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education programs and highlights critical attribute~ of this philosophy that 
should be reflected in our daily practice with young children and their families. 
As we examine current practices, we reflect on the contradictions that surface 
when traditional individualized education programs (IEPs) are evaluated for 
their congruence with a play-centered philosophy. An alternative model ofIEP 
development is presented that includes a refinement of our understanding of 
functional goals and objectives, is consistent with a play-centered philosophy, 
and supports the richness provided by inclusive settings. 

PHILOSOPHICAL BELIEFS THAT 
SHAPE A PLAY-CENTERED APPROACH 

·A play-centered approach is based on the "conviction that play provides the 
integrative context essential to support the growth of the whole child" (Van 
Hoorn, Nourot, Scales, &Alward, 1993, p. 9). !tis widely recognized that play 
is instrumental in the development of intellect, creativity, a sense of self, and 
the. capacity to interact with others (Almy & Genishi, 1982; Bergen, 1988; 
Cohen & Rae, 1987; Hendrick, 1990; Smilansky, 1968; Van Hoorn et al., 
1993). Thus, play is critical to optimal child development; therefore, it is 
essential that educators develop an in-depth understanding of the nature of 
children's play and identify the interests, developmental levels, and learning 
history of individual children in the environment. 

Play, by definition, is child-initiated, providing children with a meaning
ful curriculum that gives them choices that are interesting and challenging 
(Forman & Hill, 1984; Van Hoorn et al., 1993). A play-centered approach is .. 
characterized by the belief that children learn through play and from each other 
(Bricker & Cripe, 1992; Forman & Hill, 1984; Piaget, 1969; Vygotsky, 1962). 
Discussion of a play-centered approach focuses on the deliberate ways in which 
the materials, activities, schedules, teachers' behaviors, and peer interactions 
are creatively managed to reflect knowledge of the individual children in the 
environment while recognizing that children are active learners who learn 
from each other when presented with opportunities to engage in meaningful 
learning encounters. Play-centered environments are flexible and responsive, 
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osities are enhanced by the actions and reactions of each member, creating new 
and exciting opportunities for children to learn within a dynamic context. 

Children Are Active Learners 

Knowledge is acquired through interaction with materials, peers, and adults, 
through questioning, poking, probing, and reflecting. Early childhood envi
ronments that translate a play-centered philosophy into action celebrate chil
dren as active explorers who seek to make meaning of their world. These 
environments respect the passions, styles, and needs of each child and chal
lenge adults to design environments that address all aspects of development 
(e.g., social-emotional, cognitive, physical) while facilitating interactions 
among children, materials, and adults in such a manner that children use the 

. environment productively and see themselves as capable learners (Johnson, 
Johnson, McMillan, & Rogers, 1989). Within the context of this approach, a 
well-designed early childhood program is defined by the extent to which the 
environment, activities, and interactions are rooted in the adult's 1) understand
ing of child development; 2) knowledge of each child's interests, abilities, 
needs, and learning history; and 3) ability to carefully orchestrate an environ
ment that motivates each child to develop. In short, it is an environment 
that requires tremendous reflection and spontaneity in the 
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that encourages children to use skills from a number of developmental 
domains simultaneously. For example, the child engaged in a dramatic play 
scene may use cognitive abilities to identify roles or props, fine motor skills 
to manipulate props or put ·on a costume, gross motor skills to climb the 
mountain, and communication skills to assume a role or direct the play. 
There is room within a dramatic play scheme to accommodate children with a 
diverse array of developmental competencies. Within this approach, adults 
must look at activities from a broad perspective to ensure that fine motor, gross 
motor, and other domain-specific activities are integrated into children's natu
ral play. The goal is for children to self-select activities that foster growth in all 
developmental domains. 

Role of the Adult 

Conceptualizing the role of adults as facilitators of learning challenges educa
tors .to devote time to exploring the ways adults can become involved in 
children's play, without dominating the play, and to enhancing their abilities.to 
observe children's play to develop hypotheses about what children are learning 
or working on. The information gained from these observations is used to 
deliberately modify the environment so that activities, materials, and adult 
behaviors constantly and consistently provide opportunities for children to use 
existing competencies more often, in more settings, and with greater complex
ity, thus developing greater competence. The role of adults in a play-centered 
environment is flexible and responsive to the individual needs of children, 
ensuring that all children are able to participate in the environment in ways that 
respect their interests, current level of ability, and learning history. Impor
tantly, daily observations and stated goals and objectives for individual children 
provide the underlying structure to guide a teacher's intentional modification of 
the learning environment. 

Learning Occurs Within the 
Context of Relevant, Meaningful Activities 

Play-centered environments provide children with opportunities to select from 
an array of activities that are related to the real world of the child. In early 
childhood environments reflecting this belief, the general interests of young 
children and the individual interests of children in the program are considered 
when planning activities. Children seem to learn and remember best when the 
activities in which they are engaged are related to experiences they have or to 
materials with which they are familiar. Interest in an activity leads children to 
explore an object, materials, or 
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exploration. The ultimate goal is to motivate children actively to discover 
concepts, enlarging their repertoire oflearning (Dodge & Colker, 1992). 

An observer in a well-defined, deveiopmentally appropriate, play-centered 
environment may well feel like a spectator at a ballet. The stage is set with the 
props clearly visible and carefully selected, waiting for the children whose 
curiosities prompted their presence. The adults engage in what might be 
termed a dance throughouhat the 
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Table l. Illustration of 



encountered in a play-centered environment, reflect parent's priorities, and 
facilitate the development of a more complex and varied play repertoire. 

Creating a New Definition of Functional Goals and Objectives 

The field of early intervention has promoted the development of functional 
goals and objectives as professionals have become increasingly sensitive to the 
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Forman and Hill (1984) urge us to remember that "learning encounters 
must always be defined from the child's point of view" (p. 5). As we develop 
IEP goals and objectives that are consistent with a play-centered curriculum, 
we must approach the discussion of functionality from an in-depth understand
ing of the child to ensure that all goals and objectives are 1) relevant to the 
child's ability, experience, current learning environment, and passions; and 
2) consistent with the definition of play as a child-initiated activity. 

AN ALTERNATIVE MODEL FOR IEP 
DEVELOPMENT: CREATION OF A CO~MON VISION 
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information about the way children currently use their cognitive, motor, 
communication, social and emotional, and self-help skills in the 'relevant, 
motivating context of play. Similar observations of children participating in the 
sand and water, art, dramatic play, and other ~ritical component areas provide 
information about a child's material and activity preferences. This information 
presents the team with relevant integrated facts about how the child currently 
negotiates in the key learning areas of a play-centered environment. With this 
knowledge of a child's interests, preferences, and styles of interacting with a 
variety of materials, the team can begin to determine the kinds of learning 

· outcomes that would be most likely to increase a child's repertoire immediately 
and effectively. 

Knowledge of Family's Priorities 

The family's active role in the process ofIEP development is critical ~n 
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A Shared Vision of How the Team Will Work Together 

The process of creating a common vision implies the development of a 
particular relationship between members of the IEP team. In this relationship, 
team members use their specialized knowledge to create a relevant and 
discipline-free educational plan. Discipline-free refers to practices driven by 
consensus decision making and shared goals that "avoid the parochial practices 
of retaining separate goals and decision authority by each discipline" (Gian
greco, Edelman, & Dennis, 1991, p. 17). Early childhood special educators 
who work with preschoolers with disabilities and their families must be 
prepared to "reach beyond the traditional boundaries 
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Case Study Abby 

The story of Abby's IEP meeting provides an illustration of the 
alternative model of IEP development presented in this chapter. 
Abby is a 4-year-old child who has received home-based services 
from birth and began attending a segregated preschool program 
for young children with disabilities when ~he turned 3. As Abby's 
parents thought about her upcoming entry into kindergarten, they 
became committed to finding a community-based preschool pro
gram that would provide Abby with opportunities to develop friend
ships that could continue into kindergarten. As Abby's IEP team 
developed her plan. for the· upcoming year, three things were notably 
different. First, the team had grown to include the community
based preschool teacher as a member of the team. Second, Abby's 
parents had selected a preschool program that placed play at the 
center of the curriculum. Finally, as the team began to talk about 
Abby's current level of performance, the discussion centered on 
Abby's interests, play activities, and strengths, rather than focus:. 
ing on test scores and developmental milestones. In short, when 
developing Abby's goals and objectives, the team reflected on Abby's 
current competencies relative to participating in a play-centered 
environment. The resulting goals and objectives were designed to 
build on those competencies, facilitate the development of more 
complex play behaviors, and facilitate more complex and varied 
interactions with peers. 

Current Level of Performance: Social 

Abby initiates interactions with adults through eye gaze, gestures, and 
vocalizations. Her initiations are typically related to requests for help 
or to show an adult something that is of interest to her; she does not 
seek adults as playmates. When approached by adults trying to enter 
into her play or to prompt her to engage in an activity, Abby frequently 
initiates a ·~come and chase me" game by leaving the area, moving 
quickly around the room, and laughing. Abby maintains the game for 
as long as the adult continues to play the role of pursuer, and delights 
in being caught if it results in a game of tickling. Abby typically does 
not engage in adult-selected activity if caught. If the adult does not 
follow, Abby moves on to observe another area of the room. Abby is 
observed to watch her peers intently from a distance (approximately 5 

(continued) 
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(continued) 

feet). She does smile in response 
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(continued) 

knowledge of Abby with her knowledge of children and play and 
arranging the environment so that Abby will accomplish her goals and 
objectives through her play. Her approach can best be described as a 
continuous cycle of observation and action. 

Observation 

It is highly likely that Abby's teacher will spend time over the next few 
days observing how Abby is currently using her environment. Al
though the current level of performance section on Abby's IEP is 
fairly detailed, Abby's teacher wants to be sure that it is current and 
related to the specific goals and objectives that the team has identified. 
To ensure that her observations are purposive, Abby's teacher will 
most likely develop· a detailed set of questions, such as the following, 
to guide her observations: 

• What attracts Abby's attention most? 
• What action schemes is Abby imitating? 
• What areas of the room or materials or activities support these 

schemes? 
• What other children in the room are experimenting with the same 

concepts and actions? 
• What activities does Abby's friend, Sarah, prefer? 

It is important to note that although the observations are designed to 
ensure that the environment supports Abby's play, the teacher's obser
vations do not focus solely on Abby. To make effective decisions, the 
teacher must gather information about the other children and the 
physical environment relative to the goals she has for Abby. As a result 
of her observations, Abby's teacher has discovered that Abby is using 
crayons in a circular motion, that Abby's friend, Sarah, prefers gooey 
substances like ooblick and finger paints, and that a number of other 
children are experimenting at the easel. 

Action 
Feeling somewhat like a mad scientist, Abby's teacher begins rear
ranging her environment driven by her new knowledge and a series of 
questions. Her first decision is to expand the art area to include some 
sensory-based activities. By putting a shaving cream activity next to 

(continued) 
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(continued) 

the crayons and paper, she is hoping the gooey shaving cream encour
ages Abby's friend to play near Abby while Abby is using the crayons. 
If Abby notices her friend using the shaving cream, perhaps she 
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philosophy affirming that children are children and focusing on children's 
competence, recognizing that the similarities among children far outweigh the 
differences. This is not to say that young children with disabilities do not have 
distinct and unique needs, but rather to emphasize that all children have distinct 
and unique needs and that play-centered environments are designed specifi
cally to be responsive to the wide diversity that exists in inclusive settings. 
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