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Abstract The field of early childhood education (ECE) is
currently unable to reach consensus on the extent to which
ECE should be based on child development. One mani-
festation of this situation is the dilemma that early educa-
tors purportedly face between teaching the whole child and
the curriculum, between developmentally appropriate
practice (DAP) and standards. The source of this dilemma
is attributed to a one-dimensional understanding of chil-
dren’s development in which development is privileged
over learning. Addressing this dilemma begins by dis-
cussing a theoretical difference between Piaget and
Vygotsky: for Piaget, development drives learning; for
Vygotsky, learning drives development. This seemingly
dichotomous difference is reframed, however, by the
insight that Piaget and Vygotsky focused on different types
of development: Piaget studied universals (e.g., object
permanence); Vygotsky studied nonuniversals (e.g., cul-
tural tools often learned in schools). Their dispute stems,
therefore, from this factor: development drives learning in
nonuniversal developmental sequences, but learning drives
development in universal sequences. Teachers who adopt a
multi-dimensional developmental framework—a frame-
work that makes visible how the relationship between
learning and development may vary within universal ver-
sus nonuniversal developmental sequences—may be better
prepared to (1) make informed decisions about the extent to
which they should guide children’s activities and (2) avoid
the DAP versus standards dilemma. The most recent iter-
ation of DAP moved toward adopting a multi-dimensional
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developmental framework when it encouraged teachers to
base instructional judgments on the extent to which chil-
dren’s emerging capacities will likely require greater ver-
sus lesser degrees of adult guidance, structure, and support.

Keywords Developmentally appropriate practice -
Intentional teaching - Learning and development

A watershed consensus in the field of early childhood
education (ECE) occurred in the 1940s when, following
more than 50 years of formal study of the child, early
educators asserted that early instruction should be based on
knowledge of child development. This new consensus, then
hailed as a “major breakthrough in education” (Weber
1984, p. 149), was captured by Anderson’s statement that
“insight into the nature of the child as he is and is to be
underlies the practical principles of early childhood edu-
cation” (Anderson 1947, as cited in Weber 1984, p. 141).

Broad-based enthusiasm for using child development as
a basis for early instruction continued into the 1980s,
culminating with the publication of the National Associa-
tion for the Education of Young Children’s (NAEYC) first
position statement (Bredekamp 1987) on developmentally
appropriate practice (DAP). The publication of this state-
ment generated, however, much debate and discussion.
Sparked by the increasing acceptance of research para-
digms that focused more on the developmental impact of
culture and context (Bronnfenbrenner 1979; Vygotsky
1978) than the then dominant Piagetian paradigm, many
early educators questioned the field’s longstanding com-
mitment to child development as the basis for early
instruction (Kessler and Swadener 1992; Lubeck 1998;
Stott and Bowman 1996). Responding specifically to
doubts that sociocultural researchers had raised about the
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generalizability of child development research that pur-
portedly captured universal developmental sequences, Katz
described the perplexing situation that such doubts pre-
sented to both teachers and teacher educators:

On the one hand, I continue to believe that in order to
be effective, practitioners must have optimal confi-
dence in their own actions and the underlying
assumptions on which they are based. On the other
hand, if that base is not provided by the knowledge
and principles of child development, then what other
bases could be provided? (Katz 1996, p. 145)

Criticisms of DAP, along with related efforts to articu-
late other bases for early instruction, have been appearing
in the literature for more than 25 years and now include
voices from a variety of related perspectives, including
sociocultural theory (Mallory and New 1994), critical
theory (Blaise and Ryan 2012), post-modernism (Ryan and
Grieshaber 2005), and reconceptualism (Bloch et al. 2014).
These many years of discussion have not produced, how-
ever, a new consensus; instead, this debate has devolved
into “monologues typically conducted through largely
separate professional publication systems” (File 2012,
p- 39).

This fracturing of the field into parallel monologues is
unfortunate not only because “the absence of dialogue and
debate impoverishes early childhood education” (Moss
2007, p. 23), but also because this fracture is ill timed: It is
occurring at a time when early educators are confronted by
three unprecedented changes to the contexts in which they
are teaching. First, expectations about the potentially pos-
itive impact of ECE on both children and society have
never been higher, as evidenced by the fact that President
Obama affirmed the critical importance of early education
in his State of the Union speeches in 2013 and 2014, hosted
an ECE summit in December 2014, and announced plans to
spend, with corporate and philanthropic partners, one bil-
lion dollars to expand and promote ECE programming in
2015 (Salinas 2014). Second, in the last 20 years, devel-
opmental science has produced “profound changes in our
understanding of the conditions that facilitate children’s
learning and development” that support adoption of
instructional practices that vary in substantial ways from
traditional ECE practice (Barbarin and Miller 2009, p. 3).
For example, research in early literacy has demonstrated
the importance of teaching content to young children
(Neuman 2006), and research on self-regulation (Rimm-
Kauffman and Wanless 2012) suggests that teachers should
guide children’s play in ways that are inconsistent with
early educators’ embrace of spontaneous play in the 1980s
(Kamii and DeVries 1980). Third, with the advent of the
common core and the adoption of early learning standards
and early learning evaluation systems across the United
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States, early educators in both public schools and early care
settings are being held increasingly accountable for stu-
dents’ learning.

Due to the confluence of these three factors, more is
being asked—and, at times, demanded—of early educators
than ever before. And this is all occurring at time when, “as
a field, we still lack consensus on how to teach, what to
teach, and when to teach” (Graue 2008, p. 442).

One manifestation of this absence of consensus is the
dilemma that early educators are said to face between
teaching the whole child and the curriculum, between
developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) and standards.
This dilemma has been described as “a dichotomous pre-
sentation of two extremes:” between providing children
with (1) “opportunities to learn the knowledge mandated
by their state” or (2) “learning experiences that support the
development of the whole child” (Goldstein 2007, p. 39).
This either/or choice has also been characterized a
“metaphoric muddle” (Graue 2008, p. 442) and a “chasm”
(Barbarin and Miller 2009, p. 5) between developmentally
appropriate practice and standards.

Bowman (2006) ascribes the source of such dichoto-
mous thinking among teachers to a limited, one-dimen-
sional understanding of child development:

Part of the reluctance of teachers to specify what
young children should learn, I believe, is the ten-
dency to focus on development at the expense of
culture and social learning.... Failure to fully appre-
ciate the role of culture in children’s development has
led some teachers to take an either/or perspective
about developmentally practice. According to this
view, learning is either child-directed, play based,
and appropriate, or it is forced on children by teachers
with direct instruction and mindless drill, and there-
fore inappropriate. (pp. 4-5)

A principal aim of this paper is suggest a way to address
the DAP versus standards dilemma by providing a theo-
retical framework to facilitate the sort of multi-dimensional
understanding of development that Bowman refers to
above. In brief, I argue that practitioners’ understanding
and implementation of the most recent iteration of DAP
(Copple and Bredekamp 2009a), particularly the need to
make intentional decisions about when to engage children
in adult- versus child-guided activities, may be advanced
by promoting understanding of a longstanding debate in the
field of cognitive development about the relationship
between learning and development. Specifically, I argue
that teachers’ understanding of the instructional implica-
tions of the current DAP position statement may be facil-
itated by the insight that theories that focus on universals
(e.g., Piaget) typically depict development as driving
learning, but theories that focus on nonuniversals (e.g.,
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Vygotsky) typically depict learning as driving development
(Feldman 1995). Teachers who adopt a multi-dimensional
developmental framework—a framework that makes visi-
ble how the relationship between learning and development
may vary within universal versus nonuniversal develop-
mental sequences—may be better prepared to (1) make
informed decisions about the extent to which they should
guide children’s activities and (2) avoid the DAP versus
standards dilemma. I begin this argument by defining
learning and development and then explaining how dif-
ferent cognitive developmental theorists have conceived of
the relationship between these two constructs.

Learning and Development, Defined and Debated

According to Wittrock (1977), “Learning is the term we
use to describe the processes involved in changing through
experience. It is the process of acquiring relatively per-
manent change in understanding, attitude, knowledge,
information, ability, and skill through experience” (p. ix).
Learning is distinct from change in two important ways.
First, learning refers to changes brought about by experi-
ence, not by changes caused by maturation, growth, or
other such factors. Second, learning is relatively perma-
nent; it does not apply to transitory changes related to
fatigue, drugs or other temporary phenomena (Schunk
2012).

Development is also characterized by relatively perma-
nent (if not irreversible) change; however, developmental
changes typically differ in at least three ways from learn-
ing-based changes. Developmental changes are (1) direc-
tional (i.e., proceeding from lesser to more adequate
states), (2) qualitative (i.e., entailing the emergence of
qualitatively more powerful states), and (3) systematic (i.e.,
occurring in an orderly sequence) (Lerner 2002; Overton
2003). Developmental changes are typically attributed to a
combination of factors that include, besides learning, social
influences and maturation (Seifert 1983). There are, of
course, other ways to conceive of development, as in
Siegler’s influential work on children’s’ strategy choices
(Siegler and Crowley 1991; cf. Fowler 1992), but the
preceding features constitute a minimal definition of the
characteristics common to most developmental theories
(Lerner 2002), including the work of Piaget and Vygotsky,
the two most influential theorists in early childhood edu-
cation today.

Although there may be common ground between theo-
rists on how define to development, there is often dis-
agreement about the nature of the relationship between
learning and development (Bereiter 1970; Kohlberg and
Mayer 1972). Indeed, this was a prominent difference
between Piaget and Vygotsky.

Piaget, who sought to explain how children sponta-
neously invent logically necessary knowledge by acting
and reflecting upon their actions with objects and people,
contended that children could not truly learn something
unless and until they had constructed the requisite intel-
lectual structures for understanding what was to be learned:
“In reality, development is the essential process and each
element of learning occurs as a function of total develop-
ment, rather than being an element which explains devel-
opment” (Piaget 1966, p. 176).

Vygotsky, who sought to explain how human con-
sciousness and functioning is raised to higher levels
through the successful transmission/acquisition of cultur-
ally developed mediational means of thought, contended
that learning explains development. For example, he
attempted to understand how a child’s level of intellectual
functioning is qualitatively raised when she masters a
social tool, such as speech, by participating with a more
competent peer or adult in the Zone of Proximal Devel-
opment (ZPD). Hence, for Vygotsky, learning makes
development possible: “Development based on instruction
is a fundamental fact... The only instruction which is
useful in childhood is that which moves ahead of devel-
opment” (Vygotsky 1987, pp. 210-211).

Piaget and Vygostky’s differing conceptions of learning
and development are reflected, of course, in their differing
approaches to educational practice. Consider, for example,
the different ways in which each theorist describes the
educational processes that lead to the formation of critical
thought. Although both would agree that, in order to pro-
mote critical thinking, criticism and discussion should
permeate the classroom, they have different narratives
about how a critical atmosphere affects the child. For
Piaget, the teacher fosters a critical environment in order to
enable the child “to construct for himself the tools that will
transform him from the inside” (1973, p. 121, emphasis
added). For Vygotsky, however, the teacher fosters a crit-
ical environment in order to enable a child who is func-
tioning within her Zone of Proximal Development, to
appropriate, from the outside, intellectual tools that, once
internalized, will transform the child’s mind. It is because
these theorists have different accounts of the origin of the
structures that transform the child’s mind, with Vygotsky’s
approach based on internalization and Piaget’s based on
invention, that they have different conceptions of the
relationship between learning and development, which
leads, in turn, to different approaches to educational
practice.

Currently, an increasing number of early educators are
presenting Piagetian and Vygotskian approaches to
instruction as largely incompatible and encouraging
teachers to adopt Vygotskian methods (Edwards 2003;
Grieshaber 2008; Hatch 2010). Hatch even goes so far as to
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say that Piaget and Vygotsky’s approaches are logically
contradictory:

Future teachers learn about Piaget and Vygotsky’s
theories, but never confront the reality that if you
believe one of them (i.e., learning follows develop-
ment) then you cannot logically believe the other to
be right (i.e., learning leads development). In early
childhood parlance, educators pretend to have a
“both/and” relationship situation (i.e., it is okay to
believe both Piaget and Vygotsky on the relationship
between learning and development) when, in fact, a
classic “either/or” (either Piaget or Vygotsky is right)
is presented. (2010, p. 263)

As framed by Hatch, early educators are faced with a
dichotomous choice and must choose a winner, either
Vygotsky or Piaget, learning or development, instruction or
construction. However, as I explain next, a number of
developmental theorists and researchers have framed this
issue in an alternative way that allows the field to appre-
ciate the insights of both Piaget and Vygotsky, beginning
with Feldman’s work on nonuniversal theory (1980).

Reframing the Debate About Learning
and Development

With the publication of Beyond Universals in 1980, Feld-
man made a crucial distinction between two types of
developmental changes: universal developmental changes
“that are guaranteed to occur in all normal human envi-
ronments,” and nonuniversal developmental changes “that
will occur in only a subset of human beings within a subset
of more specialized environments” (Feldman and Fowler
1997, p. 196). Feldman also distinguished between five
different types of nonuniversal changes: pancultural, cul-
tural, discipline-based, idiosyncratic, and unique. Finally,
he portrayed all of these types of development changes as
occurring on a developmental spectrum that ranged from
universal to unique.

The import of Feldman’s approach for the debate
between Piaget and Vygotsky stems from the insight that
Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories “are actually referring to
different kinds of things when they refer to development”
(Feldman and Fowler 1997, p. 199). Piaget was primarily
concerned with universal sequences of development (e.g.,
object permanence and conservation of number), but
Vygotsky was primarily concerned with nonuniversal (i.e.,
cultural) sequences of development (e.g., how children
acquire curricular concepts in school). Consequently, the
debate between Piaget and Vygotsky about the nature of
the relationship between learning and development is not
about the nature of some one thing called Development,
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but rather about how learning and development interact in
different types of developmental sequences located on
different areas of the developmental spectrum (Feldman
1995).

Other contemporary developmental researchers have
made an analogous distinction. For example, Geary (1995),
writing from the perspective of evolutionary psychology,
distinguishes between abilities that are biologically pri-
mary (e.g., a preverbal counting system that allows enu-
meration of three or four items) and biologically secondary
(e.g., the ability to count larger numbers and to understand
the relationship between number names and quantity).
Gelman makes a similar distinction by positing the exis-
tence of (1) privileged, core domains where children uni-
versally acquire knowledge “without explicit instruction,
just as they do in their native language,” and (2) non-
privileged, non-core domains that are not universal because
they typically require time, instruction, and effort to master
(Gelman and Williams 1998, p. 585).

This distinction between universal and nonuniversal
cognitive developmental trajectories is important not sim-
ply because it provides a way for teachers to think about
the debate about learning and development, but also
because it provides a deeper understanding of the dynamic
nature of development and thereby facilitates a nuanced
approach to instruction. From this perspective, a teacher
should adopt the Vygotskian emphasis on learning
espoused by Hatch (2010), not because learning explains
development, but because learning helps explain the type
of nonuniversal, culturally specific development that she
seeks to foster. For example, it is appropriate to use tea-
cher-guided instruction to teach children how to read, a
nonuniversal capacity; however, teacher-guided instruction
is rarely necessary to teach young children to talk, a uni-
versal capacity.

To appreciate how Feldman’s insight about the variable
nature of the relationship between learning and develop-
ment may help early educators address the DAP versus
standards dilemma, I analyze next how the NAEYC’s
conception of the relationship between learning and
development has evolved in its three position statements on
DAP and related publications.

The Evolving Relationship Between Learning
and Development in DAP

The NAEYC published the first edition of DAP to provide
criteria for NAEYC accreditation as well as to respond to
efforts to improve educational outcomes by pushing
expected academic outcomes from the upper grades into
the lower grades (Bredekamp 1987). Although this version
neither explicitly defines nor discusses the relationship
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between learning and development, the positions taken in
this statement are largely consistent with Piaget’s theory,
and especially the notion that development explains
learning. This emphasis on child-directed learning is evi-
dent in a section that categorizes practices as either
developmentally appropriate or inappropriate (DAP or
DIP) that heavily stresses child-initiated construction over
teacher-initiated instruction. The overall impression,
intentional or not, of the first edition of DAP is that the
NAEYC is at best leery of, if not opposed to, direct
instruction, and this position is related to the primacy of
child-directed development over teacher-guided learning.

The next edition of DAP (Bredekamp and Copple 1997)
was written with an eye toward responding to the changing
context, new research, and the considerable criticism that
was directed toward the first version’s apparent overre-
liance on Piaget and its related neglect of sociocultural
perspectives (Raines and Johnston 2003). The NAEYC
responded to this criticism in multiple ways. First, it
emphasized the point that teachers should have “knowl-
edge of the social and cultural contexts in which children
live” (Bredekamp and Copple 1997, p. 10). Second, it
broadened its theoretical base by referring to Bronfen-
brenner’s work on the ecology of human development,
discussing the Vygotskian-inspired notion of scaffolding,
and referencing prominent Vygotskian approaches to early
education (e.g., Berk and Winsler 1995; Bodrova and
Leong 1996). Third, it discarded the either/or categoriza-
tion of teaching practices and called for teachers to adopt a
both/and approach by employing an optimal balance of
teaching strategies. For example, the authors wrote that,
“Early childhood teachers strive to achieve an optimal
balance between self-initiated learning and adult guidance
or support” (Bredekamp and Copple 1997, p. 17).

The most recent edition of DAP seeks to respond to (1)
new knowledge about child development, (2) the
NAEYC’s newly revised accreditation standards, and (3)
the changing context in which ECE programs operate
(Copple and Bredekamp 2009a). This edition of DAP
continues to encourage teachers to adopt an optimal bal-
ance between children’s self-initiated learning activities
and teacher-guided activities, but it no longer frames this
balance in new terms of the both/and approach described in
the second version of DAP; instead, it refers to Epstein’s
(2006) distinction between child-guided and adult-guided
experiences. This change appears to have occurred because
“sometimes both/and thinking may be applied quite
superficially as just ‘a pinch of this and a dash of that’”
(Copple and Bredekamp 2009b, p. 49). In order to foster a
more thoughtful approach to selecting teaching strategies,
the NAEYC now encourages practitioners to adopt
Epstein’s (2006) approach to intentional teaching, which is
described next.

Epstein’s goal in writing The Intentional Teacher was to
articulate a “balanced position” in the controversy that
“pits extreme interpretations of ‘child-initiated’ learning
(passive teacher) against ‘adult-guided’ directed instruction
(scripted lessons)” (2006, p. vii). To achieve this balanced
position, Epstein carefully distinguished between two types
of educational experiences—child-guided and adult-guided:

I use the term child-guided to refer to experience that
proceeds primarily along the lines of children’s
interests and activities, although teachers often pro-
vide the materials and other support. The term adult-
guided 1 use to refer to experience that proceeds
primarily along the lines of the teacher’s goals,
although these experiences may also be shaped by the
children’s active engagement. (p. vii)

Epstein was careful to note, however, that both the teacher
and child are active in both types of experience. This
approach contrasts, of course, with extreme interpretations
of early childhood practice in which either the teacher or
the child is passive.

Epstein also compiled a comprehensive list of two types
of skills and knowledge, drawn from a variety of content
areas, that may be best acquired via child-guided or adult-
guided experiences.

For example, children develop ideas about sinking
and floating, or what can be done with clay largely
[via child-guided experience] through exploration
and investigation; but to learn the names of letters
requires adults to provide this information [via adult-
guided experience] (pp. vii—viii).

Epstein refers to teaching based on mindful decisions about
when to employ adult- versus child-guided teaching
strategies, which must also be informed by teachers’
sensitive observations of and responses to the nature of
children’s engagement in either type of learning experi-
ence, as intentional teaching.

Epstein’s construct of intentional teaching has, in effect,
transformed the both/and approach of the second edition of
DAP into an evidence-based if/then approach: If children
are likely to acquire a certain capacity by engaging in
child-guided spontaneous activity, then teachers should
deploy one set of teaching strategies; however, if acquisi-
tion of the skills in question typically requires adult guid-
ance, then teachers should deploy another set of strategies.

To summarize, the NAEYC’s position on the relation-
ship between learning and development has evolved. It has
moved from an either/or position that privileged the role of
development over learning in the first edition of DAP, to a
balanced but undifferentiated both/and position in the
second edition, to a balanced and differentiated if/then
position in the most recent edition. By endorsing Epstein’s
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rationale for when teachers should implement child-guided
versus adult-guided experiences, the NAEYC made a small
but substantial step toward adopting a multi-dimensional
conception of development. The advantages of this sort of
developmental framework are discussed next.

Advantages of Adopting a Multi-dimensional
Developmental Framework

Adopting a multi-dimensional approach to development, an
approach that captures the variable and dynamic nature of
the relationship between learning and development in both
universal and non-universal developmental sequences, has
advantages for multiple audiences. For proponents of DAP,
explicit adoption of this framework would make clear how
DAP, with its embrace of Epstein’s differentiation between
child-guided and adult-guided activities, has evolved from
(1) an either/or approach in 1987 that privileged develop-
ment over learning to (2) an if/then perspective in 2009 that
honors both learning and development. This evolution has
gone largely unrecognized, however, because the NAEYC
did not explicitly articulate this shift when it endorsed
Epstein’s construct of intentional teaching. Full articulation
of this substantial shift by the NAEYC would not only
make this evolution visible to both proponents and critics
of DAP, it would also ground DAP more fully in devel-
opmental theory.

For ECE researchers and theorists, the multi-dimen-
sional developmental framework described here offers an
opportunity to reestablish discussion and dialogue within a
field currently characterized by parallel monologues (File
2012). This is not to suggest that a new consensus might or
even should be established on the precise nature of the
relationship between child development and early child-
hood education—indeed, universal consensus is as
unhealthy as multiple parallel dialogues, as both lead to
limited intellectual exchange—but it is to suggest the
existence of common ground on a point made by many
critics of the perceived developmental homogeneity of
DAP: early educators need to consider multiple theories
from multiple paradigms in order to even attempt to
understand and instructionally respond to the remarkable
complexity of the child (Bowman 1993; Daniels and
Shumow 2003; Grieshaber 2008; Pyle and Luce-Kapler
2014).

For early childhood teachers, a multi-dimensional
developmental framework offers a way to avoid getting
caught in the horns of the DAP versus standards dilemma,
because this approach is framed in a way that resists
reducing teaching to a dichotomy between DAP and stan-
dards, development and learning, or the child and the
curriculum. Adoption of this perspective would not resolve,
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however, dilemmas experienced by teachers who are
required either to teach to standards well beyond children’s
reach, or to teach to challenging but achievable standards
by implementing developmentally insensitive and/or
scripted curricula, which (wrongly) assume that all children
are equally disposed to learn the same thing at the same
time.

Finally, for early childhood teacher educators, the cur-
rent ideas offer a theoretical framework for organizing
instruction about child development for aspiring teachers,
beginning with the notion that development is not just one
big thing; rather, there are multiple levels of development
and, concomitantly, multiple ways to promote (via both
adult- and child-guided activities) children’s skills,
knowledge, and dispositions. Implicit in this framework is
the idea that early educators need to focus on identifying,
not how a child fits within a single developmental
approach, but rather how to tailor instruction, based on a
variety of developmental approaches, that best fits chil-
dren’s needs.

Conclusion

As noted at the outset, early educators reached consensus in
the 1940s that early instruction should be based on child
development. Up until the 1980s, this meant that ECE was
largely based on universal accounts of child growth (e.g.,
Piaget) that privileged development over learning. Begin-
ning in the 1980s, though, this consensus was disrupted by
objections to basing instruction on universal theories.
Currently, many in the field are encouraging practitioners
to base instruction on nonuniversal approaches (e.g.,
Vygotsky) that privilege learning over development.

Universal and nonuniversal theories of development
should not be treated, however, as opposing poles of a
dichotomy because basing teaching on a one-dimensional
approach to child development may lead to a one-dimen-
sional approach to instruction. For example, instruction
largely based on a universalistic Piagetian approach to
development invites teachers to become passive as they
wait for children’s capacities to develop through child-
guided activities. And many teachers are said to have
accepted such invitations (Grieshaber 2008; Hatch 2010;
Seifert 1983). Conversely, basing teaching almost exclu-
sively on non-universal accounts of development invites
early educators to implement mostly adult-guided instruc-
tion. And due to the added weight of administrators’ anx-
iety about students’ performance on standardized tests,
these invitations are currently being issued in the form of
mandates that are difficult for teachers to decline.

One way to help teachers implement a balanced if/then
approach to instruction is to provide them with a multi-
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dimensional developmental framework. For example, if
early educators intend to foster children’s reading com-
prehension and fluency, nonuniversal capacities, it is
appropriate to implement teacher-guided strategies, such as
reciprocal teaching, coaching, and, at times, directly
instructing (Fountas and Pinnell 1996). Extensive use of
such techniques would rarely be appropriate, however, for
nurturing children’s ability to talk, a universal capacity.

Planning instruction based on child development is,
however, not straightforward. Developmental theories are
relatively blunt intellectual tools. With the recent explosion
of research by developmental scientists from a variety of
traditions that go well beyond Piaget and Vygotsky
(Bowman et al. 2001), there are now more such blunt tools
for teachers to consider (Pianta et al. 2012).

It is useful to recall, therefore, what Jesrild wrote in the
1940s regarding the then new consensus regarding ECE
and child development: “fundamental concomitants” to the
child development approach to education are”a spirit of
inquiry—a desire to learn about the ways of children” and
“an attitude of respect for children” (Jersild 1946, p. 1). In
other words, instruction based on knowledge of child
development should begin not by studying a book or a
theory but rather by studying the child. Bowman et al.
captured this distinctive feature of early instruction in their
statement that “the key informing principle for early
childhood pedagogy is responsiveness” (Bowman et al.
2001, p. 34).

Responsive teaching has been described as a “dance in
which nature—what the child brings into the world—and
nurture—the relationships of the child’s context—are
partnered” (Bowman et al. 2001, p. 58). This instructional
dance is most effective when improvised, not scripted, by
an intentional teacher who is continually assessing the
extent to which she should lead or follow each and every
child. Such decision-making requires, however, a basic
understanding of what emerging capacities will likely
require greater versus lesser degrees of adult guidance,
structure, and support. The framework described here
offers early educators a way to better understand the multi-
dimensional nature of development, make intentional
decisions about when to adopt adult- versus child-guided
instruction, and avoid getting caught up in the purported
dilemma between DAP and standards.
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