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In 1987 the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)
published guidelines for developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) to clarify types of ac-
tivities the association deemed appropriate for children between birth and age 8 (Bre-
dekamp, 1987). The document was constructed primarily in reaction to the “increasingly
pervasive pressure for programs to conform to an academic model of instruction typical of
programs designed for older children” (New & Mallory, 1994, p. 1).

The NAEYC description of developmentally appropriate practice was organized
around two major dimensions: the principle of age appropriateness (“that learning envi-
ronments, teaching practices, and other program components should be planned based on
what is generally to be expected of children of various ages and stages™) (Bredekamp,
1993, p. 261) and the principle of individual appropriateness (that “adaptations should be
made for the wide range of differences between individual children”) (Bredekamp, 1993, p.
261). What was left unsaid but is still evolving is the manner in which these two principles
come together to assist teachers in the organization and implementation of educational
practices for young children with diverse abilities. For example, many people have inter-
preted the guidelines to mean that development in all children should be facilitated the
same way: through certain conditions such as self-initiated and self-directed activity and
through the teachers’ provision of materials and activities that support children’s play
(Carta, Schwartz, Atwater, & McConnell, 1991; Grossen, 1993; Lubeck, 1994). However,
that is not the intent of the DAP guidelines. Unfortunately, although the DAP guidelines
provide specific information regarding the age appropriateness principle detailing the types
of materials and activities that are suitable for children of different ages, the guidelines are
much less explicit in addressing how teachers should address the individually appropriate
principle. As a consequence, teachers have been unclear about when to digress from age ap-
propriate practices and how to modify teaching practices to address children’s individual
needs. This issue of how and when to individualize is of critical importance for teachers
who are charged with educating young children with diverse needs.

This article discusses some of the basic premises and misconceptions that exist about
developmentally appropriate practice and examines how the premises and practices of DAP
diverge and overlap with recommended practices for teaching young children with disabil-
ities. Specific instructional strategies that have proven to be effective for teaching young
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children with disabilities and that follow DAP guidelines are
presented.

ORIGINS OF DEVELOPMENTALLY
APPROPRIATE PRACTICE

The NAEYC published its DAP guidelines in 1987 in re-
sponse to general concerns and specific issues regarding the
manner in which young children were being served in early
education programs. NAEYC had a general concern over the
pervasive and growing emphasis on formal academic instruc-
tion in early childhood programs based on misconceptions
about early development and learning (Bredekamp, 1987).
Additionally, however, the organization had several specific
concerns that drove their effort to define developmentally ap-
propriate practice. First, although the NAEYC had used the
term “developmentally appropriate” in its previously pub-
lished early childhood accreditation criteria, it had never ex-
plicitly defined the term. As a consequence, the term was be-
ing translated into practice in widely different ways. For
example: “Some people considered it developmentally appro-
priate for 4- and 5-year-olds to do an hour of seatwork, tod-
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dlers to sit in high chairs with dittos, or babies in infant seats to
‘do’ the calendar” (Bredekamp, 1993, p. 261). Second, prekin-
dergarten programs were being expanded in public school set-
tings at a time when public schools were engaging in practices
that did not seem consistent with sound early childhood prac-
tices. Examples of these public school practices included
keeping children out of kindergarten after finding them “‘un-
ready” based on screening test results and assigning them to a
2-year kindergarten track.

In response to these issues, the NAEYC organized a con-
sensus-building process to define DAP not only to improve
the quality of early childhood programs but also to provide a
rallying point for early childhood educators attempting to es-
tablish political, advocacy, and professional goals (Johnson &
McChesney Johnson, 1992). The outcome of this consensus-
building process was the 1987 publication Developmentally
Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs Serving
Children From Birth Through Age 8 (Bredekamp, 1987),
which defined DAP principles and provided examples of ap-
propriate and inappropriate practices for different age-groups
of children.

This set of guidelines was inspired by a constructivist ap-
proach to teaching and learning, strongly influenced by Pi-
aget and Vygotsky, that emphasized child-initiated learning
and exploratory play activities (Bredekamp, 1993). The
guidelines advised against using highly structured learning
experiences for young children and using artificial motivation
systems (e.g., high rates of teacher praise, tokens, or stickers).
The assumption underlying these recommendations was that
young children are intrinsically motivated to learn based on
their desire to understand their environment. Furthermore, the
guidelines warned that undue structure and artificial motiva-
tion systems could be detrimental to the self-esteem and emo-
tional well-being of young children (Bredekamp, 1987;
Elkind, 1987). Although the intent of the guidelines was to
describe a continuum of teaching practices, many persons in-
terpreted the guidelines as advocating one specific approach
to teaching. Thus, many associated myths and misperceptions
have emerged about DAP.

MISPERCEPTIONS ABOUT DEVELOPMENTALLY
APPROPRIATE PRACTICE

A number of reasons have been offered for why so many
myths have arisen about DAP. One idea is that misconcep-
tions are inevitably associated with any complex motion that
achieves popular attention (Bredekamp, 1993). A related idea
is that misperceptions have arisen because many individuals
have oversimplified the concept of DAP or tried to make this
open-ended concept more finite and absolute (Kostelnik,
1992). Finally, although the guidelines were intended for all



children, their lack of attention to children from diverse devel-
opmental levels and cultural backgrounds gave the guidelines
the appearance of exclusivity and of being too narrowly con-
ceptualized (Lubeck, 1994). Therefore, before one can deter-
mine the applicability of the DAP guidelines for children with
disabilities, one must separate myth from reality.

Myth #1: Teachers Following a DAP Approach
Should Never Use Direct Instructional Approaches

This commonly held myth contends that in DAP-oriented
classrooms, no structure exists and teachers never teach. In-
stead, all learning takes place in child-initiated exploration of
the environment. Bredekamp (1993) clarified this myth by stat-
ing that DAP classrooms should be based on an interactive
teaching paradigm. She asserted that teachers should employ a
range of teaching behaviors “from nondirective (withholding
attention, acknowledging) to directive (more intrusive) with the
mediating behaviors of facilitating, supporting, and scaffolding
in the middle. The point of such a continuum is that every one
of these behaviors is appropriate on some occasions and exclu-
sive use of any behavior renders it less effective” (p.267).

Bredekamp (1993) further clarified this issue by pointing
out that some children require direct training and that teachers
need to do more for them than provide a rich environment for
nurturing social competence. “Inevitably, some children
spend more time on a time-out chair or are neglected or re-
jected by their peers because they do not acquire the social
problem-solving skills of other children. In such situations,
the appropriate role of the teacher is to intervene” (p. 266).
The reality about developmentally appropriate practice is that
teachers should employ a continuum of teaching practices
that vary in directiveness depending on individual children’s
and specific classroom needs.

Myth #2: Early Childhood Curriculum Should Be
Based Entirely on Children’s Interests and Should Not
Be Goal-Directed

This myth probably is based on overgeneralizing in reac-
tion to programs that set inappropriate goals for children.
For example, programs that set goals for children focused ex-
clusively on rote academic skills such as memorizing number
facts or tracing letters before the children have basic concep-
tual understanding of number representation or fine motor
skills. The inappropriate practice exemplified here would be
the particular choice of goals, not the goal-directed nature of
the program. The reality of developmentally appropriate
practice is that if programs are to be individually appropriate,
teachers must assess children’s needs, develop specific goals
for individuals, and plan programs that address the unique
goals and objectives of the children within the class.

Myth #3: Academics Have No Place in DAP Programs

This myth is based on the contention that preschool chil-
dren are not ready for academics. The misconception is in
equating academics with rote instructional activities that are
not meaningful to young children. In truth, academic concepts
are wide ranging and can be interesting to preschool-aged
children. The reality is that developmentally appropriate prac-
tice can incorporate academic activities that emphasize mean-
ingful literacy and mathematical activities (Kostelnik, 1992).

Myth #4: DAP Applies Only to Children Who Are Typi-
cally Developing, White, and Middle Class

Many people have expressed misgivings about DAP’s ap-
plicability to children from diverse backgrounds (e.g., Delpit,
1988; Jipson, 1991; Mallory, 1994). Some have questioned
whether values expressed in the DAP guidelines concerning
curriculum, interactions between adults and children, rela-
tions between home and school, and the assessment of chil-
dren’s development are universally accepted by individuals
from different cultures (Jipson, 1991; Kessler, 1991; Walsh,
1991). Others have questioned the applicability of DAP for
planning, carrying out, and evaluating early childhood pro-
grams that serve young children with disabilities (Carta,
Schwartz, Atwater, & McConnell, 1991; Kaminski & Carey,
1993; Wolery, Strain, & Bailey, 1992). They have contended
that although DAP guidelines may support programs serving
young children with special needs, the DAP principles do not
go far enough in defining the practices that may be appropri-
ate and necessary for serving these children. Leaders of NA-
EYC have concurred that the 1987 guidelines are inadequate
for meeting the special needs of many young children (Bre-
dekamp, 1993); however, more recent publications by NA-
EYC and collaborations between that organization and the
Division for Early Childhood within the Council for Excep-
tional Children have made great strides in operationalizing
how developmentally appropriate practice can be individual-
ized for children with disabilities. The reality is that the con-
cept of DAP is evolving, and recent publications have begun
to clarify its applicability for children from diverse back-
grounds and developmental levels (Bredekamp & Rosegrant,
1992);

Myth #5: Programs Adhering to the DAP Guidelines
Must Follow One Specific Approach If They Are to Be
Implemented Correctly

A common misunderstanding about the DAP guidelines is
that they were meant to define a singular approach to teach-
ing. The reality is that teaching approaches should vary de-
pending on the children in the classroom and their diverse
needs and experiences, the resources available, and the ex-
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pectations and values of the children’s families and their
communities (Kostelnik, 1992). Thus, there is no “one-size-
fits-all” model of educational practice (Richarz, 1993). This
concept is critically important in early childhood special ed-
ucation and must be emphasized in any translation of the
DAP guidelines for young children with diverse abilities.

Summary

In summary, several misperceptions have surfaced regard-
ing the principles of DAP. These myths have hindered the
convergence of the fields of early childhood education
(ECE) and early childhood special education (ECSE) at a
time when educators have needed to find common ground
concerning the education of young children with disabilities
in inclusive settings. Unfortunately, an additional barrier ex-
ists in a parallel set of misperceptions about some of the
strategies or practices advocated by the field of early child-
hood special education.

MYTHS ABOUT RECOMMENDED PRACTICES
IN ECSE

Although the field of ECSE is relatively young, the ECSE
practices recommended either by research or consensus
among practitioners have changed dramatically over the past
25 years. In the past, ECSE was strongly influenced by the
use of behavioral analysis strategies and direct instructional
approaches, but more recently, the field has been evolving
toward more naturalistic instructional approaches. The flux
in the field has led to many misperceptions about ECSE
practices. Among them are the following.

Myth #1: Most Children with Special Needs Must Be
Taught in Very Structured Activities in One-to-One
Settings With the Teacher

Many people assume that individualization for children
with special needs demands that they be taught individually.
They conclude that ECSE teachers excessively structure
their programs in their quest for individualization. This be-
lief about ECSE was articulated by Johnson and McChesney
Johnson: “In ECSE, one often finds teachers inadvertently
stymieing young children with handicaps by being overbear-
ing and providing an inordinate amount of structure and di-
rection” (p. 450). This certainly is not recommended ECSE
practice. Although the teacher must arrange the educational
setting so that the child with special needs receives numer-
ous opportunities to work on instructional objectives, these
objectives can often be woven into typical classroom rou-
tines in which many children participate.

Myth #2: Activities That Follow Recommended
Practices in ECSE Must Be Entirely Teacher-Directed

A common myth is that young children with special needs
are never allowed to follow their own interests or have fun in
school. The typical misperception is that the entire day is
spent in drill and practice on learning specific skills. Al-
though young children with disabilities must be provided
with ample opportunities to work on their individual goals
and objectives, teachers can use many approaches to facili-
tate this instruction. Activities can be planned in which work
on instructional objectives is directed by an adult, facilitated
by a child’s peers, or self-mediated by children engaging ma-
terials in the classroom environment. The reality of ECSE
practice is that a multitude of classroom arrangements and
continuum of structure are available for addressing chil-
dren’s instructional objectives.

Myth #3: In Typical ECSE Practice, Teachers Must
Use Artificial Incentives to Get Children to Perform
Behaviors

Another misconception about ECSE is that teachers must
use food, tokens, and other contrived rewards during instruc-
tion. In reality, recommended practice is for teachers to use
the most natural consequences possible to motivate a child.
Teachers must have available a wide range of reinforcers.
For some children with very limited abilities, appropriate re-
inforcers may be edibles or special types of tactile stimula-
tion. The goal in using these types of reinforcers is to help
these children learn that specific behaviors, such as commu-
nicating, can have important consequences. But other chil-
dren will be able to learn these behaviors without artificial
incentives. For example, most children will learn communi-
cation skills simply as a result of obtaining the natural re-
wards that result from communication—desired or needed
objects or events, attention or praise. Teachers of children
with disabilities must become skilled at determining when
natural rewards are effective and when other forms of rein-
forcement will initially be more efficient in teaching children
new behaviors. An important ECSE practice in using artifi-
cial reinforcers is to move children in the direction of natural
contingencies as soon as possible.

Myth #4: Curricular Content in ECSE Focuses on
Academic Subskills or Individual Behaviors That Are
Taught Out of Context

ECSE curricular content often is depicted as inappropriate
for preschoolers, nonfunctional, and not conceptually based.
Goodman (1992), for example, described early childhood
special education programs as “very intense instruction” in
“preacademics.” Similarly, Johnson and McChesney John-



son (1992) described early childhood special education set-
tings as “no-nonsense, back to basic academic programs that
stress storage and retrieval of static knowledge” where in-
struction insists on “mastery to criteria” (p. 443). Such de-
scriptions perpetuate the myth that young children with spe-
cial needs must be or are typically taught discrete skills in
isolation. Current recommended practice suggests otherwise.
Teachers are urged to select instructional objectives based on
their importance in improving the child’s functioning in pre-
sent environments and ability to participate in future age-ap-
propriate environments (Noonan & McCormick, 1993;
Voeltz & Evans, 1983). In addition, teachers of children with
special needs are urged to teach skills not out of context but
in sequence with other skills as they would typically occur
(Sailor & Guess, 1983) and at the times when they are most
needed (Hart & Risley, 1975) using natural stimuli and con-
sequences (Falvey, Brown, Lyon, Baumgart, & Schroeder,
1980). For example, instead of teaching students to identify
colors through the use of flash cards, educators can teach
color concepts during snack time, story time, free play, and
at other times during the day when children initiate language.
Instruction based in meaningful contexts is most likely to
generalize to new settings and be maintained over time by
naturally occurring contingencies.

Myth #5: ECSE Recommended Practices Are Com-
pletely Behaviorally Based and Do Not Incorporate De-
velopmental Principles

Because many early childhood special education pro-
grams and practices have grown out of behavioral techniques
pioneered with older students with mental retardation, many
people believe that ECSE still is based exclusively on prin-
ciples of applied behavior analysis. In reality, current ECSE
practice is grounded philosophically by three curriculum
models: developmental, developmental-cognitive, and be-
havioral (Noonan & McCormick, 1993). The developmental
model, which is based on early research on child growth and
maturation (Gesell & Amatruda, 1947), focuses on teaching
children skills across several domains (e.g., motor, adaptive,
social, and communication) according to the sequence fol-
lowed by typically developing young children. The develop-
mental-cognitive model, which is based on Piagetian theory
(Piaget, 1952), emphasizes cognitive development and in-
struction that “challenges” children to move on to the next
stage. The behavioral model, which is based on the learning
principles defined by Skinner, Bijou, and Baer, focuses on
shaping children’s behavior through systematic procedures
and careful arrangement of the environment. Clearly, al-
though these models are presented here as distinct, each is
evolving and all appear to be converging toward more natu-
ralistic and functional approaches.

Summary

In summary, just as with DAP, many misconceptions exist
about what is acceptable and recommended practice for serv-
ing young children with disabilities. These myths, like those
associated with DAP, stand in the way of attempts to deter-
mine how early childhood educators can work together with
professionals in early childhood special education in teach-
ing young children with special needs in inclusive settings.
Once these misconceptions have been clarified, the next step
is to determine the real differences that separate DAP and
ECSE recommended practices.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN DAP AND ECSE

A considerable amount of overlap exists between DAP
and those practices recommended in ECSE, but a few key
features reveal differences between these sets of practices.
Most of the distinctions are merely differences in emphasis;
some, however, cut to divergent premises.

Role of Educational Intervention

One fundamental philosophical difference between ECE
and ECSE concerns the relative importance placed on edu-
cational intervention and the histories of these two fields re-
garding changing children’s trajectories of development
(Carta, Schwartz, Atwater, & McConnell, 1991). Underlying
ECSE is the premise that children with special needs should
receive intervention as early as needed. This premise is
based on the substantial body of literature documenting that
children’s delay in acquiring early skills may have serious
negative consequences: They may develop secondary dis-
abilities, they may have difficulty acquiring more complex
skills, and their future educational and occupational opportu-
nities may be compromised (Meisels & Shonkoff, 1990).
DAP, in contrast, grew out of a concern that early childhood
programs too often overemphasized accelerating the devel-
opment of young children. Early education programs have
therefore chosen to de-emphasize vertical learning, or
preparing children for future expectations by teaching them
skills according to a sequence. Instead, these programs have
often emphasized horizontal learning, or helping children
gain concepts through their experiences on a moment-by-
moment basis (Johnson & McChesney Johnson, 1992). The
assumption of the DAP model is that in a responsive envi-
ronment that follows a developmentally appropriate curricu-
lum, children will naturally achieve the important goals of
self-esteem, independence, and advanced social relation-
ships. Most of the other differences between DAP and ECSE
recommended practices have grown out of this philosophical
difference.
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Process of Individualization

A key distinction between DAP and ECSE practice in-
volves the role of individualization. The importance of indi-
vidualization is a fundamental premise of ECSE programs.
Legal mandates require that programs for young children
with special needs be developed, implemented, and evalu-
ated for individual children. These programs must include
individualized teaching plans consisting of goals and objec-
tives based on a careful analysis of the child’s strengths and
weaknesses and on skills required for future school and non-
school environments. But in addition to the legal mandate,
ECSE affords a technology of individualization. ECSE
methods for individualization include task analysis (breaking
tasks down into their component parts), adaptation of activi-
ties and materials, use of a range of prompts for directing
children’s behavior, and the employment of a range of op-
tions for motivating children. All of these practices are
founded on systematic assessment procedures that are used
to determine the most appropriate means of teaching the in-
dividual child (Bailey & Wolery, 1989).

The process of individualization is defined somewhat dif-
ferently in early childhood education in general and within
the DAP guidelines more specifically. The concept of indi-
vidualization in DAP focuses on the need for early childhood
programs to provide activities that are wide-ranging enough
to address a broad range of children’s interests and skills.
Bredekamp (1993) pointed out that although early childhood
education programs place value on the individual child, they
have been much less systematic in the determination of goals
for individual children. The homogeneous nature of typical
preschool programs in the past has led teachers to base their
teaching on normative expectations; however, the cultural,
linguistic, and developmental diversity represented in early
childhood programs today demands greater emphasis on
meeting children’s individual needs.

Role of Assessment

A related issue that also separates DAP and ECSE practice
is the manner and frequency in which assessment is con-
ducted. In ECSE, assessment must be derived from many
sources, be carried out across settings, and be frequent
enough to monitor children’s progress toward their individ-
ual goals and objectives. Assessment is the bedrock of ap-
propriate individualization. Although both the DAP guide-
lines and ECSE recommended practices stress the need to
move beyond standardized assessments to provide meaning-
ful information about young children, the DAP guidelines do
not go as far as ECSE practices in articulating the need for
comprehensive assessment. ECSE practices suggest that as-
sessment should be conducted by professionals from diverse
disciplines, should involve a variety of measures including

observation in natural settings, should be linked to the cur-
riculum, and should reflect input from the child’s family
(Kaminski & Carey, 1993). These assessment considerations
are not incompatible with DAP guidelines; they are simply
unstated in the DAP document. These elements are critical,
however, for assessment to yield meaningful and ecologi-
cally relevant information.

Preparation for Transition

Also important in ECSE is to prepare children for future
environments (Carta, Atwater, Schwartz, & Miller, 1990;
Fowler, Schwartz, & Atwater, 1991). Such preparation
serves the goal of facilitating a child’s progress through a
natural succession of inclusive educational environments.
Because one of the goals of ECSE is to help children flourish
in those environments, it is important to prepare children in
advance in addition to adapting the environment in which the
child is eventually placed. Children with disabilities often
have problems with major educational transitions because
they have not had sufficient opportunities to learn and prac-
tice skills that will be expected in the future environment
(Carta, Sainato, & Greenwood, 1988). Moreover, when chil-
dren begin at a disadvantage relative to their classmates, they
have a greater likelihood of falling farther behind with time.
An accumulating body of evidence indicates that interven-
tions can be effective in counteracting such declines and
helping children make transitions successfully (Carta, Atwa-
ter, & Schwartz, 1992; Noonan et al., 1992; Rule, Fiechtl, &
Innocenti, 1990).

Some people contend that preparing children for future
environments contradicts DAP standards. Early childhood
educators have sometimes viewed preparation for kinder-
garten as an inappropriate downward shifting of academic
standards from elementary grades to the preschool levels.
Early childhood educators share the concern for successful
transitions but emphasize adapting the kindergarten environ-
ment to meet children’s special needs rather than requiring
the children to adapt to inappropriate expectations (NAEYC,
1990). Clearly, both advance preparation for transition and
adaptations of the inclusive setting are important for suc-
cessful transitions.

Role of Families

Another distinction between ECSE recommended prac-
tices and DAP involves the role of families. As with the
other distinctions, the difference is one of emphasis rather
than a fundamental gap between approaches. The recently
developed recommended practices developed by the Divi-
sion of Early Childhood within the Council for Exceptional
Children (DEC Task Force on Recommended Practices,



1993) is strongly infused with principles of family centered-
ness (McLean & Odom, 1993). In ECSE, the emphasis on
family involvement has grown considerably over the past 20
years. The current recommendation and the legal mandate in
ECSE is for the family to be at the center of the assessment
process and to participate fully in decision making regarding
the intervention process (Vincent & Beckett, 1993).

The importance of parent and family involvement in early
childhood programs is not as strongly articulated in the DAP
guidelines as in ECSE practice. The DAP document indi-
cates that “parents have both the right and the responsibility
to share in decisions about their children’s care and educa-
tion” (Bredekamp, 1987, p. 12), but it does not offer concrete
examples of how this shared decision making will take place
(Powell, 1994). According to Powell (1994), “Professionals
are seen as resourceful, and the flow of influence is one way,
from professional to client. This is in contrast with a collab-
orative relationship in which both parents and staff have
equal status in defining the nature of a situation, goals of the
work, the problem-solving process, and the evaluation of its
success” (p. 176). Despite this apparent ambivalence in DAP
regarding the role of parents, the field of early childhood ed-
ucation has a strong tradition and is engaged in some impor-
tant new trends in including parents’ perspectives and being
responsive to families’ needs. Headstart has long mandated
parent participation in decision making with regard to chil-
dren’s programs. Additionally, the developers of many early
childhood programs are taking increased responsibility in
making sure the programs provide families with comprehen-
sive services and support (Bredekamp, 1993). This area is
one in which ECSE can contribute much to early education,
but it is also one in which even ECSE has much to learn.

Necessity of Interagency Collaboration

Another difference in emphasis between ECSE practice
and DAP guidelines is the necessity for interagency collabo-
ration. One of the hallmarks of ECSE practice since its in-
ception has been the development and implementation of
programs for children based on the input of people from
many disciplines. Commonly, representatives from many
disciplines and agencies are involved in the preparation of a
child’s Individual Education Plan or Individual Family Serv-
ice Plan. Such collaboration is not commonplace in early
childhood programs (McLean & Odom, 1993). In most
cases, the needs of typically developing children are well
served within a single high-quality early childhood setting.
ECE professionals have, however, begun to realize the need
for expanding the level of support to families. The multiple
needs of many families will require that all early childhood
professionals augment their competence in working with
representatives of other disciplines. In addition, the educa-

tion of young children with special needs in inclusive set-
tings will require that ECE professionals like their ECSE
counterparts collaborate and communicate across many dis-
ciplines (Odom & McEvoy, 1990; Stayton & Miller, 1993).

Importance of Outcomes

Another distinction between ECSE practices and the DAP
guidelines concerns the requirement that programs be out-
come-based. In ECSE, this principle is of paramount impor-
tance. Programs must have specific criteria, procedures, and
timelines to ensure that individual children are making
progress toward their specific goals and objectives. Programs
providing educational services to young children with special
needs have the burden of proof to substantiate that the pro-
grams are beneficial (PL 99-457). This principle of account-
ability is perhaps the area of greatest discrepancy between
what is required in ECSE and what defines early childhood
education practices. The DAP guidelines were developed in
part in reaction to an “accountability culture” (Hatch & Free-
man, 1988). Programs that serve young children with special
needs, however, need to demonstrate that they are moving
children forward toward the goal of increasing normalization.
Thus, teachers instructing young children with disabilities
must frequently assess the program’s effectiveness in terms
of the child’s progress toward identified goals and, when
needed, refine or adjust the program to strengthen its effec-
tiveness (Bagnato & Neisworth, 1991). Although ECE pro-
grams have not emphasized outcomes to the same degree as
ECSE programs, leaders in ECE recognize that ECSE has
much to offer in this regard (Bredekamp, 1993).

APPLICABILITY OF DAP FOR YOUNG CHILDREN
WITH DISABILITIES

In accordance with the Americans With Disabilities Act
(ADA) (PL 101-336), all early childhood programs must be
able to serve children with disabilities. This act, in conjunc-
tion with the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act,
means that full inclusion of young children with special
needs will become a reality. But as the fields of early child-
hood education and early childhood special education begin
to come together, will members of the two fields reach
agreement about the applicability of DAP for children with
disabilities? In light of the number of differences in content
and emphasis between DAP and ECSE, are the DAP guide-
lines applicable for teaching young children with special
needs? Certainly. All early education programs whether they
are implemented in inclusive or specialized settings can and
should use developmentally appropriate practices as the
context for teaching young children with disabilities. It is
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clear, however, that for some children with disabilities, and
for some specific situations, the practices that were outlined
in the original DAP guidelines may not be sufficient for
guiding the manner in which programs and services are pro-
vided (Safford, 1989; Wolery et al., 1992). Some children
and some situations may require a more direct approach to
intervention wherein more careful planning, structure, and
regular program monitoring are provided than is detailed in
the DAP guidelines. Even the leadership of NAEYC has
agreed that the DAP guidelines are not adequate on their
own to address the special needs of some young children.
But as ECSE and ECE professionals are joining forces to de-
velop inclusive settings for young children with disabilities,
the utility of the DAP guidelines for planning and imple-
menting programs for children with diverse abilities will be
increasingly tested. As these groups of practitioners move to-
gether, they will be assisted by two important factors: (A)
There are many areas of overlap between DAP and ECSE;
and (B) There are many ECSE practices that stand the test of
developmental appropriateness.

Commonalities Between ECSE and DAP

As the fields of early childhood education and early child-
hood special education come together to create effective pro-
grams for young children with disabilities in inclusive set-
tings, it is important to realize the common ground shared
between ECSE and DAP. The overlapping areas can become
an important starting point for discussions about how to de-
velop and evaluate programs for individual children.

Importance of Individualization

The most fundamental principle of ECSE is the impor-
tance of individualization (Bricker & Veltman, 1990). In-
deed, the ECSE mandate is to provide programs that meet
the specific needs of children and their families. The careful
planning of classroom environments and teaching proce-
dures to address these needs is the linchpin of ECSE. Al-
though the DAP guidelines, as mentioned previously, do not
contain specifics about how to individualize, their stated in-
tent was to emphasize the notion of individual appropriate-
ness as well as that of age appropriateness (Bredekamp,
1987, 1993). All children can be served in developmentally
appropriate contexts, but special adaptations sometimes are
necessary for them to be active participants in educational
settings with peers without disabilities. The leadership of
NAEYC confirmed this basic premise in the statement that
“early childhood education for all children could be im-
proved if the prevailing support for and understanding of de-
velopmentally appropriate practice gave greater emphasis to
assessing and planning for individual children” (Bredekamp,
1993, p. 265).

Need for More Authentic Assessment

Another area of joint concern is the need for more authen-
tic assessment of young children. Both DAP and ECSE share
the view that assessment must become more naturalistic and
multidimensional than traditional norm-based assessment if
it is to have instructional utility for providing individually
appropriate services to young children. Both DAP and ECSE
recommend moving beyond traditional standardized assess-
ments to obtain information about children’s outcomes re-
sulting from participation in programs. The DAP guidelines
state that “scores derived from psychometric tests should
never be used as the sole criteria for recommending enrolling
or retention in a program or placement in special or remedial
classes” (Bredekamp, 1987, p. 13). Other position papers
have also contained warnings about the inadequacies and
dangers of inappropriate assessment practices (Bredekamp
& Rosegrant, 1992; NAEYC & National Association of
Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Educa-
tion [NAECS/SDE], 1991; Perrone, 1991). Early childhood
professionals have advocated for “authentic assessment,” the
“process of observing, recording, and otherwise document-
ing the work that children do and how they do it as a basis
for educational decisions that affect those children. O Au-
thentic assessment provides continuous qualitative informa-
tion that can be used by the teacher to guide the instruction
of individuals” (Puckett & Black, 1994, p. 22).

In ECSE, too, a variety of more naturalistic methods of as-
sessment have been advocated in place of traditional stan-
dardized assessment. These include arena, play-based, eco-
logical or ecobehavioral assessment (Carta & Greenwood,
1985). With all of these approaches, children are assessed
while engaged in natural as opposed to clinical settings. In
arena assessment, representatives from different disciplines
gather together to assess a single child (Wolery & Dyk,
1984). Transdisciplinary play-based assessment (TPBA) is an
example of an assessment that uses an arena format (Linder,
1990). With TPBA, professionals plan and implement obser-
vations of a single child engaged in structured and unstruc-
tured play, interacting with a peer and a caregiver, engaged in
motor activities, and having a snack. These situations allow
the team members to record and share their observations
about the child’s spontaneous behaviors when engaged in
typical activities. Clearly, members of the fields of early edu-
cation and early childhood special education share concern
about the misuse of standardized tests. Professionals in both
fields realize that testing young children poses special prob-
lems for the assessor, and as such it is important to include
multiple sources of information, measure repeatedly, and
conduct assessments in settings as natural as possible.

Another measurement consideration shared by members of
both fields is the need to employ assessments that are func-
tional. ECSE, for example, has long advocated the use of cur-



riculum-referenced measures that provide information about
a child’s status relative to a prespecified curriculum sequence
instead of in relationship to other children. Such measures are
useful for identifying individual children’s intervention ob-
Jjectives and for tracking their progress within the curriculum.
Examples of this type of measure include the Carolina Cur-
riculum for Handicapped Infants and Infants at Risk (John-
son-Martin, Jens, & Attemeier, 1986), the Battelle Develop-
mental Inventory (Newborg, Stock, Wnek, Guidubaldi, &
Svinicki, 1984), and the Assessment, Evaluation, and Pro-
gramming System for Infants and Children (Bricker, 1993).
This same basic notion of integrating curriculum and assess-
ment was stated in the curriculum and assessment guidelines
recently published by NAEYC: “Curriculum and assessment
are integrated throughout the program; assessment is congru-
ent with and relevant to the goals, objectives, and content of
the program. Assessment results in benefits to the child such
as needed adjustments in the curriculum or more individual-
ized instruction and improvements in the program” (NAEYC,
NAECS/SDE, 1991, p. 32). Thus, it appears as though agree-
ment exists between ECSE and DAP on the basic notion of
integrating assessment and curriculum. What remains to be
determined, however, are the objectives that should be in-
cluded in that integration.

One final innovation in assessment is the use of ecobe-
havioral assessment (Carta & Greenwood, 1985). This type
of measurement allows for the moment-by-moment record-
ing of children’s behavior in relationship to objects, events,
and persons in their natural environments.

Importance of Active Engagement

Almost every theory of development emphasizes the im-
portance of active engagement. Notable among them are the
Piagetian notion that children discover through active explo-
ration of their environments and the learning theorist notion
that children’s progress is enhanced through active time
spent in meaningful tasks. It is not surprising, then, that the
importance of active engagement is stated specifically in the
DAP guidelines (Bredekamp, 1987; NAEYC, NAECS/
SDE, 1991) and is also a guiding principle of effective ECSE
practices (Jones & Warren, 1991; McWilliam, Trivette, &
Dunst, 1985). ECE and ECSE professionals may plan for ac-
tive engagement in different ways, however, because some
young children with disabilities do not become sponta-
neously engaged in their environments (Peck, 1985; Weiner
& Weiner, 1974). Therefore, a principal goal of early inter-
vention with such children is to facilitate their active en-
gagement across materials, activities, and environments
through systematic and individualized instruction (Nordquist
& Twardosz, 1990; Wolery et al., 1992). These children may
need to be taught some rudimentary skills in interacting with
toys, playing with peers, and communicating with others so

that eventually they will be able to spontaneously engage
their environment.

Emphasis on Social Interaction

Individuals concerned with the early education of young
children with and without disabilities support the importance
of the development of social competence (Hartup, 1983;
Odom, McConnell, & McEvoy, 1992). A large body of liter-
ature substantiates that typically developing young children
advance their language, cognitive, and social skills through
their increasingly complex interaction with peers (Gottman,
1983; Murray, 1972). Not surprisingly, social interaction is
an area of emphasis in many ECSE programs (Odom et al.,
1992). Children with disabilities often exhibit deficits in
their degree of involvement in peer interactions, and specific
training often is required to enhance their social competence
(McEvoy, Odom, & McConnell, 1992). So, although both
ECSE and DAP share the perspective that social interaction
is important in the education of young children, ECSE has
emphasized the inclusion of specific procedures for develop-
ing social competence in preschool settings. Early childhood
educators have also begun to develop intervention tech-
niques to promote social competence in light of “compelling
evidence that if teachers or other adults do not intervene to
support the social development of socially isolated young
children, these children will likely continue to be rejected or
neglected by their peers and will have difficulty adjusting in
later life” (Bredekamp, 1993, p. 267).

Importance of Cultural Diversity

Both ECSE and ECE professionals recognize that cultural
differences must be considered in programs serving young
children (Derman-Sparks and the A.B.C. Task Force, 1989;
Lynch & Hanson, 1992). Both fields share the perspective
that providing multicultural experiences in programs is nec-
essary to accommodate individual differences and to support
the integrity of the family backgrounds and cultures of all the
children. Both fields also share the concern about the cultural
appropriateness of assessment measures. Furthermore,
ECSE programs have adopted an expanded notion of cultural
sensitivity and have begun to address ways for teachers to
become cross-culturally competent when working with fam-
ilies. Cross-cultural competence is more than acknowledging
the value of all cultures and understanding and appreciating
cultural differences. It involves learning specific skills and
obtaining culture-specific information that can help one un-
derstand the values and attitudes that shape families’ world-
views (Lynch & Hanson, 1992). Such understanding of cul-
tural diversity is an essential skill for early interventionists
working with family members in selecting goals and devel-
oping programs attuned to a family’s needs and values. In
the ECE field, many persons have urged for a recognition of
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the existence of different cultural interpretations of develop-
ment and an examination of the implications of these cultural
differences for the classroom (Au & Kawakami, 1991; Bow-
man & Stott, 1994).

The areas of overlap depicted here represent only a frac-
tion of the many areas in which ECSE and DAP converge.
Obviously, the areas of convergence hold the greatest poten-
tial as starting points for ECSE and ECE professionals to
join forces in the challenge of providing developmentally ap-
propriate programs to children with diverse abilities in inclu-
sive settings. Even more specifically, however, these profes-
sionals will be assisted in their endeavor by recognizing that
many traditional ECSE procedures not only have a proven
record of effectiveness but also appear to be developmen-
tally appropriate.

Instructional Procedures That “Bridge the Gap”

As the field of early childhood special education and early
childhood education grow ever closer, a number of individu-
als have identified specific instructional strategies that both
are effective for addressing the needs of young children with
disabilities and appear to be acceptable within the DAP
guidelines (Atwater, Carta, Schwartz, & McConnell, 1994;
Cavallaro, Haney, & Cabello, 1993; Wolery & Fleming,
1993). These practices are presented here not as the absolute
answer for determining developmentally appropriate proce-
dures for children with disabilities (because all procedures
must be scrutinized for their individual appropriateness) but
because they are illustrations of approaches on which mem-
bers of both fields can agree and because they are ap-
proaches that can act as starting points for further collabora-
tive program development.

Embedding Instructional Objectives Within Activities

One instructional procedure for addressing the special
needs of children with disabilities that may fit easily in typi-
cal early childhood settings is activity-based intervention.
With this approach, teachers provide planned opportunities
for the teaching and practice of specific skill objectives
within typical classroom routines and play activities (Bricker
& Cripe, 1992). The activities are organized as much as pos-
sible to encourage child engagement through the natural
structure and consequences of involvement in the activity
rather than specific direction from the teacher. Using this ap-
proach, a teacher can organize individual activities that ad-
dress multiple objectives for a single child or that incorpo-
rate different objectives for many children.

Incidental Teaching
A well-validated group of strategies for promoting chil-
dren’s language and social skills, incidental teaching proce-

dures are a natural fit with DAP guidelines because they are
based on child initiations (Brown, McEvoy, & Bishop, 1991;
Hart, 1985). Although the term “incidental teaching” refers
to an entire group of naturalistic intervention procedures, the
common thread of these procedures is that they all make use
of an instructional sequence that begins when a child initi-
ates an interaction by demonstrating an interest in an activ-
ity, a specific material, or a peer or other person in the envi-
ronment. The adult then builds on this interest and uses
modeling or some other strategy to elicit a more sophisti-
cated response from the child. Among the techniques docu-
mented to increase children’s language skills are joint atten-
tion and topic continuation or talking about topics in which
the child has a demonstrated interest (Tomasello & Farrar,
1986; Yoder & Davies, 1990); expansions, or replying to a
child with more elaborate syntactically correct versions of
his or her utterances; recasts, or repeating a child’s utterance
that changes the structure of the utterance (Nelson, 1977);
and confirming children’s requests (Yoder & Kaiser, 1989).
All of these procedures involve using the child’s interests as
the basis for interaction and then providing verbal responses
that support more advanced responses by the child.

Arranging the Environment to Promote Specific Behaviors

Another instructional procedure that may fit well with
DAP guidelines is arranging the classroom environment to
set the stage for specific behaviors. For example, children
are more likely to engage in social interactions when specific
toys are provided (Quilitch & Risley, 1973), when peers are
available and proximal (Spiegel-McGill, Bambara, Shores,
& Fox, 1984), and within certain types of activities (Sainato
& Carta, 1992). Similarly, children’s language interactions
are promoted in specific types of environmental arrange-
ments, with certain materials, or in certain activities (Notari
& Cole, 1993). Environmental arrangements have not had a
consistent “track record,” however (Odom & Brown, 1993),
and clearly, with this intervention as well as all others, it is
imperative that the teacher monitor progress continuously
and make necessary changes in any program that does not
appear to be effective.

Using Environmental Prompts

Environmental prompts are also commonly used for pro-
moting children’s independent performance of a behavior. A
typical goal is to have children with disabilities practice be-
haviors in the absence of adult prompting. Environmental
cues can be used on a temporary or permanent basis to assist
children in remembering a sequence of steps or activities, the
direction to the next center, or the expected behaviors in a
certain classroom area. For example, a pictorial sequence
might be used to remind children of the steps involved dur-
ing a clean-up transition, red and green footprints on a stair-
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well can help children remember to alternate feet when go-
ing up and down stairs, pictures on a poster can depict the
rules for free-play time. Teachers need to be aware, however,
that using environmental prompts will not be effective in
helping children remember sequences of behaviors unless
they are taught the sequence and how to follow the environ-
mental prompt. In addition, teachers should monitor the ef-
fectiveness of the environmental prompts and develop more
direct approaches to teaching when necessary, and they
should, in time, fade the environmental prompts so that in-
dependent performance will truly be demonstrated.

Using Peer-Mediated Strategies

A variety of strategies that incorporate peers as instruc-
tional agents are available for teaching many behaviors but
most especially social interaction skills. These strategies vary
considerably in level of intensity, amount of structure re-
quired, and level of training and resources needed (Odom &
Brown, 1993). Because learning from peers is a principal ra-
tionale for including children with special needs in typical
early childhood settings, using peers to facilitate learning and
integrating is an obvious instructional strategy. In determin-
ing how peers will be employed to this end, however, teach-
ers must realize that the overwhelming evidence suggests that
mere physical proximity to peers is insufficient to promote
social interaction (Odom & McEvoy, 1988). Among the
types of procedures available that employ peers are group af-
fection activities, or activities that provide children with op-
portunities to engage in social behaviors such as hugs or
“high fives” to which their peers are likely to respond posi-
tively; peer-initiation interventions, or training peers to initi-
ate special social behaviors such as sharing and physical as-
sistance (Strain & Odom, 1986); and cooperative learning, or
instructional situations that encourage social interaction
through the interdependence of the group members (Johnson
& Johnson, 1986; Noonan & McCormick, 1993). In deter-
mining how to select and individualize interventions, teachers
should follow the general guideline of using interventions
that require the least amount of change in class routine, deter-
mining if more intense intervention is necessary, and then
providing more structure and direct teaching of objectives
when more naturalistic approaches prove ineffective.

CONCLUSION

Can children with disabilities be instructed using develop-
mentally appropriate guidelines? Yes. But the applicability
of the DAP guidelines can be truly ascertained only by eval-
uating their translation to practice to particular young chil-
dren with disabilities. The manner in which DAP is individ-
ualized to suit the unique needs of specific children will help

us expand our notions about effective intervention and what
is developmentally appropriate for all children. In this re-
gard, McCollum and Bair (1994) state: “We believe that
what will be learned is that the definition lies not in particu-
lar practices, but in the match between a particular child, a
particular task, and the balance of challenge and support pro-
vided” (p. 103). Learning how to create that balance for the
diversity of children in our schools will be the challenge
faced by early childhood education and early childhood spe-
cial education professionals as they strive for more effective
inclusive programs and practices.
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