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FOREWORD

This thesis is written in accordance with the style of the Publication Manual of the
American Psychological Association as required by the Department of
Family and Consumer Sciences at Appalachian State University



ABSTRACT
TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF DEVELOPMENTALLY
APPROPRIATE PRACTICE IN EARLY LEARNING PROGRAMS
(August 2010)
Andrea Watson Anderson, B.S., Appalachian State University
Birth — Kindergarten Teacher Licensure, Western Carolina University
M.A., Appalachian State University
Chairperson: Dr. Cindy McGaha
Teachers’ perceptions of Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP) were investigated
to determine factors that affect teachers’ ability to implement DAP. Pre-k and kindergarten
teachers completed The Beliefs and Intentions Questionnaire which measured teachers self
reported beliefs and practices. Results indicated that pre-k teachers’ beliefs were more strongly
related to their teaching intentions than for kindergarten teachers. Differences in pre-k and
kindergarten classrooms were identified as well as pre-service training between pre-k and
kindergarten teachers. Data analysis revealed a significant difference in Early Childhood
Education (ECE) trained teachers and Elementary Education (EE) trained teachers’ perceptions
of DAP. Teachers who completed pre-service course work in ECE and taught in pre-k
classrooms were more likely to demonstrate a Constructivist view of development. Teachers
were asked to report perceived barriers to the implementation of DAP. State and local mandates
and administrative support were identified as barriers to DAP. Implications for policy and

practice are included.
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Teachers’ Perceptions of DAP

Running head: TEACHERS' PERCEPTIONS OF DAP

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP) is a teaching perspective in which
early learning educators make informed decisions about how to teach young children
(Bredekamp & Copple, 2009). DAP is a set of guidelines educators employ to inform
their teaching practices and make appropriate decisions for all children. DAP is based in
the belief that teachers gather information about and have an understanding of children’s
individual needs, children’s development within the context of a family, and children’s
development within the context of culture and society (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009).
Teachers who employ DAP successfully have knowledge of age related development that
facilitates common predictions about children’s learning and development (Bredekamp &
Copple, 2009). DAP is defined by the National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC) as practices that promote and facilitate a child’s optimal
development (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009). These practices can be informed by family
dynamics, interactions within the learning environment, by policymakers, societal, and
cultural norms (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009).

As represented in Table 1, DAP is based on the foundation that principles of child
development inform practice and curriculum differentiation (Bredekamp & Copple,

2009).
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Table 1. Principles of Child Development and Learning that Inform Practice

National Association for the Education of Young Children Position Statement on
Developmentally Appropriate Practice (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009, p.10)

Domains of children's development -- physical, social, emotional, and cognitive are
closely related. Development in one domain influences and is influenced by development
in other domains.

Development occurs in a relatively orderly sequence, with later abilities, skills, and
knowledge building on those already acquired.

Development and learning proceed at varying rates from child to child as well as
unevenly within different areas of each child's functioning.

Early experiences have both cumulative and delayed effects on individual children's
development; optimal periods exist for certain types of development and learning.

Development proceeds in predictable directions toward greater complexity, organization,
and internalization.

Children are active learners, drawing on direct physical and social experience as well as
culturally transmitted knowledge to construct their own understandings of the world
around them.

Development and learning result from interaction of biological maturation and the
environment, which includes both the physical and social worlds in which children live.

Play is an important vehicle for children’s social, emotional, and cognitive development,
as well as a reflection of their development.

Development advances when children have opportunities to practice newly acquired
skills as well as when they experience a challenge just beyond the level of their present
mastery.

Children demonstrate different modes of knowing and learning and different ways of
representing what they know.

Children develop and learn best in the context of a community where they are safe and
valued, their physical needs are met, and they feel psychologically secure.
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In order for early educators to make informed decisions to promote children’s
optimal development, teachers must consider and incorporate the following practices in
their everyday teaching routines (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009):

1. Creating a caring community of learners (p.16).

2. Teaching to enhance development and learning (p.17).

3. Planning curriculum to achieve important goals (p.18).

4. Assessing children’s development and learning (p.21).

5. Establishing reciprocal relationships with families (p.22).
Teachers’” implement strategies to enhance the children’s learning by considering all
areas of child development and best practice that support positive outcomes.
Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Learning Programs

Many teachers in the field of early education know the importance of positive
relationships for building children’s social and educational competence. Before children
can be academically successful, it is paramount for children to be socially and
emotionally successful. However, a disturbing trend concerning public policy and what
schools believe academic success to be is now evident. Policy and administrators’
perceived notions of school readiness, definitions of how children learn best, and
philosophies concerning behavior management directly affect classroom practices. State,
local, and administrative policy influence how teachers interact with children.

In a climate of high stakes testing and No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the notion
exists that children should be introduced to more concepts related to academic
performance at an earlier age. Thus, social and emotional experiences are absent in early

learning environments causing a lag in development (Blaustein, 2005). Therefore,



Teachers’ Perceptions of DAP

teachers who focus on academic performance may be more likely to be viewed as
successful by administrators and teaching peers. Teachers in the foundational grades may
feel pressure to have children ready for the process of test taking. Inasmuch, attention to
children’s ability to navigate social relationships is neglected (Schmidt, Burts, Durham,
Charlesworth, & Hart, 2007).

As more and more public schools incorporate pre-kindergarten (pre-k)
classrooms in the school environment, kindergarten and pre-k teachers may feel an
increased pressure to implement a “push down” curriculum in early learning programs
(Schmidt, et al., 2007). Long time kindergarten teachers suggest that kindergarten in
today’s educational environment is now the first grade of decades past (Katz, 1999b).
Pre-k teachers also suggest they too, feel the pressure of their higher grade peers to teach
children in a more didactic manner in which academic skills are highlighted as opposed
to intellectual interests in which a love of learning can be cultivated (Katz, 1999a).

Early learning program teachers may feel embattled for adhering to
developmentally appropriate curricula. They may have to justify their teaching methods
to administrators and their upper grade peers who believe that all teachers in a pre-k or
kindergarten program do is play (Vartuli, 1999). DAP is not simply playing with
children, but is a complex and highly structured curriculum framework. DAP is
grounded in an in-depth knowledge of developmental Theory, and child development.

DAP is based in the knowledge that children learn best when children initiate the
learning. Research supports the effectiveness of DAP to facilitate long range positive
outcomes for young children (Schweinhart & Weikart, 1997). In a didactic or teacher

directed environment that facilitates the acquisition of academic skills that support short
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term gains, it may be easy for teachers to lose their zeal for DAP. Also, teachers’ beliefs
and understanding of DAP may not be consistent with NAEY C’s guidelines. For DAP to
facilitate positive outcomes it is important to investigate teachers’ perceptions and beliefs
about how children learn best. It is, too, important to identify how teachers’ perceptions
are impacted by their educational histories, professional development opportunities, and
identify barriers to the successful implementation of DAP.
Problem Statement

Research speaks clearly concerning the efficacy of developmentally appropriate
practice as a predictor of school success (Dunn & Kontos, 1997). However, more and
more practitioners report pressure to implement curriculum that is based on high stakes
testing (Vartuli, 1999). While many pre-k programs implement a play based curriculum
combining child directed and teacher directed activities, many kindergarten programs
highlight the use of direct instruction (Schmidt, et al., 2007). Numerous professionals in
the early learning arena report pressure to prepare children for high stakes testing that
will determine whether or not a child is promoted to the next grade level (Blaustein,
2005).

Undoubtedly, teachers bring their beliefs and perceptions into the classroom.
DAP is based in the notion children are capable and intrinsic learners who thrive in the
context of positive relationships. How teachers perceive children as learners, how they
perceive relationships with families, and how they see themselves in the learning process
affect their beliefs and intentions in the classroom. It could be argued that many teachers
lose their zeal to implement DAP when the educational setting they find themselves in

does not share their belief of how children learn best. Teachers’ beliefs and intentions
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are impacted by mandated curricula, administrators’ perceptions of DAP, professional
development activities, and the acquisition of higher level teaching degrees (Wein, 1995).

Teachers who have an understanding of the DAP framework may feel pressure
from other teachers and administrators to abandon the Constructivist view that children
are the primary catalyst for teaching (Goldstein, 2007). Relationships in a
developmentally appropriate curriculum framework are paramount to children’s
intellectual successes. These relationships with families and children may be
compromised when teachers feel pressure to adopt teaching beliefs and practices that are
contrary to their beliefs about how children learn best (Schmidt, et al., 2007).

This purpose of this research was to investigate pre-k and kindergarten teachers’
perceptions of DAP. DAP is highly regarded as the cornerstone of high quality learning
programs and is proven to facilitate positive learning outcomes for children (Dunn &
Kontos, 1997). However, many public school teachers may have trouble implementing a
developmentally appropriate early learning program because of perceived barriers, both
real and imagined (Goldstein, 2007). To better serve children this research examined
teachers' perceptions of DAP as well as barriers that prevent full implementation of DAP.
The impact of teaching context and pre-service training on teachers’ perceptions of DAP

was examined.
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Research Questions
This research serves to identify teachers’ perceptions of DAP by clarifying some
answers to the following questions:

Question 1: Do early educators’ perceived teaching beliefs relate to their teaching
intentions?

e Hypothesis: Early Educators’ teaching beliefs will be positively related

to their teaching intentions.

Question 2: Are the teaching beliefs of pre-k teachers more strongly related to their
teaching intentions than those of kindergarten teachers?

e Hypothesis: Pre-k teachers’ beliefs will be more strongly related to

their teaching intentions.
Question 3: Is there a difference in perceptions of DAP between teachers who have
degrees in Early Childhood Education (ECE) programs (BS, MA) and Elementary
Education (EE) programs (BS, MA)?
e Hypothesis: Teachers who hold degrees in ECE will have higher scores on

the Beliefs and Intentions Questionnaire than teachers who hold degrees in

EE.
Question 4: What are the perceived barriers teachers identify that hinder the full
implementation of DAP learning experiences?

e Hypothesis: Teachers will identify administrative support as a barrier to

the implementation of DAP.



Teachers’ Perceptions of DAP

CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

A large body of research concerning DAP and the implications for early learning
curricula provides the basis for this study of teachers’ perceptions of DAP. This chapter
will examine the context of child development within relationships using
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory. This chapter will also give an overview of
DAP as well as research concerning teachers’ perceptions and the implementation of
DAP in early learning programs. DAP is based in the premise that relationships are the
primary mechanism for children’s acquisition of knowledge and skills (Bredekamp &
Copple, 2009). Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems provides the theoretical context for
the current study of DAP.
Ecological Systems Theory

Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory suggests that children develop
within complex systems of relationships affected by multiple levels of a child’s
environment (Berk, 2002). Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory is represented by a
nested structure that encompasses not only the child’s immediate environment, but
societal conventions and public policy that inform teaching practice (Berk, 2002). The
nested structure that Bronfenbrenner proposes is composed of Macrosystems, Exosytems,
Mesosystems, and Microsystems. The child is at the center of the model and

Bronfenbrenner theorizes that every action and interaction within the environment, either
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directly or indirectly, affects a child’s development (Berk, 2002). See figure 1 for a

model of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory in relation to children, families, early

education programs, and public policy.

Macrosystems

Exosystems

Public school Administration

University Course of Study

Microsystems

CHILD

/ Teachers
Families \ Mesosystems

Community of
Learners - Peers

Professional Development

Child Care & Development Block Grant

Figure 1. Model of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (Crain, 2005).

In Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory, the child’s environment is widely defined
and goes beyond the immediate family and is broken into systems that play a direct role
in the child’s development (Berk, 2002). Because children do not develop within the
context of a family only, there are other factors that affect a child’s development.
Bronfenbrenner (1979, p.16) says “behavior evolves as a function of the interplay

between person and environment.” Bronfenbrenner (1979) also theorized that
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relationships have a level of reciprocity or are bidirectional. He believed this was an
important element in a child’s cognitive development because, “joint activity produces
the most powerful developmental effects” (p. 57). The more support a child and family
feels from the different systems, the more likely the child’s development will benefit in a
positive way.

Macrosystem of Ecological Theory. In the Macrosystem of Ecological Theory,
cultural values, norms and public policy affect how early learning environments are
structured and support or hinder optimal teaching practices. The supports, or lack
thereof, that public policy provides affect the relationships within the child’s immediate
environment (Berk, 2002). This history of such policy considerations has been
documented by the Center for the Study of Child Care Employment at the University of
California Berkley. During the Great Depression, the Works Progress Administration
created child care programs that served as educational experiences, provided social
services for young children, and provided an income for unemployed teachers (Bellm &
Whitebook, 2006). For the creation of these programs, the federal government relied on
higher learning institutions as a source of information concerning early learning programs
(Bellm & Whitebook, 2006).

During World War 11, the federal government once again relied on early learning
programs to care for children while mothers worked and fathers were on the battlefield.
The Lanham Act served as a source of funding to support programs that promoted the
connection between early education and highly qualified teachers (Bellm & Whitebook,
2006). The US Department of Education was instrumental in advocating for and

recruiting teachers with degrees in early education as well as developing standards of
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quality by which Lanham Centers were measured (Bellm & Whitebook, 2006).
However, as soon as WWII ended, these programs were dismantled by Congress. The
premise for this legislation to be repealed was women’s return to the home from the
workforce so they could care for their own children (Bellm & Whitebook, 2006).
Consequently, teacher education requirements highlighted by Lanham Centers were
negatively affected by public policy that did not recognize early learning centers as
valuable educational institutions (Bellm & Whitebook, 2006).

Yet again in the 1960’s there was a focus to provide child care services to support
families who were low income or on welfare. To promote welfare to work programs,
most early learning programs were seen as institutions that offered custodial care to meet
the basic needs of children while families worked (Bellm & Whitebook, 2006). Head
Start was designed to provide comprehensive services to children and facilitated
economic gains for many low income families (Bellm & Whitebook, 2006). However,
for families who did not qualify for Head Start services, there were limited options for
child care. In response to the demand for out of home care, many child care programs
were created for the purpose of custodial care (Bellm & Whitebook, 2006).

The dilemma facing families between choosing custodial care and educational
programming holds true in the current state of public policy. Parental choice is at the
heart of many state policies concerning early learning programs. For families who are in
low income situations there may be no choice but to choose custodial care. In addition,
there is little incentive to support high quality early learning programs nor are there
federal sanctions against states that do nothing to support effective educational programs

(Bellm & Whitebook, 2006). This public policy trend further undermines the educational

11
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philosophy that affirms early learning programs as valuable academic services and vital
for school success. Instead many early education programs are a custodial care industry
that has facilitated lower standards for teacher education and whose sole purpose is to
keep children safe while parents work (Bellm & Whitebook, 2006).

High quality early learning programs are imperative for children who have been
placed at high risk for school success (Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2000; Schweinhart
& Weickert, 1997). In President Obama’s administration, high quality early learning
programs are recognized as valuable assets to educational systems (ARRA, 2009). In
the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, there are provisions for the
implementation of high quality early learning programs to aid in the economic stimulus
(ARRA, 2009). The federally funded Head Start program will receive one billion dollars
to expand early learning services as well as Early Head Start programs (ARRA, 2009).
Included in this funding stream are provisions for professional development, technical
assistance and program monitoring for Head Start programs (ARRA, 2009). The Child
Care and Development Block Grant will receive two billion dollars to aid states in the
distribution of child care subsidies for low income families (ARRA, 2009). This act
makes provisions for states to increase funding streams to families who are placed at low
income status and need child care. In addition, another 4% of federally mandated
funding is set aside for quality enhancement, another 255.2 million dollars is mandated to
increase the quality of child development programs (ARRA, 2009).

There are many states that have made the commitment to high quality early
learning environments.  North Carolina has implemented two programs to increase

quality and access to early education services. Smart Start is administered by the North

12
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Carolina Partnership for Children (NCPC) and has been in operation since 1993. The
program seeks to “Advance a high quality, comprehensive, accountable system of care
and education for every child beginning with a healthy birth” (NCPC, 2010, p.3).

Since its inception, Smart Start has increased access to high quality early
learning programs for children birth to five. Smart Start has helped families’ accessibility
to health care through grass roots advocacy and community outreach. North Carolina
also, has created the Office of School Readiness under the umbrella of the North Carolina
Department of Instruction. This initiative funds early education programs in the form of
direct services to North Carolina’s children who have a special need or who have been
placed at risk for school failure

In addition to the highlighted need for high quality early learning programs, the
current notion of school readiness has been reviewed by educational institutions. The
trend in this movement is the belief that schools need to be ready for children instead of
children being ready for school. In fact, there is a faction of advocates touting the need
for communities to be ready to support children to succeed in school and help schools
meet all children at their developmental level (Pianta, Steinberg, & Rollins, 1995).
Indeed, many schools systems are beginning to undertake school readiness projects and
have highlighted the importance of relationships in school success.

Phillips, Mekos, Scarr, McCartney, & Abbott-Shim (2000) state school readiness
must include a child’s ability to form and sustain relationships. The North Carolina
Ready Schools initiative advocates for early learning programs in the context of building
a foundation for school readiness. This initiative was born out of a taskforce convened to

study school readiness in North Carolina in 2000. Out of this effort, North Carolina

13
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defined a ready school as an “elementary school that provides an inviting atmosphere,
values and respects all children and their families, and is a place where children succeed.
It is committed to high quality in all domains of learning and teaching and has deep
connections with parents and its community. It prepares children for success in work and
life in the 21% century” (NCPC, 2010, p.8).

State and federal policy concerning early learning issues affect how teachers
interact with children in the learning environment. When policy is in place that supports
teachers as they implement high quality learning experiences then children are more
likely to experience positive outcomes. For children to be successful, public policy needs
to support families and educational systems as they work together to educate young
children. When policy supports and advocates best practice, then children are better
served.

Exosystems of Ecological Theory. Exosystems are children’s surroundings that
do not include them directly, but affect children’s experiences in their immediate
surroundings (Berk, 2002). Exosystems include school boards, school administrators, and
professional development activities because they influence teacher practices which in
turn affect children.  School boards and school administrators decide upon policy that
directly affects classroom practices in turn which directly affect children. Administrators
interpret state mandates then implement policies that affect teachers’ interactions with
children. School administrators and principals create pacing guides and promotion
standards that impact children’s ability to navigate curriculum at their own pace and
developmental level. These policies are also used as a determinant of children’s school

success (Spidell-Rusher, McGrevin, & Lambiotte, 1992).
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The levels of professional development teachers are exposed to affect classroom
experiences as well as teaching beliefs and experiences. Bowman et al. (2001) highlight
the importance of professional development in that, teachers who have more complex and
developmentally appropriate relationships with children have higher levels of training
and education. Children’s developmental outcomes are affected by teacher preparation
programs and professional development experience (Bowman et al., 2001).

Karp (2005) identifies a paradox regarding child development research and the
implementation of professional development. The United States has an extensive
research base regarding child development, but there is a gap between research regarding
best practices and their implementation and policy consideration. There too, is a gap
between what research defines as practices that facilitate positive child outcomes for
children, especially those who are placed “at risk” for school failure, and what actually
happens in learning environments (Karp, 2005).

Because of the fragmented system of service delivery of professional
development for early learning programs (for profit child care centers, elementary
schools, college based programs, and community based programs) there is, too, a
fragmented system of professional development (Karp, 2005). The early learning
workforce receives professional development concerning developmental outcomes,
assessment, and early learning standards in various forms and fashions from a variety of
agencies (Vartuli, 1999). This produces teachers who are poorly prepared to understand
effective curricula, assessment, and early learning standards. They do not know how to
plan for children’s individual needs and facilitate their development, which is the

foundation of developmentally appropriate practice (Karp, 2005).
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In the age of accountability and the inception of NCLB, for some educational
organizations professional development places an emphasis on high stakes testing and
children’s successful navigation of levels of accomplishment. Because of the fragmented
system of professional development service delivery and the lacking research base,
professional development systems can be grounded in current policies or notions of what
makes children successful instead of effective research- based practices. Broken service
delivery and training based in administrators’ inaccurate notions of school success
diminish teachers’ ability to implement developmentally appropriate curricula (Goldstein,
2007).

Mesosystems of Ecological Theory. Mesosystems are the connections between
Microsystems, such as families and early learning programs, that support and foster
children’s development. Relationships that promote partnerships between home and
school are a critical part of children’s optimal development (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).
Relationships are the foundation of a developmentally appropriate program (Bredekamp
& Copple, 2009).

Positive relationships between schools and families have long been identified as a
predictor of school success in and beyond the early learning years (Mclntyre, Eckert,
Fiese, DiGennaro, & Wildenger, 2007). All children benefit from parental involvement
in school, but children who are placed at risk for school failure are more likely to
experience positive outcomes when parents take an active role in their children’s
education (Mclintyre et al., 2007). Teachers in the early learning field are especially
important in the facilitation of positive relationships between home and school (Sandall,

Hemmeter, Smith, & McLean, 2005).
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There are potential problems in the facilitation of relationships when teachers
view themselves as the experts on early education and child development (Gonzalez-
Mena, 2001; Wilgus, 2005). Positive relationships are threatened when parents are not
welcomed and recognized as partners in the leaning process or even instructed as to what
children need to know. Gonzalez-Mena (2001) highlights the need for teachers to
understand and support families. Parents, most in general, “love their children and are
doing the best they can with what they know, who they are, and the circumstances they
find themselves in” (p.38). The goal of any education program should be to facilitate
children’s success and positive relationships that promote reciprocity between home and
school. Reciprocity of relationships between home and school are crucial for children’s
success in a developmentally appropriate curriculum framework (Bredekamp & Copple,
2009).

Microsystems of Ecological Theory. Microsystems are the intimate levels of
children’s interactions within the context of relationships with families and early
education programs (Berk, 2002). Activities and interactions with the environment need
to be positive and progressively more complex for children’s optimal development
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005).

Bronfenbrenner (2005) states that human development unfolds in the process of
reciprocal interactions, in the form of interactions with people and objects in the
environment, that progressively becomes more complex over time. Bronfenbrenner
(2005) also theorized that for children to develop to their optimum, the positive content

of interactions must occur on a regular basis over an extended period of time. He called

17



Teachers’ Perceptions of DAP

these interactions with the immediate environment proximal processes (Bronfenbrenner,
2005).

In Ecological Theory, these proximal processes are the primary drive for development
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Bronfenbrenner (2005) theorized that proximal processes
cannot maintain or structure themselves. The interactions of the child with the
environment whether it is people, objects or symbols, are determinants of development.
Children, environments, historical and cultural contexts merge, then work together to
determine developmental outcomes (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).

For children in early learning environments, development is affected by the quality of
interactions within the Microsystem. In an optimum environment, proximal processes
should provide a level of security and protection for children as well as engage children
in the learning process. The proximal process of being cared for and protected by a
teacher may give a child the belief that a personal and caring relationship is common
place in the early learning environment. Shonkoff & Phillips (2000) highlight the need
for warm and supportive interactions within the learning environment. Shonkoff &
Phillips (2000) state that children learn best in a relational mode as opposed to rote
learning that emphasizes didactic instruction. In the context of warm and supportive
interactions children learn greater social competence and enhanced problem solving skills
(Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Not only do children benefit from caring relationships, but
in the context of the relationship, children’s development is enhanced when teachers have
higher levels of education, have knowledge of how children grow and develop, and
understand how to implement developmentally appropriate activities (Shonkoff &

Phillips, 2000).
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A telling aspect of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory (2005) is his conception
that “somebody has to be crazy about that kid” and be actively involved in his or her
continued development (p. 262). This happens in a partnership, where children and
caregivers are in a relationship of give and take that nurtures children as they grow and
develop. Bronfenbrenner (2005) states that the family is the basic unit of our society and
“the family is the most humane, the most powerful, and by far the most economical
system for making and keeping human beings human” (p. 262). Bronfenbrenner’s theory
(2005) acknowledges that nurturing and supportive relationships are necessary for a
child’s optimal development. In educational environments, teachers and children are in
relationships that are analogous to families. Werner (1992) highlighted children’s
resiliency to the effects of poverty in a longitudinal study called The Children of Kauai.
In this study, Werner followed 505 children from birth into adulthood. She studied the
effects of physical and psychological environments on children’s development. Werner
(1992) assessed the cumulative effects of poverty, disorganized care giving, and parental
stress. Werner (1992) found that children who were in relationships, in which an adult
had a genuine and profound interest in the child’s success, were more likely to be
resilient to environmental stressors and were more likely to succeed in school.

In the Microsystem, children interact not only with teachers but with other
children. In this context, children learn social conventions by interacting with other
children. They learn how to conduct themselves within a group and how the learning
process occurs in the context or relationships. Children learn reciprocity, self regulation,
and learn to manage impulses (Rose-Krasnor, 1997; Rubin, Bukowski & Parker, 1998).

DAP suggests teachers facilitate peer learning by bringing in other children to help
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mentor those who need help or more information to solve a problem (Bredekamp &
Copple, 2009). Children’s development of social skills is strengthened when children
become friends with other children because the relationships are more complex and
longitudinal than interacting with unfamiliar peers (Rubin et al., 1998).

Conclusion. In Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory all of the systems converge
to support children’s development. This environmental convergence, to support optimal
development, is evident in early learning programs in the context of a developmentally
appropriate curriculum framework. DAP requires teachers, administrators, and policy
makers to create deliberate policy about environmental and teaching constructs. Policy
supports families and teachers as they work together to facilitate children’s learning
through the implementation of DAP.

Developmentally Appropriate Practice

Guidelines for Developmentally Appropriate Practice. For children to have
high quality experiences within an early learning program teachers must comprehend that
DAP consists of: creating a caring community of learners, teaching to enhance
development and learning, planning curriculum to achieve important goals, assessing
children’s development and learning, and reciprocal relationships with children and
families. For children to learn at their optimal level, all of the principles of DAP need to
be addressed in early learning environments (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009).

Creating a Community of Learners. Teachers’ adherence to DAP requires that
teachers support and facilitate relationships. Bredekamp and Copple (2009) state,

Each member of the community is valued by the others. By observing and

participating in the community, children learn about themselves and their world

and also how to develop positive, constructive relationships with other people.
Each child has unique strengths, interests, and perspectives to contribute. Children
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learn to respect and acknowledge differences of all kinds and to value each

person. (p. 16)

Proponents of DAP advocate the belief that positive interactions within the
classroom community are crucial for optimal development (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009).
Bronfenbrenner (2005) theorized that for children to develop to their optimum, the
positive content of interactions must occur on a regular basis over an extended period of
time. He called these interactions with the immediate environment proximal processes
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005).

In a caring community of learners, children gain knowledge of how to value
other children and adults as integral parts of a learning system. Through this process,
positive relationships become the foundation for investigation and exploration. In a
developmentally appropriate environment, teachers keep children physically and
psychologically safe so the emotional and social climate is conducive for children’s
optimal development (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009). Children construct their own
understandings as to how the world works (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009). In the context
of positive supportive relationships with other children, adults and the larger learning
community, children are given the freedom to clarify understandings and extend thinking
skills by testing theories, experimenting with materials, and collaborating with others to
solve problems (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009).

Teaching to Enhance Development and Learning. Teachers’ adherence to DAP
requires that teachers use teaching strategies that enhance development and learning.
Bredekamp and Copple (2009) state,

Teachers plan for learning experiences that effectively implement a
comprehensive curriculum so that children attain key goals across the domains

21



Teachers’ Perceptions of DAP

(physical, social, emotional, cognitive) and across the disciplines (language
literacy, including English acquisition, mathematics, social studies, science, art,
music, physical education, and health). Teachers plan the environment, schedule,

and daily activities to promote each child’s learning and development. (p. 18)

In this curriculum framework, teachers understand that children are creators of their own
perceptions and understanding of the world around them (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009).
In order for children to develop at the optimal level, teachers plan and implement
environments and activities that support development across domains. Teachers
facilitate and support the learning that children need to be successful through children’s
active engagement in activities that are either adult guided or child guided (Bredekamp &
Copple, 2009).

Adult guided activities are driven by goals embedded in the curriculum, but are
based and facilitated through children’s interests and children’s active engagement
(Bredekamp & Copple, 2009). Child guided experiences proceed from the children’s
interests, ideas, and actions, but teachers add vital and deliberate supports to enhance
children’s learning and clarify misunderstandings that children may have (Bredekamp &
Copple, 2009). In develop