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The Capulets and Montagues of Early Education: 

Warring factions or compatible approaches?

Direct instruction (vs or via) playful learning

Confounding issues of  curricula andpedagogy



The case for a core 

curriculum

Å Early cognitive skills in language, preliteracy, numeracy, executive function 
and emotion regulation predict later elementary school achievements.
Å NICHD, Early Child Care Research Network, 2005; Scarborough, 2001; Storch& Whitehurst, 2001; NELP Report, 2009; 

Dickinson & Freiberg, in press;Baroody& Dowker, 2003; Raver, 2002

Å Interventions in these skills make a big difference in later outcomes -- they are 
malleable
Å Diamond, Barnett, Thomas, & Munro, 2007

Å Interventions have have both short and long term effects on outcomes. 
Å Campbell, Pungello, Miller -Johnson, Burchinal, & Ramey, 2001; Campbell, Ramey, Pungello, Sparling, & Miller -Johnson, 

2002; Campbell & Ramey, 1995; Schweinhart, 2004; Weikart, 1998; Reynolds, Ou, & Topitzes, 2004; Zigler & Bishop-Josef, 
2006

Foundational academic and social skills are critical for school success!



Playful Learning: 

Strong content via playful pedagogy

ÅFree play
Åwhether with objects, fantasy and make believe, or physical, is 

1) pleasurable and enjoyable, 2) has no extrinsic goals, 3) is 
spontaneous, 4) involves active engagement, 5) is generally all-
engrossing, 6) often has a private reality, 7) is non-literal, and 8) 
can contain a certain element of  make-believe (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2009; 

Garvey, 1977; Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff , 2003; Christie & Johnsen, 1983).

ÅGuided play
Åeducators structure an environment around a general curricular 
goal that is designed to stimulate childrenõs natural curiosity, 
exploration, and play with learning-oriented objects/materials 
(Fein & Rivkin , 1986; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2009; Marcon, 2002; Resnick, 1999; Schweinhart, 2004) 



Operationalizing guided 

play: Several conceptions

ÅGuided play is always child directed:

ÅAdults populate environment for child discovery

ÅAdults gently guide and comment on or reinforce child action 

and discovery (Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff , in press)

ÅGuided play vsdirected òplayó: Playful learning lies on 

a continuum (Miller & Almon , 2009) 
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