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This course examines the theoretical foundations supporting programs aimed at educating 
children birth through eight years of age. We will consider a range of theoretical accounts of 
teaching and learning in the early childhood years – historical, psychological, sociological, 
poststructural and postmodern – and how these different ideas shape (or don’t shape) the 
teaching and learning that occurs in different early childhood settings. Throughout this 
course the emphasis will be on examining the relations between research, theory, and early 
childhood practice. Specifically, this course will enable you to: 
 
1. develop an understanding of historical, psychological, and contemporary theories 

underpinning constructions of early childhood curriculum and how these theories become 
different lenses through which to view the education of young children. 

2. critically analyze and question taken-for-granted assumptions framing the education of 
young children. 

3. understand the centrality of equity and issues of diversity in the early childhood 
curriculum 

4. develop an understanding of current critiques of early childhood education 
5. become familiar with a range of early childhood curricular models 
 
 

Required Texts 
 
Books are available at the Rutgers University Bookstore, downtown New Brunswick. 
 
 Roopnarine & Johnson (2008) Approaches to Early Childhood Education 

 
Paley, V.G. (2004). A child’s work: The importance of fantasy play. 
 
Paley, V. G. (1993). You Can’t Say You Can’t Play. 

     
Additional weekly readings available online at SAKAI 
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Course Requirements 

 
Attendance and class and online participation 
 
Attendance is crucial to your understanding and application of course content. You are 
expected to come to class prepared to discuss assigned readings and to participate in class 
activities. If you must miss a class please come and see me so that I can help you catch up on 
what was discussed in your absence. Multiple unexcused absences will affect your grade, up 
to and including receiving a failing grade for the course.  
 
Several class meetings will take place online. The online portion will be predominantly 
asynchronous (meaning we can all be on at different times), although there might be an 
occasional synchronous online chat. On the weeks that the class is online you will be 
expected to spend a minimum of 3 additional hours working on this class (in addition to the 
time you would normally spend reading or preparing for class). In addition many of our class 
discussions will begin online and then continue in class. Online participation will therefore 
be as important as class participation. Not participating actively and seriously online will be 
the equivalent of not coming to class and will carry the same penalty. We will discuss in 
class what kinds of participation are valuable online (including links to pertinent articles or 
websites, posing questions for the group to contemplate, sharing vignettes or stories from 
practice, etc.) 
 
Differing Requirements for Doctoral and Masters Students:  
 
This class is open to doctoral and masters students. This combination creates a wonderful 
zone of proximal development for the group’s learning. There are people with a great deal of 
experience with young children and others who are able to ask questions that challenge the 
assumptions of experienced practitioners and researchers. However, in order to be valuable, 
challenging, and fair to all there will be varying expectations for the assignments. Overall I 
will expect a higher quality of writing and discussion from doctoral students and the final 
research assignment will have different requirements.  
 
 
There are four graded requirements for this class: 
 
 Master’s Students Doctoral Students 
SAKAI Reading Response 20% 20% 
Presentation on Curriculum 
Model (Group Grade) 

20% 20% 

Observation Report on 
Curriculum Model  

35% 25% 

Research Report 25% 35% 
 
 
1) SAKAI Online Discussions 
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Assignment due: By 7pm each Sunday before class. Students will post responses to the 
weekly readings on the SAKAI website. THESE ARE NOT SUMMARIES—I will have 
done the reading and do not need it recapped for me. These responses should be seen as a 
dialogue, with the participants in the dialogue being, you, the authors, me, and your fellow 
classmates. This is a place to analyze what you have read, ask questions of me, the authors 
and your fellow classmates, give your cognitive and emotional responses, and make 
connections to other readings or to your life experiences. Everyone in the class will have 
access to your posting and you should feel free to respond to each other. I will read these 
postings before class and we will use them to help shape our dialogue on Monday evenings. 
These postings will be graded as Insufficient, Sufficient, or Outstanding. 
 
3) Observation of Early Childhood Curriculum Model 
Assignment due: March 26, 2010 
Length: 12-15 pages 
 
As this course is concerned with the different theoretical and practical contexts of early 
childhood education, each student will visit and conduct two observations in one early 
childhood setting that utilizes the approach you are presenting on. Each of these visits should 
be at least 2 hours in duration. In addition, you will conduct informal interviews with the 
teachers, directors, and if possible, parents. At the completion of your visits you are to write a 
paper that describes this setting on a variety of dimensions including: 
 
• Physical and interpersonal environments – the organization and use of space and time, the 

schedule, materials, arrangement of furniture, the messages the physical organization of 
the room sends to children and visitors as well as the social climate of the room. 

• Form and content of the curriculum- what content is taught; is the curriculum subject 
matter based, play-based; child-centered?   

• Teaching strategies employed – how do the teachers interact with the children, what 
kinds of teaching techniques do they employ? 

 
Using your observations and interviews as your data/examples go on to analyze the theories 
that appear to underpin the approach to education in each setting. Connections to course 
content need to be clear. In particular how does the school appear to be organized in terms of: 
 

• Relationship between learning and development 
• Care v. Education 
• Role of the Teacher (including role in the classroom and role as a worker) 
• Relationship to Families 
• Early Intervention and Special Educaiton Services 

 
Throughout this paper you need to provide examples from your observations and interviews 
as well as draw on course readings and other references to support your conclusions 
 
 
2) Group Presentation on an Early Childhood Approach 
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Each week from March 26-April 30 two student will take responsibility for leading a class on 
one of five curriculum models (Developmental Interaction; High Scope; Montessori; Tools 
of the Mind; Reggio Emilia) The purpose of the presentation is to facilitate a class 
examination of the model being presented in light of the topics discussed in the first weeks of 
class (learning and development; play; role of the teacher, workplace issues, families and 
socio-economic and cultural issues; inclusion and early intervention). The presentation can 
be approached in a variety of ways (including activities, audiovisual aides, group work, and 
lectures). The presenters can use the class readings as a starting point, and supplement these 
with other sources of information. If you wish to assign additional readings to the rest of the 
class you must get me these materials two weeks prior to your presentation so that I can put 
them online. The aim of the presentation is to use your own analysis to get your colleagues 
engaging with the material critically and what these ideas imply for teaching young children.  
 
4) Research Project  
Assignment due: May 7, 2010 
Length: 12-15 pages 
 
MASTER’S STUDENT VERSION 
You will choose a topic or question of interest to you in early childhood education. Locate at 
least five articles that address this topic (these must be different than the articles we have 
read for class and at least 3 of them should be from scholarly journals). The first half of the 
paper should be a discussion of this literature and an analysis of what is known about this 
topic from an academic or research perspective.  
 
You will then examine this issue from a practitioner/participant point of view. You can do 
this by interviewing teachers, parents, or children or by using examples from your own 
teaching. Examples of topics include--the role of play for children’s learning; children’s use 
of video games and computers, classroom management and discipline. On the final night of 
class, in addition to handing in the final project, students are expected to synthesize the 
findings of their research into a poster or some other format that can be shared with the rest 
of the class.  
 
 
DOCTORAL STUDENT VERSION 
You will choose a question of interest to you concerning a topic or issue in early childhood 
education. You are to review appropriate literature on this topic and write a report that 
addresses this issue from two differing theoretical positions. The first reading will examine 
this issue as it is found in much of the mainstream early childhood literature and research. 
Your second reading will involve examining the same issue through an alternative lens. 
Examples of alternative lenses are: feminist perspective, postmodern perspective, a historical 
comparison, a cross-cultural perspective, or a comparison between academic and popular 
press. The alternative perspective might be available through traditional sources such as 
journals or books or it might be obtained through interviews, newspapers, television, the 
movies, children’s artwork. Examples of topics include--the role of play for children’s 
learning; the importance of direct instruction in literacy; inclusion of children with special 
needs in general education classrooms. On the final night of class, in addition to handing in 
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the final project, you will synthesize the findings of their research into a poster or some other 
format that can be shared with the rest of the class.  
 
 

Evaluation of Written Work 
 
These qualities will be valued in your work: 
 
• Responsiveness to the task or question: Are you fulfilling the requirements of the 

assignment. 
• Clarity and organization of writing 
• Conciseness – try to write in a non-repetitious way. 
• Completeness and depth – Present the necessary amount of detail to support your points. 

Write or present as though your audience is not an expert on your topic and in a way that 
demonstrates depth of analysis of the topic. 

• Independent judgment – Go beyond the information presented by others. Be critical, 
seeing both strengths and weaknesses and support opinions with your own reasons. 

• Relevance – Connections between your work and the content and organization of 
251:577 should be clear. 

• Attention to professional style – Papers should be typed or word-processed and follow 
APA format. 

 
Letter Grade Equivalents 

 
93-100  A  
88-92  B+  
83-87  B  
78-82  C+  
73-77  C 
68-72  D+ 
60-67  D 
Below 60 F 
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Course Outline 
 

Please note: All assigned readings listed for a specific date are to be completed before the 
class on that day. 
 

Foundational and Current Issues in Early Childhood Education: A Critical Examination 
 
January 23  Introductions 
   What is early childhood education? 

Exploring philosophical understandings of the purpose of early 
childhood education and early childhood teaching.  
What are some of our assumptions about young children? 

 
January 30  ONLINE 

Historical overview of early childhood education 
   Changing conceptions of the child and of early childhood education 
   Multiple theories, practices, and contexts  
   Readings: 

Roopnarine Chapter 1 
Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence Constructing Early Childhood: What do we 
think it is? 

 
February 6 Varying Views of Development and Learning in Early Childhood 

Education 
 What is development? What is learning? What is the relationship 

between development and learning?  
Bredekemp and Copple, C. Developmentally Appropriate Practice pp. 
1-52. 

 Charlesworth, R. Developmentally Appropriate Practice is for 
Everyone 

 Lubeck, S. Is Developmentally Appropriate Practice for Everyone? 
 
February 13 The Place for Play in Early Childhood Education 
 Monighan-Nourot, P. The legacy of play in American early childhood 

education. 
 Piaget or Vygotsky Chapter (to be assigned in class) 
 Paley, V. A Child’s Work: The Importance of Fantasy Play  
 Brown, M. We don’t play that way in preschool 
 
February 20  ONLINE 

The Role of the Teacher: Policy Issues 
   Teacher Qualifications and Educational Quality 
   Bellm and Whitebook: Roots of decline: How government policy has  

de-educated teachers of young children. 
Early et al: Are teachers education, major, and credentials related to 
classroom quality and children’s academic gains in pre-kindergarten? 
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February 27  The Role of the Teacher: Classroom Issues 
   How do early childhood teachers support children’s learning? 
   Disagreements about the role of the teacher. 

Ryan, S., Ochsner, M. & Genishi, C. Miss Nelson is Missing! Teacher 
Sightings in Research on Teaching. 
Stipek, D. Teaching practices in kindergarten and first grade: 
Different strokes for different folks. 
Lobman, C. Improvisation: Postmodern play for early childhood 
teachers. 
Paley, V.G. You Can’t Say You Can’t Play 
 

March 5  Early Childhood Programs and Poverty Initiatives 
   Roopnarine Chapter 3 
   Frede et al: The Abbott Preschool Program Longitudinal Effects Study 
 
March 12  NO CLASS—SPRING BREAK 
 
March 19  Early Intervention and Children with Special Needs 
   Working with Families 
   Roopnarine Chapter 4 and 5 

Hughes and MacNaughton: Consensus, Dissensus or Community: The 
Politics of Parent Involvement in Early Childhood Education 

   Observation Paper Due 
    

Differing Approaches to Early Childhood Education 
 
March 26  Developmental-Interaction Approach/Bank Street/Creative Curriculum 
   Roopnarine Chapter 12 
 
April 2   Montessori 

Roopnarine, Chapter 16 
 
April 9 High Scope  
   Roopnarine, Chapter 9 

   
April 16 ONLINE 

Cross-Cultural Views of Early Childhood Education 
 Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence Minority directions in the majority world: 

Threats and possibilities 
   Tobin Continuity and Change in a Japanese Preschool 

Gupta, A. Working with large class size: Dispositions of early 
childhood teachers in India  
Borhan, L. Teaching Islam: A look inside an Islamic preschool in 
Malasia 
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April 23  Tools of the Mind 
Roopnarine, Chapter 10 

  
April 30  Reggio Emillia   
   Roopnarine, Chapter 14 
 
May 7   Summary and Conclusions 
   Sharing of research reports/poster session 
   Assignment: Research Project and Poster Presentation Due 
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