Van Hoorn did so in a way that is wise and timely, 
drawing upon some of her earliest work on play.  
Dorothy Justus Sluss preferred an interview 
format, in which she shared how her life 
experiences with children and their teachers 
informed her theories of play.  And Ashley Lauren 
Sullivan, a new voice in the PPP choir, lent her 
insight to a review of a recent book on early 
childhood theorists.   Finally, I tried to translate the 
ideas expressed in this issue into recommendations 
and suggestions for teachers who want to advance 
their own practice and/or advocate for using play 
to inform theory and research. 

We dedicate this issue of PPP Connections 
to Dr. Barbara Scales, whose passing earlier this 
year gives us pause as we reflect on the legacy of 
her invaluable contributions to the early childhood 
field, particularly her insights into the value of 
play.  Judy Van Hoorn’s article gives readers a 
glimpse into Barbara’s lasting influence. 

Thank you to all of the contributors, who took time 
from their full and busy lives to share with us their 
thoughts on the power of children’s play. 
Enjoy! 
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Watch and Listen to the Children   
By Sandra Waite-Stupiansky  Professor Emerita, 

Edinboro University, Pennsylvania 

When revisiting the theories and research 
of many of the “giants” in the early childhood field 
for a recent book (Cohen & Waite-Stupiansky, 
Eds., 2017), I was struck by a common 
denominator that ran through much of the work of 
these theorists.   An underlying theme became 
clear to me:  many theorists developed their 
seminal ideas after carefully watching children 
play.  What stood out to me was how their 
observations of children’s PLAY were the source 
of and inspiration for much of their research and 
theorizing.  This led me to think about flipping 
around the way I have been thinking about 
research and theory influencing practice and start 
thinking about how practice—in this case, play—
impacts research and theory.   Is this a perspective 
I missed over the last 45 years of my studies and 
teachings in early childhood settings?  I fear it is 
so. 

Jean Piaget is my first case in point.  As he 
watched children play on the local playgrounds in 
Geneva, Switzerland, or watched his own three 
children play when they were infants and toddlers, 
he constructed his ideas about how children learn.  

He watched them form hypotheses, test out new 
ideas, build on the ideas of others, and negotiate 
their points of view.  All of these actions led him to 
theorize about how children’s moral, cognitive, 
social, and physical development occur.  He saw 
disequilibrium in action as children’s existing ideas 
conflicted with the new realities they confronted.  
He saw children’s moral ideas of right and wrong, 
reciprocity and mutual respect played out in front 
of him as children played and worked out the rules 
that allowed the play to continue.  All of these 
observations laid the foundation for Piaget’s 
theories and further research.  Piaget was one of 
the most astute observers of children.  That is why, 
I argue, we still use his theories today.  And it all 
began with watching the children close to him as 
they played. 

Let us next consider Italian Maria 
Montessori, who did not have children of her own 
but studied children around her, many of whom 
had special needs, very carefully.  She used her 
lens as a medical doctor to watch children interact 
with the environment.  She realized that the 
environment, specifically the objects with which 
the children were interacting, were teaching the 
children as they explored (or we might say, 
“played”) with the way the objects function, 
whether it was stacking progressively smaller 
blocks or experimenting with the sounds of 
cylinders filled with different materials.  As 
children explored the materials, they formulated 
ideas of how the physical world works.   

Montessori watched children engage their 
senses as they explored and worked on ways to 
target particular senses with the materials she 
developed.  She was not a proponent of pretend 
play, which reminded her of mental health 
pathologies in adults who had difficulty separating 
fantasy from reality, but based her theory on the 
constructive and explorative play of children.  She 
famously called children’s play, the “work” of 
childhood, which was her way of stressing its 
importance.  Montessori teachers, or directresses or 
directors in Montessori’s parlance, are taught to be 
keen observers of children’s work, or many of us 
would call “play,” before intervening in the 
relationship between the child and the objects with 
which he or she is interacting.  It is only after the 
teacher fully understands the child’s level of skill 
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and knowledge that intervention and teaching can 
occur.  Thus, Montessori teachers are informed by 
the children’s play as they formulate the best 
approaches for each child, which is theory-building 
on a smaller scale for each individual child.  
Montessori and her followers were—and still are-- 
influenced by children’s interactions with objects 
and the environment. 

Moving to a Russian theorist who has 
influenced American early childhood education for 
the last three decades, Lev Vygotsky, a 
contemporary of Piaget’s in the early 1900’s, but 
died in his thirties of tuberculosis, watched 
children’s play closely over his short lifetime, 
starting with his own child and children in local 
schools, which he called “laboratories” (Bedrova 
& Leong, 2017, p.62).   Vygotsky saw play, 
specifically pretend play, as the primary way 
preschoolers (children between four and six years 
old) learn.  He observed that children at play 
pushed themselves into a zone of optimal learning, 
which he called the Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD).  This was a cornerstone of 
his theory of learning and a stage of development 
during the four- to six-year-olds’ lives.  As 
children played, he witnessed them pushing 
themselves to new levels of understanding as they 
took risks and made new discoveries.  So 
Vygotsky was very much influenced by watching 
children play. 

To test how my idea holds with American 
theorists, I considered how John Dewey, probably 
the most influential of all American educational 
philosophers, incorporated play into his theory, 
often called “progressivism.”  His contention that 
learning is active, not passive, and based on real-
life applications within the learner’s life, sounds 
like a textbook definition of play.  Play is always 
active, with the player fully engaged in mind, if not 
in body.  Play is problem-solving, which was 
crucial to Dewey’s theory.  And play is real for the 
player as she or he constructs reality with objects 
and fellow players.  Dewey contended that if the 
environment for learning (or play) became too 
chaotic, little benefit would result.  On the other 
end of the spectrum, if the environment for 
learning (or play) was too structured, few benefits 
could come from it as well.  The ideal environment 
is between these two poles, not too structured or 

chaotic, but allowing enough freedom for choice 
that the child can make decisions, act on them, and 
learn from mistakes within a safe setting, which is 
the definition of play.  In the mid-1900s, John 
Dewey was formulating his approach based on the 
active engagement of the learner in a safe 
environment that allowed for risk-taking, which he 
theorized as the ideal environment for learning.  
So, Dewey, too, based many of his ideas on his 
observations of children at play. 

Erik Erikson, who fled Germany in the 
1930s, then spent most of his life in the U.S., was 
busy formulating his ideas of how children, 
adolescents, and adults develop emotionally.  
Steeped in Freudian theory, he branched out to 
study and theorize about how children’s social 
contexts impact the development of healthy or 
unhealthy emotional adaptations.  Moving from the 
more internal drive theory of Freud to the more 
external examination of the impact of social 
relationships, Erikson postulated that humans 
progress through a series of tensions that arise at 
predictable times in their lives.  The first of these 
tensions is between trust and mistrust, which 
infants from zero to two years old experience as 
they learn to trust those around them to meet their 
every need.  If their social relations are not 
trustworthy, an overwhelming sense of mistrust 
results.   

Later in his life, Erik Erikson and his wife, 
Joan Erikson, argued that the poles of the tensions, 
such as trust and mistrust, are not either/or 
opposites, but rather create a healthy balancing act 
for the developing individual who continues to 
experience both poles throughout life.  So did play 
influence the Eriksons’ theory?  I would argue 
“yes.”  In the examples the Eriksons’ give of the 
social interactions that form the context of a young 
child’s life, play is central.  An infant develops 
trust as he or she interacts with the significant 
adults in day-to-day caregiving, such as feeding, 
diapering, and comforting.  But that is only part of 
the story.  Infants react to the playful interactions 
of peek-a-boo, clapping games, tickling, and more.  
These are the interactions that lay the foundation 
for trust and a sense of security.  As infants 
become toddlers and start to exert autonomy in 
everything from toileting, language, and mobility, 
the playful interactions with those around them can 
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lead to a healthy sense of autonomy or an 
overwhelming sense of shame and doubt.  The 
Eriksons argued that a healthy balance of 
autonomy, with a touch of shame if deserved, is 
essential for healthy socio-emotional development.  
And the Eriksons saw this healthy adaptation 
develop as the child interacts—or plays—with 
those around him or her.  Furthermore, Erik 
Erikson used play in his clinical practice for both 
diagnosis and therapeutic purposes, signaling the 
value he placed on play as a means to unlock—and 
heal--a child’s psychosocial development. 

Another European-American theorist, who 
was born and raised in Hungary, but immigrated to 
the U.S. in 1957, Magda Gerber, developed an 
approach for working with infants and toddlers 
called, “Educaring.”  She began with Erikson’s 
notion of trust, but put the onus of responsibility on 
the caregivers to respect and trust the child, more 
than the other way around.  In her words, “Basic 
trust in the child to be an initiator, and explorer, 
and a self-learner” (Gerber & Johnson, 1998, p. 4).   
In other words, we must trust the child to be a 
player.  Gerber was a clear proponent of following 
the child in all practices, which starts with 
watching and listening to the child’s signals from 
the earliest of ages.  As adults get to know the 
child through all of the interactions, including play, 
they can develop appropriate “educaring” 
programs for the individual child.  Thus it is 
through the children’s play that the adults 
formulate hypotheses (or theories) about how 
children learn.  So the play informs practice from 
the very youngest ages according to Gerber’s 
theory. 

Sara Smilansky, the Israeli researcher who 
spent the end of her career in the U.S., conducted 
her observations of children from war torn regions 
and non-war torn regions of the Middle East in the 
second half of the 1900s.  As she observed children 
at play, she developed a taxonomy for classifying 
and evaluating children’s play.  She famously 
coined the term “sociodramatic play” to designate 
the pretend play involving more than one child.  
Her taxonomy laid out a means for researchers to 
track the development of play, particularly socio-
dramatic play, as it became more mature and 
complex with experience and age.  A major finding 
of Smilansky was that children of similar 

chronological age but differing life experiences, 
such as the trauma of war, played differently.  The 
play of children who were traumatized by war 
showed less mature and developed play than their 
age mates.  This was a finding that was only 
possible by carefully observing children and their 
natural play patterns. 

All of these theorists, from Piaget to 
Smilansky, developed important theories of play 
and all of them did so by observing children as 
they played.  This is an important piece of the 
puzzle that is often overlooked; their theories 
would not have been possible otherwise.  
Contemporary educators and researchers can apply 
this model in their own work, and, as described in 
the next section, have been doing so for the last 
quarter century. 
Implications for Theory and Research 

In the second half of the twentieth century, 
there was a paradigm shift in educational research 
and theory as prominent researchers began 
questioning the deductive, hypothesis-testing 
approach to research design in education and 
offering alternatives that were more inductive and 
theory-generative.   These alternatives became 
known in the 1980s as naturalistic design (see 
Lincoln & Guba, 1985) under the umbrella of 
qualitative research; researchers used ethnographic 
methods borrowed from anthropology to study 
children in their “natural” environments rather than 
under experimental conditions.  Research became 
more descriptive than experimental.  For data 
analysis, the process of induction was used more 
than deduction to search for patterns and trends in 
the data, in other words, letting the data determine 
the hypotheses, rather than the other way around.  
This new paradigm fit researchers who studied 
play more closely as researchers spent time in the 
field observing and recording children during their 
natural play.  Sociologists, such as William 
Corsaro (1997), conducted ethnographic research 
on children’s play and found patterns in peer 
culture, as he called it, as children negotiated, 
communicated, and went to great measures to 
protect and propel their play.  This research was 
enlightening for educators, curriculum designers, 
and psychologists.  It brought to light new 
understandings about children at play and the 
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complexity of their interactions as they engage in 
what many people thought of as “just play.” 

Videotaping and other methods of 
recording children in their natural play 
environments opened new ways of collecting and 
analyzing data so that patterns in the children’s 
play could form the foundation of new theories of 
moral development, friendship and social 
development, peer culture, language development, 
physical development, cognitive development, and 
more.  My argument is that on a much more 
localized scale, practitioners can use many of the 
same methods of observing children’s play in their 
own practice and develop theories and hypotheses 
of their own to enrich their curriculum and 
approach.  For specific ideas on what this can look 
like in a classroom, see the box entitled, 
“Recommendations and Suggestions for 
Practitioners” in this issue of PPP Connections. 

In summary, much of what we know about 
children—how they develop, learn, thrive, and 
make sense of their worlds—we learned by 
watching them as they played.  This was true for 
the theorists in early childhood education and 
remains true today for contemporary practitioners 
as they busily apply their knowledge to their craft 
every day.  Play lays the foundation for all of us 
and is at the heart of all that we do and know. 
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 (Response to Watch and Listen to the Children)  

Practice and Theory: Another View from 
the Bridge 

by Judith Van Hoorn, Professor Emerita, 
University of the Pacific 

Watch and Listen to the Children provides a 
great springboard for reflections and conversations 
about play, practice, and theory. Reading it led me 
to think more about four key points Sandi makes:  

• that “many theorists developed their seminal 
ideas after carefully watching children’s play.”  

• that “practice – in this case play – impacts 
research and theory.”  

• that practitioners can base their practice on 
theorists who developed theories based on 
observations of children’s play.  

Most of all, Sandi’s insightful point about flipping 
around how we think about relationships between 
practice and theory led me to reflect on the 
theoretical contributions of Millie Almy (1915-
2001) a lifelong advocate for play.  
The Continuing Challenge for Early Childhood 
Educators: Developing a Theory of Practice 

Millie Almy emphasized the need for early 
childhood educators to develop a of theory 
practice, i.e., constructing a theory that connects 
our actual, daily program practices and children’s 
experiences, development, and learning. In PPP we 
can view a theory of practice as a way to connect 
advocacy for play with advocacy for recognition of 
the professional field of early childhood education.  

Millie was an active and articulate advocate 
for play in her role as president, then vocal past 
president, of NAEYC, as well as a prolific writer 
and senior advisor to Teachers College Press’s 
influential Early Childhood Education Series. She 
was mentor and friend of several generations of 
masters and doctoral students at Columbia 
Teachers College and UC Berkeley. Here’s one of 
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many examples, one I remember well because it is 
so pivotal in my thinking about the importance of 
play. 

It was 1987, exactly 30 years ago, and 
Millie was encouraging three just-completed-
doctoral students Barbara Scales (to whom this 
newsletter is dedicated), Patricia Monighan 
Nourot, and myself as we drafted the last chapter 
of our first co-authored book on play. We were 
sitting in her living room, talking about our 
individual doctoral research on children’s play. 
Our studies had led the three of us to talk about 
play as a bridge to early childhood practice and, 
conversely, play as a bridge from early childhood 
practice to theories. In the next weeks, Barbara, 
Pat, and I thought about ideas for a title. What 
about “Looking at Children’s Play: A Bridge from 
Theory to Practice”?   

Millie listened patiently and, in her gentle 
but firm way, reminded us that in addition to deep 
knowledge of developmental theories, it was 
critical that early childhood practitioners develop a 
theory of practice. We’d missed half the equation!  

And so the title of our book became 
Looking at Children’s Play: A Bridge between 
Theory and Practice (1987). Since reading Sandi’s 
article, I’ve been rereading Looking at Children’s 
Play. It’s been a bit like rereading an old diary and 
thinking, “So that’s what I was thinking.” Indeed 
in 1987, we early childhood educators had many of 
the same concerns and hopes we now have in 
2017. We were concerned that play was under 
siege. We were concerned that too many teachers 
were required to follow scripted lessons and too 
many children spent hours sitting at tables and 
working on dittos. We discussed the ways that 
many early childhood educators were becoming 
better advocates for all forms of children’s play, 
not only teacher-directed play and guided play but 
also child-initiated, creative and spontaneous play.    

Early Childhood Educators Can Contribute to a 
Theory of Practice 

We emphasized teachers’ professional roles 
in bridging the gap between developmental 
theories and classroom practices. The following 
passages from Looking at Children’s Play show 
how early childhood educators can contribute to a 
theory of practice.  

When teachers make their own systematic 
observations and ask their own questions, 
they begin to be architects of their own 
practice, finding ways to link what occurs 
in their classroom to theoretical 
propositions about development as they 
analyze and interpret what they have 
observed. In sharing and reflecting on 
their observations with other colleagues, 
teachers participate in a critical dialogue 
wherein they can begin to find the means to 
weight the importance of what they 
observe. . . .  
Many early childhood educators over the 
years have had the autonomy and 
opportunity to engage in their work in this 
way. If early education is to feature 
development as its aim, the teacher needs 
such freedom. . . . 
Early childhood teachers, we believe, still 
have the opportunity, if they choose, to 
build upon the long tradition in which 
observations, reflections, anecdotes, and 
writings constituted the available theory of 
practice. Griffen (1982) and Paley (1984) 
have so chosen. Others will continue, 
drawing on the wider resources now 
available and making the theory [of 
practice] more explicit and more reflective 
of current complex realities. . . . 

…Without an overt theory of practice, 
justification for what teachers do is based 
on confused and naïve notions that 
groundlessly invoke “art” “craft” or 
“science.” The current expansion of 
childcare and the extension of elementary 
and formal schooling into the preschool 
endanger play in developmentally based 
programs that lack a clear rationale for 
what is done. . . . 

               (Monighan-Nourot, Scales, & Van 
Hoorn, 1987, pp. 151 - 152) 

These ideas about developing a theory of practice 
are relevant today as they were when Pat, Barbara, 
and I sat around Millie’s living room. 
An Evolving Theory of Practice  

In the last 30 years, many more teachers 
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have followed in the footsteps of practitioners such 
as Elinor Griffen and Vivian Paley. In numerous 
teacher-written books and articles, teachers have 
asked questions, made systematic observations, 
and analyzed and interpreted what they have 
observed. In doing so, teachers are making the 
theory of practice more explicit and more 
reflective of current complex realities.   

Forwarding to 2017, let’s reconsider the last 
sentence quoted above, one that could have been 
written this morning: 

The current expansion of childcare and the 
extension of elementary and formal 
schooling into the preschool endanger play 
in developmentally based programs that 
lack a clear rationale for what is done. . .  
(p. 152). 

Everyone in PPP is aware that for over a 
decade federal and state mandates require teaching 
and testing more so-called “academic skills.” 
Across the country, young children sit for hours in 
programs that “lack a clear rationale for what is 
done.” 

Increasingly, early childhood teachers are 
speaking and writing about the negative effects of 
these mandates. Their critiques of the mandates 
reflect an evolving theory of practice, though often 
implicitly. When teachers share their observations 
and analyses and discuss the theory of practice in a 
more explicit way, like Griffen and Paley, they 
become excellent advocates for developmentally 
appropriate and play-based programs.  

Teachers Speak Out  
Last year, Diane Levin and I interviewed 

pre-K and kindergarten teachers in several states 
across the country as one way to highlight 
teachers’ knowledge, experiences, and voices in 
the growing debate about the impact of mandates 
on their programs, practice and on the children and 
families with whom they worked. The teachers 
were well-trained, had at least seven years of 
experience, and all were working in schools with 
significant proportions of children in poverty.  

Every teacher we contacted was eager to 
speak with us. It was particularly striking that, 
across a variety of communities and states, 
teachers’ responses and concerns were so similar 

and related to the same key themes and concerns.  
Without exception, teachers’ main concern 

was the negative impacts of mandates on children 
in poverty’s learning, development, and behavior. 
They spoke eloquently and passionately about the 
numerous challenges the children face, providing 
numerous examples of day-to-day stressful 
classroom experiences. We were impressed that 
prior to current school mandates, the 
developmentally appropriate, play-based 
curriculum that teachers had previously 
implemented reflected an implicit theory of 
practice.  
In the report Teachers Speak Out: How School 
Reforms Are Failing Low-Income Young Children, 
we organized teachers’ responses according to the 
nine key themes that emerged. Teachers focused 
on the negative effects on: 

• their ability to use developmentally and 
culturally appropriate practice to meet the 
diverse needs of children;  

• children’s overall development and learning; 

• children’s overall behavior and general 
wellbeing; 

• children’s attitudes about learning; 

• children’s families and homes lives; 

• and themselves as professionals, their 
colleagues, and the teaching profession. 

(Note: This report was published, posted, and 
distributed by Defending the Early Years. For a 
downloadable copy of the complete report or the 
summary, see Defending the Early Years 
(www.DEYproject.org).)  

For example, teachers spoke about the 
wide-ranging negative effects the mandates are 
having on their children’s intellectual, physical, 
and social-emotional development (the second 
theme above). Teachers emphasized that there now 
is far less time for children to develop deep 
relationships with caring adults or to make friends 
with peers. There is almost no time for children to 
learn to play cooperatively, self-regulate, or be 
creative. It has become much more challenging for 
teachers to address individual strengths, interests, 
and needs, or implement curricula that are 
culturally relevant. Many pointed out that they 
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have to follow brief, scripted lessons, and, 
therefore, children have few opportunities to 
become deeply engaged in learning. Furthermore, 
since some schools no longer focus on children’s 
physical development, there’s no time for physical 
activity, and little or no time to play outdoors. 
Instead, four- and five-year-old children living in 
poverty are spending most of their school day 
working on short prescribed skill-based tasks and 
go home with mandatory, daily homework that 
often adds more stress to already stressed families. 
The majority of the teachers we interviewed are 
greatly concerned that such stressors seriously 
compromise children’s mental health.  

The following examples are just a few of 
many teacher responses that relate to children’s 
overall development and learning. Some are direct 
quotes while others are paraphrased for brevity. 

With this extreme emphasis on what’s called 
“rigorous academics,” drills are 
emphasized. It’s much harder for my children 
to become self-regulated learners. Children 
have no time to learn to self-regulate by 
choosing their own activities, participating in 
on-going projects with their classmates, or 
playing creatively. They have to sit longer, 
but their attention spans are shorter.  
The mandates have totally shifted attention 
away from social skills and giving children 
time and activities where they can learn and 
practice them. Children aren’t developing 
social abilities, making friends, or 
learning to play cooperatively. So many of 
my children have little opportunity to play 
with other children at home, and now that is 
the case at school as well. I have no time to 
facilitate complex play because I’m supposed 
to be teaching academic skills to individual 
children.  
With the curriculum and the way I have to 
teach, it’s hard for kids to focus. It’s 
extremely stressful for them. The level of 
work jumped without a plan and the 
expectations aren’t developmentally 
appropriate. My kids are kindergartners. 
Many already feel like failures.  

Kids are spending two to four hours sitting 
and working at their desks. It’s not the way 

4- and 5-year-olds learn, and it’s not healthy 
for them. How are they supposed to become 
active learners? When do they have the 
recommended time for physical activities?  

At the beginning of the year it’s brutal. It’s a 
huge transition from preschool. Kids are 
active for less than an hour a day. Typically, 
kids spend four-plus hours sitting on the rug 
or at tables, writing, reading, or doing math. 
Kids are anxious about coming to school. 
They’re exhausted and stressed by the end of 
the day.  

Behaviors are best when kids are at the play 
centers, even though that’s only at the end of 
the day. I see the worst behaviors during 
academic times. It’s too much. The kids get 
exhausted.  
Kindergarten is hard—it is NOT an 
experience children will remember positively. 
They’re not becoming interested in learning. 
It gives them and their families a negative 
view of school.  

How do these responses relate to the need 
for a theory of practice? First, it is important to 
point out that it is only now, after reading Sandi’s 
article that I realize that, as interviewers, we lost an 
opportunity by not asking questions that would 
have elicited explicit discussion on this topic. What 
I find particularly interesting is that, without 
prompting, teachers’ responses point to a theory of 
practice.  

In their responses, Pre-K and kindergarten 
teachers drew upon their years of classroom 
experiences, their observations of children, and 
their analyses of their children’s development and 
learning across time. They underscored the 
importance of incorporating spontaneous as well as 
teacher guided play, the importance of hands-on 
curriculum materials, the importance of peer 
interaction, as well as large motor activities. 
Teachers emphasized the need for working closely 
with families as well as the necessity of providing 
meaningful contexts to promote each child’s 
intellectual development and academic learning. 
The teachers’ responses reflect an implicit theory 
of knowledge.  

A challenge is for early childhood 
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educators, writers, and researchers to develop an 
explicit and recognized theory of practice 
grounded in observations and analyses, and then 
use a theory of practice to advocate for play-
centered, developmentally appropriate programs 
that serve all children.   
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Interview of Dorothy Justus Sluss, 
Professor Emerita, James Madison University 

SWS:  Welcome back, Dorothy, to Play, Policy, 
and Practice Connections, to which you’ve 
contributed many times since its inception in 
1995.  As a start, would you give a brief synopsis 
of your career in early childhood education?  
My study of young children began in a 
kindergarten classroom filled with four- and five-
year-old children who had never attended nursery 
or preschool. Watching their potential unfold was 
an unprecedented experience and served as the 
hook that has held me close to early childhood 
education for over forty-two years. As a public 
school teacher, I was given the opportunity to open 
the first publicly-funded preschool in the state. 
This occurred in the eighties which was 
unprecedented at the time. At the end of the two 
year experience, the children in my non-academic 
play program were ahead of their older peers in the 
regular kindergarten classroom.  

Because I was not trained to conduct research or 
inquiry, I was unsure of how best to document 
what I had observed. How can these children learn 
more through play than others using workbooks 
and writing materials? Because I wanted to know 
more about how best to explain what I had 
observed in the classroom, I entered a doctoral 
program at Virginia Tech where I was able to 
study with Cosby Rogers and Janet Sawyers, 
authors of the 1988 NAEYC book, Play in the lives 
of young children.  Leaving Virginia Tech, I 
moved to East Tennessee State University where 
my views of research to practice were affirmed by 
Rebecca Isbell. Together we traveled to Reggio 
Emilia, Italy, and developed plans for designing 
optimal environments that would facilitate play 
and creativity. Working with Laurelle Phillips, 
Beverly Cline Wiginton, Lynda Pearl, and Amy 
Vest Lowery expanded my understanding of the 
play of children with and without special needs.  
This grew my knowledge of the uniqueness of each 
child’s play. 

From ETSU, I went to Clemson University to 
revise the early childhood education program with 
the assistance of Linda Gambrell.  Watching 
children in another state, another culture affirmed 
my view of the value and universality of play. This 
led to the first edition of a textbook, Supporting 
play: Birth to age eight in 2005  (Delmar). 
[Editor’s note:  the 3rd edition will be released in 
January, 2018.]. From Clemson University, I 
moved to The College of William and Mary to be 
close to family, including grandchildren.   Next, I 
found myself at James Madison University which 
has been my academic home for ten years. My 
work in the field has included work in professional 
organizations like NAEYC, the International Play 
Association (IPA/USA) and the Association for the 
Study of Play (TASP).  Throughout the journey, I 
have continued to watch, to observe, and to be 
fascinated by the magic of play. 
SWS:  Can you think of how observing and 
listening to children at play has influenced YOUR 
perspective, theories, and research? 

In one classroom I observed a group of children 
were playing in a home center play area. One child 
initiated a conversation about a fire in her home 
that night. She said she could smell the smoke and 
began moving everything out of the home area and 
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taking it to the block area. She then directed all the 
other children to assist her as they had to get 
everything out before the fire. Coincidentally, the 
night before, the child’s home had burned. In the 
words of Piaget, this child was trying to subjugate 
reality to fit her schema or adapt to her 
environment.  In this way, she could control a 
situation that was too much for her to understand.   

For the other children, they were engaged in what 
Parten called cooperative play. This collaborative 
cooperative play occurred among a group who 
engaged in what they considered fantasy play 
while their peer was leading an effort that was for 
her, in the words of Erikson, cathartic. As I 
watched and recorded their actions, I was able to 
develop a plan for placing a firefighter prop box on 
the floor the next day so that we could solve the 
problem of a burning house, even though she knew 
that the fire was going to happen. This seemed 
sufficient at the time.  

Now, using a Vygotskian lens, I would look for the 
ebb and flow of the play, the improvisation that 
occurred as they children engaged each other, and 
the richness of the play script. I might also look at 
child agency. Consider this young girl’s capacity to 
communicate her message to others and move her 
own agenda forward. What is now abundantly 
clear is that the play did not change as much as the 
interpretation of the play.  

The more we know, the more we can see.  
Another instance that stands out is a situation that 
involved two children in the block play area. I had 
been recording block play conversations and block 
play levels. As I watched the children use the 
blocks, they were not building vertically, but 
throwing the blocks about the area randomly. As I 
recorded a one for block structure, I weighed 
intervention plans and the ethics of intervention if I 
was really trying to capture their level of play.  I 
watched and waited for a better time to intervene 
and scaffold, or so I thought. As the two boys 
continued to play, one child began stepping on the 
blocks and declaring himself, King of Africa, and 
the other child followed saying, “I am prince of 
Africa.”  They continued to name continents and 
then started calling out continents and countries 
that only they knew. The richness of their pretend 

play was evident in the combination of their 
actions and conversation.  

By watching, by giving them time, rather than 
interrupting their play, they were able to attain a 
much more mature level of play. Now I know that 
this is a perfect example of play as the zone of 
proximal development in the Vygotskian sense. 
During this script, these children went from two 
children engaged in associative social play at level 
one or two on the block play continuum to an 
elaborate play script that involved pretense at a 
level comparable to the most mature collaborative 
constructive pretend play. The only scaffold 
needed was time for them to develop and carry out 
their theme and time for me to observe and 
understand the behavior. This scenario has 
influenced how I think about intervention and 
scaffolding play. Sometimes the best intervention 
may be no intervention.  
SWS:  Do you have any advice for practitioners 
on how to observe children’s play and what they 
could watch for as they observe? 

Teachers entering the classroom are prepared to 
observe and analyze behavior by looking at 
discreet behaviors or developmental domains. That 
is, what is the social interaction, what is the 
cognitive level of play, or what physical skills are 
being developed?  Sometimes, it is helpful to stand 
back and watch the overall play that is occurring.  
When the children are playing in the home area, 
what roles are the children displaying and what 
does this tell you about curricular decisions? What 
centers are most interesting to the children and 
why? How much improvisation is occurring?  How 
long does it take for children to engage in 
collaborative, cooperative play?   

Looking at the large picture of play might also 
allow one to more readily identify those children 
who are struggling to play with others or to sustain 
play. The major factor in observing play is the 
need for time to observe using different questions, 
techniques, and vantage points.  

SWS:  Thank you, Dorothy, not only for your 
wise words in this interview, but for all that you 
have done over the last four decades for children 
and preserving their right to play. 
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Recommendations and Suggested 

Actions for Practitioners 
By Sandra Waite-Stupiansky  Professor Emerita, 

Edinboro University, Pennsylvania 

Observing children takes skills, but the 
most important prerequisite is giving children time 
and opportunities to be themselves and have 
enough freedom to interact—and play—in natural 
environments with just the right amount of adult 
intervention.  That means less teacher talk, and 
pushing our own agendas, and more child talk.   
Giving up some control of what children do during 
the time in our classrooms is a scary proposition 
for most teachers.  To think if it as “sharing 
control” might make it less intimidating.  As 
children make choices, select what, where, and 
with whom they want to play, with the thoughtful 
and respectful guidance of the teachers, a 
democratic learning community can flourish where 
teachers can do their own theory-building.   

This is not easy and there are days when 
the temptation arises to rein in the freedoms and 
become more autocratic, but that is when the 
“giants” in the early childhood field are there to 
help.  Tapping into Piaget, Dewey, Vygotsky, 
Montessori, and others gives one a foundation that 
has withstood the test of time.  They discovered 
their theories by observing children’s play.  We 
can find the courage to do the same.  Finding 
others in the field who are like-minded and 
trustworthy can form a support network and give 
us strength in numbers.   

Organizations like the National Association 
for the Education of Young Children and its local 
chapters and interest forums can help with 
professional development and networking 

opportunities.  Online and face-to-face courses 
(credit-bearing or non-credit bearing) from 
reputable universities can help teachers stay 
current in their field. 

Ten Suggestions 
The following ten actions could be taken to 

assist in making one’s practice the best it can be.  
The first five actions are for within the classroom 
itself.  The second five suggestions focus on 
outside the classroom as teachers interact with the 
wider world. 
1. Slow down and take the time to watch and 
listen to the children.   
It all begins with observing the children.  As 
teachers carve out the time to allow children to 
make play a part of their day, they can start to 
observe the play in a systematic, planned way.  
Writing down quotes, taking photos, getting the 
children’s commentary on their play are all 
valuable tools for gathering information about their 
play.   

Selecting several children a day to watch and 
keeping these observations in the children’s 
portfolio can lead to a treasure trove of data after a 
few months.  In order to collect this type of 
observational data, other members of the teaching 
team will have to take the roles of responding to 
conflicts and disruptions as they occur.  Explaining 
to the children that the teacher is in “observer 
mode” right now and someone else is available to 
assist them helps them recognize and respect the 
observer.  Some teachers even put on a special 
visor or vest to signal to the children that they are 
on observation mode.   
Videotaping, with the parents’ permission, can be a 
valuable tool for reviewing children’s play 
interactions after they have occurred.  Placing the 
camera in an area that is “adult free” can record a 
side of the play that is less inhibited and regulated 
than when adults are present.   
But a word of caution, for ethical reasons, teachers 
need to be sure to inform the children that there is 
a camera recording them and the recordings are for 
the teachers’ use only and will not be shared with 
other audiences without their permission. 
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2. Get on the children’s level.   
In a literal and figurative sense, getting on the 
children’s level means seeing the world from their 
perspective.  Sitting on the floor, just outside the 
children’s play parameters, is an excellent vantage 
point for observing the children at play.  Taking a 
lower position physically signals to the children 
that the teacher is not present to control the play, 
but is there as a sympathetic observer.   
3. Take careful notes of the children’s play that 
are as objective and detailed as possible.   
Without adding interpretation, recording the 
children’s actions and words is the only way one 
can return to them later for further analysis.  As 
humans, we tend to be subjective in our recordings.  
For example, recording that “Suzy is bossy” vs. 
“Suzy instructs the other five children in the group 
to ‘stand on their tip toes and look out the 
window’” gives much more detailed information 
about Suzy’s language skills and her leadership 
tendencies.   
The recording of non-subjective notes is a learned 
skill that takes lots of practice.  It might help to 
think of recording only what can be seen and 
heard.  The observer is the recording instrument in 
much the same way as a camera.  All notes should 
have the date and time listed, as well as where and 
who was present. 

4. Compare notes and patterns discerned from the 
notes with other teachers.   

Schools have become so busy and opportunities for 
teachers to meet and share notes, plan next steps, 
and evaluate approaches have disappeared in the 
flurry of meeting all of the other demands placed 
on teachers.  There was a time when 20% of a 
teacher’s day was set aside for planning.  Now it 
seems like a luxury, and most planning is done on 
a teacher’s time off.  Even with this reality, it is 
imperative for teachers to have time with each 
other for productive purposes.   

Creative scheduling, supportive administrators, and 
determined teachers can find a way to make time 
for teachers to meet together and compare notes.  
Having the physical space, such as a teacher 
planning room separate from the teachers’ lounge, 
equipped with a computer, video monitor, and 

comfortable seating, communicates that this is an 
important part of the teachers’ role and day. 

5. Triangulate ideas and hypotheses.   
As theories and patterns emerge, astute teachers 
test their ideas and search for further evidence to 
support or dispute their theories.  Observing 
children provides the opportunities to do this type 
of triangulation.  If a child displays a particular 
pattern in his or her play, watching for that pattern 
in other settings and with other play partners, is a 
way to triangulate the data and see if the pattern 
appears consistently.   

This is particularly important for children with 
special needs or special circumstances.  While at 
play, children tend to stretch to new levels 
developmentally and show potentialities that might 
not be obvious in other classroom settings. 
 6. Stay informed.   

The first step to effectively communicating about 
any issue is to know the subject.  As teachers, we 
know our field better than anyone else, and we can 
use that knowledge to make a case in support of 
play.  Success stories of children who have 
excelled because of play; ways that play support 
developmental milestones; emotional wellbeing of 
children who play; and many more points can be 
made from an informed teacher who has been with 
children day in and day out.  Without, using 
jargon, citing research and theory can be a bonus 
with some audiences, but not all.   

7. Don’t be afraid to be an advocate.   
Whether we want the role or not, teachers are 
advocates because they are the experts in their 
field.  Advocacy can be one-to-one with the next 
door neighbor or on a broader scale such as using 
media as a platform.  Speaking to elected officials 
from school board members to state and national 
legislators is sometimes intimidating, but so 
important.  Having a few key points, no more than 
can fit on a single page, and sticking to these 
points is most effective. 
8. Find others who share similar approaches.  

 Teaching can be a lonely profession, especially if 
one’s perspective differs from their co-workers.  
Seeking out like-minded folks through professional 
organizations such as NAEYC and its affiliates, 
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Facebook groups, university coursework and 
professional development workshops, and the like 
can help bolster one’s confidence and not feel so 
alone. 

9. Take risks and be creative with your time and 
talents.   

Advocacy takes on all forms.  Some folks write a 
song or poem to express their position.  Others 
write a children’s book or a blog for parents.  
Finding one’s talent and using it for advocacy can 
feel risky, but it’s the only way to make progress.  
Teachers use their talents every day in the 
classroom for the sake of their students.  Many of 
these same talents can be tapped into for advocacy 
work. 
10. Take time to rest, reflect, rejuvenate and, yes, 
play.   
Just as children need play to be healthy, adults do, 
too.  If we play without worrying about the 
product, we can concentrate on the process and joy 
of play.  Adults might prefer to play solo, or they 
may prefer to play along with children or other 
adults.  They may prefer organized games like 
sports or more spontaneous play such as building 
sandcastles.  A balance of plugged and unplugged 
play is best.  Play is personal and must be self-
selected and intrinsically motivated to meet the 
definition of play.  Either way, play is good for all 
players, young and old.  It reminds us what it 
means to be human.  If we do not want our 
children to suffer from “play deficit disorder,” then 
we cannot be afflicted with it as well.  SWS 

 

Cohen, L. E. & S. Waite-Stupiansky, 
Eds. (2017).  Theories of early 
childhood education:  Developmental, 
behaviorist, and critical.  New York, 
NY:  Routledge. 

Book Review by Ashley Lauren Sullivan, 
Pennsylvania State University-Behrend 
 

Theories of Early Childhood Education:  
Developmental, Behaviorist, and Critical (edited 
by Lynn E. Cohen and Sandra Waite-Stupiansky) 
offers a fresh look at the theories that have 
impacted the field of early childhood education. 

The text is an edited volume of 13 chapters 
(contributed by 19 authors). It is divided into four 
parts: developmental theories, infant/toddler 
theories, behaviorist theories, and critical theories. 
Each part was strategically crafted to place similar 
approaches in proximity to one another. These 
groupings can allow for comparing/contrasting 
theories. However, the segregation of one theorist 
per chapter could likewise allow for in-depth study 
of just a single scholar.  

The first section, on developmental 
theories, follows the lives and contributions of Jean 
Piaget, Maria Montessori, Erik and Joan Erikson, 
Urie Bronfenbrenner, and Lev Vygotsky. Although 
the theories developed by these scholars offer 
lifespan perspectives, the authors who contributed 
to this part specifically hone in on how these 
theories relate to the field of early childhood 
education. They offer suggestions for teachers and 
strategies for incorporating these models into 
contemporary classrooms.  

The text dedicates an entire segment to 
theories related to infants and toddlers. The works 
of Magda Gerber and T. B. Brazelton are discussed 
at length. These chapters explore the capacity of 
our tiniest students, the necessity of respecting 
infants and toddlers as autonomous human beings, 
the importance of having strong relationships with 
families, and the value in establishing meaningful 
communication between caregiver and child.  

The work of B.F. Skinner and Ole Ivar 
Lovaas is described in a section about behaviorist 
theories. These chapters offer specific strategies 
and interventions for addressing behaviors that 
may be viewed as undesirable. They also suggest 
recommendations for decision making, speech and 
language instruction, inclusion, and parental 
involvement.  

The text concludes with a segment on 
critical theories. There are chapters focused on 
Mikhail Bakhtin, John Dewey, Paulo Freire, as 
well as Gilles Deluze and Félix Guattari. This part 
of the volume advocates for these important 
(though often underrepresented) theories. The 
authors work diligently to explain the manner in 
which these theoretical frameworks expressly 
relate to early childhood education, and the manner 
in which they can shape pedagogy.   

The book is written in a manner that would 
be accessible to both upper level undergraduate 
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students as well as graduate students and practicing 
teachers. The chapters are structured in such a 
manner as to appeal to multiple audiences. The 
historical/biographical information at the start of 
the chapters would be useful to graduate students 
who are conducting an in-depth study into the 
motivations of the scholars whose work they 
incorporate into their research. The middle of the 
chapters, which lay out the theories as they relate 
to early childhood education, would be particularly 
helpful to undergraduate students for whom this is 
new information. The conclusion of the chapters, 
which offer suggestions for teachers regarding 
establishing supportive learning environments, 
would be of particular value to practicing 
educators. 

The theorists in this text include scholars 
who are well known to teachers and teacher 
candidates as well as theorists that may be more 
obscure. They include both contemporary and 
more recent theoretical frameworks. Although not 
explicitly stated as the purpose of the book, there is 
a consistent thread throughout the volume about 
the critical importance of play. This underlying 
message is crucial at this time of increased 
standardization, assessment, and the forcing of 
developmentally inappropriate pedagogical 
methods on our youngest students. It is an ever-
present reminder to heed the guidance of the most 
prominent scholars in our field. It is a push against 
the neoliberal, capitalist influences that would 
choose to exploit childhood for profit.  

As a faculty member teaching both a course 
about play and a course about the foundations of 
early childhood education, I find this book timely, 
relevant, and useful. It fills some of the gaps 
present in other texts, and I would adopt it for use 
in my courses. Its section dedicated to critical 
theories is refreshing. Many widely used early 
childhood education texts minimize or completely 
exclude critical perspectives. I would highly 
recommend this text as a resource for my students 
and colleagues.  
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