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Almost every family needs institutional education of preschool 

children, especially nowadays. What characterizes a modern-day 
family is that both parents work and education of the child is entrusted 

to an educational institution during a certain period of the day. The 
child mainly spends most of its time in kindergarten and needs to be 
provided with conditions as similar as possible to those in its family 

environment. It is essential that it be provided with encouragement for 
maximum development of its individual abilities and quality stay at the 

institution because the child sometime lives in it over eight hours a 
day. 
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Unlike the traditional approach to the child, the Program Orientation of 
Preschool Education, a document adopted in the Republic of Croatia in 
1991, emphasizes the need to take into account the child’s development 
needs in accordance with the humanistic values of preschool education. In a 
traditional educational institution, children were approached as a group, 
practical work was strictly structured, and the educator prepared without 
consulting the children and taking into account their inclinations and 
interests. The desired working result was predefined and the emphasis was 
on the product rather than the process itself. The educator decided what 
knowledge will be conveyed to the children and they participated in the 
process passively. 

The basic principles of the humanistic educational concept are acceptance 
of the child as an individual and taking into account and encouraging its 
special features. It is also emphasized that the child should be made aware of 
its rights by education, but also to respect other people’s rights and the rules 
of the community it lives in. The humanistic approach to preschool practice 
according to which the Program Orientation in Preschool Education was 
prepared includes constant improvement of educational work in accordance 
with children’s development needs and abilities. It does not include a 
predefined program under which the educator should work, but gives 
freedom in designing the learning and living of each educational group. The 
need arising from such approach to learning is to integrate different areas of 
knowledge that the child can use in everyday life. Such learning method 
requires a quality spatial and material environment, availability of incentives 
and the possibility for the child to select it own activity it will engage and to 
be an active participant in such activity. As children interests change, the 
space must follow them. This is why the role of the educator is crucial, 
because the educator observes children’s progress, abilities, existing 
knowledge and interest through daily contacts with them and should design 
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the space and provide stimulating materials on the basis of such information. 
The educator should also follow the child’s natural way of learning and 
research. Curiosity is a natural characteristic of every child. The child learns 
by exploring its own environment and imitating the persons surrounding it. 
Of course, the way of learning varies from child to child. The spatial and 
material environment of the educational institution is essential for quality 
development of the child. As already mentioned, children spend most of 
their time in kindergarten, which is why they need to have a atmosphere as 
similar as possible to that in their homes. This means they should be 
provided with a possibility to engage in activities characteristic of everyday 
life and children’s physical and intellectual progress should be encouraged. 
In the humanistic approach to the child, the educator must prepare and 
provide a stimulating environment to enable different activities. The space of 
the educational institution determines whether will be a passive recipient of 
knowledge or acquire knowledge it is currently interested in by manipulating 
and handling objects. A well prepared environment divided into different 
activity centers, where all materials are available, enables the child to choose 
between activities according to its own inclinations and interests. The 
availability of materials encourages activity and allows the child to 
determine the pace. This way, learning becomes a pleasure as the child uses 
its own efforts to explore and achieve results. 

The availability of materials and freedom of expression also affect the 
development of child’s autonomy that needs to be encouraged from the 
earliest age. Among other things, the educator needs to help the child solve a 
problem itself in accordance with its development abilities and encourage it 
to aspire to higher goals. 

As Miljak (1996) explained, the educator is no longer required and 
expected to implement and apply programs designed for him/her by 
someone else, but to develop them, improve them, supplement them, 
elaborate them, and create them. Three types of programs that were 
implemented in Croatian kindergartens: 

1. Kindergarten Educational Working Program (1971) 
- the contents are divided by educational area like in primary school 
and the educator was to strictly comply with it and apply the contents 
in practice (so-called topic elaboration) 
2. Basics of the Program for Educational Work with Preschool 
Children (1983) 

a) a uniform educational concept; objective – develop a versatile 
socialist personality 

b) the educator is still unable to select contents 
3. Program Orientation of Preschool Education, a document adopted 
in the Republic of Croatia (1991) 

a) no program contents to be elaborated, emphasis on satisfying 
children’s interests and needs, 

b) freedom in applying pedagogic ideas and concepts, 
c) educator’s freedom in planning and practice, 
d) humanistic concept, respect for child’s and educator’s 

individuality and freedom. 
 

Modern pedagogic knowledge, based on the humanistic approach to the 
child, indicates not only the need to change the previous preschool practices, 
but also a new approach to education itself. This leads to the conclusion that 
the traditional educational method of planning preschool practice, where 
children were approached as a group, practical work was strictly structured, 
and the educator prepared without consulting the children and taking into 
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account their inclinations and interests, needs to be abandoned. The program 
orientation does not provide a plan and program to be implemented, but 
requires autonomy and creativity of preschool professionals in designing 
daily practices regarding the design of the space and offering of stimulating 
materials. 

 
Child as the Designer of its Own Knowledge 

 

Most recent research in the area of neuroscience show that the quality of 
thinking and learning depends on the number of links between brain cells i.e. 
neurons. The period in which most of such links are created is the preschool 
age i.e. the period between birth and the age of seven. The number of created 
links determines the complexity of an individual’s thinking. It needs to be 
emphasized that such links are only created if the child is continuously able 
to actively explore its environment, autonomously find solutions, 
experiment, reach its own conclusions and make its own experiences. It also 
needs to be emphasized that if the child has a passive role in creation of 
knowledge, it does not learn with understanding and stimulated by its own 
motivation, not only are new links not created, but the existing ones 
disappear (Jensen, 2005). 

There is a very important aspect of the learning process and this is the 
necessity to actively participate in the process of creation of knowledge 
based on internal motivation, autonomous seeking of solutions to problems, 
analyzing own hypotheses, sharing knowledge with coevals and adults, and 
based on learning with understanding, which invariably results in the ability 
to apply newly created knowledge in everyday life. 

Why is motivation important for the learning process? Jensen (2005) 
explains that a child may feel unmotivated if inappropriate learning styles 
are imposed on it. As the child is the designer of its own knowledge, which 
was proven in mid-1990s by relevant psychologists, it may be highly 
demotivated by a practitioner who determines what the child will learn, how 
and for how long, in which way and with which materials. The image of the 
child as an incompetent being who needs an adult to teach it something is 
transferred to practice and determines the child’s attitude toward learning, 
creating a negative attitude toward acquiring knowledge in the child. 

Barth (2004) specified indicators according to which the educator is able 
to notice how interested and motivated children are for a certain activity, 
which can be identified on the basis of the intensity of participating and the 
actions taken by the child. These indicators are: 

� a high level of concentration reflected in the child’s desire not to 
interrupt the activity i.e. to keep it going for as long as the 
children want; 

� spontaneous initiatives for solutions; 
� an energetic approach/eagerness to participate; 
� the existence of a climate of free exchange and mutual listening; 
� expression of shared satisfaction and pride in what has been done; 
� expression of trust in the way that children do not fear making a 

mistake or expressing an opinion different than those of their 
coevals and educators. 

 
Jensen (2005) also believes that success in learning and acquiring new 

skills is sufficient reward and motivation for the child, emphasizing that the 
brain has a system for rewarding, creating pleasure, among other things, in a 
state of achievement, and that internal motivation is associated with positive 
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belief and fruitful emotions. Barth (2004) also dealt with the appearance of a 
state of satisfaction in the learning process and explained satisfaction 
appears in children when the child recognizes the meaning of its own 
exploring and learning process. 

This leads to the conclusion that internal motivation, positive emotions 
and confidence in own competencies are essential prerequisites for efficient 
creation of knowledge, but also a foundation for lifelong learning. Therefore, 
the practitioners should cultivate and encourage these existing children’s 
motivations by offering activities in which the child would build different 
types of knowledge depending on its interests (Barth, 2004). 

The fact that the child is able to autonomously design its knowledge was 
confirmed by Helm and Katz (2001), explaining that the child learns by 
doing and thus creates predispositions for resolution of a problem and a 
deeper understanding of a topic. The authors also presented the concept of 
“engaged learning” i.e. experience related to learning within which children 
take responsibilities for their work, define their goals and assess their 
achievements. Bredekamp (1996) believes that each child is a unique person 
with an individual pattern and timeline of growing, with its own individual 
personality and learning style. The author believes the teaching of preschool 
children is a result child’s thoughts and experiences with materials, ideas and 
people. 

Why is it important to provide the child, from the preschool age and 
throughout its formal education, with the opportunity of being the main 
protagonist in the process of building its own knowledge and developing 
existing and acquiring new skills? The reason is associated with the fact that 
the modern age is characterized by forceful scientific progress and 
appearance of huge amounts of information in all areas of science that 
rapidly and constantly improves the quality of work in almost every 
profession. Being successful in the world of labor no longer means using 
existing knowledge built through formal education, but to actively 
participate in the process of improving work by lifelong learning i.e. learning 
in the workplace for requirements of the profession and professional 
development of each individual. Children, who develop into adults expected 
to perform their working tasks in a conscientious and responsible manner, 
need to find their way around the world characterized by constant changes 
and innovations and need to be able to obtain the necessary 
information/knowledge and use them in practice. In short, one needs to know 
how to learn, learn with understanding and apply the acquired knowledge. 
Therefore, education should not be performed in the way that children are 
passive consumers of readymade information provided by adults. This thesis 
was confirmed by Barth (2004). The author describes the uselessness of 
knowledge resulting from learning by heart and without research and 
thinking. Form the perspective of a preschool child, it is just as useful to 
learn poems and recitals by heart, to make holiday decorations according to a 
model imposed by the adult for the purpose of performing at various events, 
or convince parents that the children in the preschool institution are regularly 
“worked with”. 

According to the relevant authors and results of modern research 
regarding development of the brain and the way a child learns, the aim is to 
point out that radical changes need to be made to preschool practices, 
curriculum planning and kindergarten design. Educators should never 
perceive a child as an inferior being that needs to be taught and provided 
with readymade information, but as an equal who has its own individual 
abilities, skills and existing knowledge that will be upgraded by exploring, 
studying, experimenting and communicating with coevals and adults 
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surrounding it by using autonomous efforts and internal motivation. 
Selecting activities and materials according to own interests, the possibility 
of verifying own hypothesis and having control of own success will create in 
a preschool child a positive attitude toward learning, which is very important 
for further formal education. 

 
Play as a Dominant Activity for the Child 

 

Based on observations of children in their free activities inside and outside 
the preschool institution, it was ascertained that children spend their time 
playing, while more careful observations have established that their play is a 
combination of imagination, original ideas and actions from daily life that 
children have experience with or have seen adults perform. Elkind (2007) 
points out that play is a dominant model of behavior in the preschool period 
of life, but also adds that play is a learning mode and that children best learn 
from experience they have created themselves. Play is an inevitable type of 
activity filling not just the preschool period, but the entire childhood, 
appearing as early as the infant age in the interaction between the child and 
its parents and close persons and through child’s exploration and 
manipulation of objects and toys. This thesis was confirmed by Winnicott 
(2004). “Play is an ever-present activity in small children”, believe Garner 
and Bergen (according to Fromberg & Bergen, 2006:3). It has been observed 
by studying relevant professional literature that there is no single definition 
of play and that authors define, explain and categorize it through different 
perspectives and views. This is why the following question inevitably 
appears. 
 

In 1990, Garvey (according to Brock, Dodds, Jarvis, Olusonga, 2009) 
proposed several criteria to define play: 

� the player enjoys the play, 
� the goal of the play is intrinsic, a search for enjoyment, 
� it is on a spontaneous and voluntary basis, 
� it requires active involvement of the players. 

 
The logical conclusion is as follows: play can be defined as an activity 

selected on the basis of own interest, providing pleasure and satisfaction as 
the player determines the rules, the necessary materials and potential co-
players, and its purpose is to enjoy it for the entire duration, which is 
certainly something to be agreed with, especially considering the above 
answers provided by the interviewed children. 

To reach a uniform, at least approximate definition of play and its 
categorization, we will analyze children’s play in the junior and senior 
nursery groups and compare the types of activity children participated in 
based on own interest, with defined play categories. In 1979, Hutt (also) 
proposed the following categories: 

1. epistemic: play relating to development of cognitive skills, 
2. ludic: play relating to development of social and creative skills, 
3. games with rules: for example, sports or chess. 

 
Example. A 1.5 year-old boy takes a cylinder-shaped mat, about 1 m 

long, and a plastic stool with four legs that looks like a plastic basket when 
turned over. The activity begins in the way that the boy tries to place the mat 
on the stool in the way that it stands upright in the part of the table intended 
for sitting, but the mat falls on the floor. The boy repeats the action several 
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times, but the mat falls every time. His face shows he is very concentrated 
and determined to solve the problem he set for himself. After several more 
attempts, the boy turns the stool over in the way that the sitting part is on the 
floor and places the mat in the hole of the stool. This time, the mat remained 
standing and the boy expressed his delight by smiling and inviting the 
educator to see his achievement. Although the mat was standing still in the 
interior of the stool, the boy did not give up on the original idea. He takes the 
mat in his hand, turns the stool to the right side and once again tries to put 
the mat on the stool, succeeds this time, and his happiness and delight are 
even greater than before. The activity lasted about twenty minutes. 

If we tried to classify the activity in one of the 3 categories proposed by 
Hutt, we are facing the following dilemmas: Is the activity epistemic play? 
Being intelligent means managing unknown situations and knowing how to 
take certain actions, autonomously or with the help of others, to solve a 
certain problem. In this case, the boy solves the problem of how to place the 
mat on the stool without the mat falling down, comes up with a solution in 
the middle of the activity, but does not give up and once again tries to reach 
the original solution i.e. the goal he had set for himself. We can therefore say 
that he uses his cognitive abilities to do what he set out to do. 

Is the activity ludic play? Unable to place the mat on the stool the way he 
originally intended, the boy comes up with a creative solution to the problem 
and turns over the stool. After managing to place the mat upright, he has the 
need to show the educator his achievement and receives a positive reaction 
from the educator in the form of a smile, commendation and 
acknowledgement of his effort, which supposedly, among other things, 
motivated him to try to achieve his original goal. Therefore, the activity has 
elements of creative thinking and communication essential for a child’s 
development. 

Is the play a game with rules? The boy set certain rules for himself, and 
also a goal of a kind: place the mat in a vertical position on a designated spot 
on the stool. 

We can therefore conclude that the activity cannot be strictly classified 
and that children’s play is a very complex activity developing cognitive and 
social skills (as the child communicates with its coevals and adults while 
playing), speech, creative thinking and problem-solving, where rules 
determined, implemented and spontaneously changed by children. 
Furthermore, Elkind (2007) divides play into the following types: 

1. mastery play; where children design concepts and develop skills; 
2. innovative play; where children use the above concepts and skills and 

bring variations into them; 
3. kinship play; introducing children to the world of social relations; 
4. therapeutic play; providing children with an opportunity and strategy 

to manage stressful events in their lives. 
 

Example. The first doctor’s corner was formed in the senior nursery 
group. The children were offered the following materials: bandages, 
protective face mask, wooden spatulas for throat examination, a thermometer 
made of cardboard, a stethoscope made of wire and cotton wool, different 
boxes of medications, syringes, paper, pencils, teaspoons and empty syrup 
bottles. The smaller group of five children studies the newly offered 
material, but none takes it in their hand or begins to play with it. The 
educator goes to the corner and puts the protective mask on, takes the 
syringes and asks the children if they want to play doctor. The children do 
not want to play and slowly begin to move away from the educator. The 
educator takes a doll and begins to “examine” it. The educator takes its 
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temperature, listens to its lungs with the stethoscope, takes a gauze and 
bandages the doll’s leg, gives it syrup with a teaspoon and finally takes a 
piece of paper and a pencil and writes down the prescription. The entire 
time, the educator talks about what she is doing to the doll and what medical 
problems it has. When the examination is over, she asks the group of 
children that observed and listened to her the entire time who is the doll’s 
mother. A girl named Lara (2.10) volunteers and says she is her mother. The 
doctor (educator) gives the girl the doll and the prescription and tells her the 
doll will soon be well and that she needs to buy another drug at the 
pharmacy. At that time the rest of the children, 3 girls and 2 boys, take dolls 
and bring them to the doctor (educator) to be examined. The play continues 
in the way that the educator specifies a different medical problem for each 
new doll and says aloud what she is doing to the doll. Lara says she wants to 
be the doctor and educator and the educator makes room for her. The 
children bring her dolls to be examined, but they do not communicate and 
they all demand that their doll be first in line for the examination by lightly 
pushing each other. The educator comes back in the play, but this time in the 
role of a mother bringing her baby to be vaccinated. She explains the doctor 
(Lara) why she came, Lara examines the baby the way that the educator did 
when she was playing the part of the doctor, takes its temperature, gives it an 
injection in the arm and then wraps it in gauze and gives it syrup. After the 
examination, Lara takes a pencil and a piece of paper and “writes” the name 
of the medication to be bought. The educator leaves and forms a “waiting 
room” at the doctor’s with picture books (playing the role of magazines) to 
have the children standing in line. The play continues in the way that the 
remaining three girls and two boys come to the doctor and repeat sentences 
they heard from the educator and Lara. After a while, everyone wants to use 
the offered materials and each child begins to examine and treat its doll. The 
most repeated actions were: attempt to put the protective mask on the face, 
proper use of the stethoscope, wrapping a bandage, vaccination, syrup 
administration and prescription writing. It needs to be emphasized that all 
children participating in the pay spent most of their time giving injections to 
their dolls. Before the treatment of the dolls began, the children explored the 
offered materials in the way that they tried to put the protective mask, wrap 
and unwrap the gauze, put the stethoscope headpieces in their ears, open and 
close the syrup bottle and use the syringe. At a certain point, Marija (1.8) 
joined the play, took the bandage and tried to put it around her teddy bear’s 
leg. She unwraps a small part of the bandage that is not long enough to 
encompass the bear’s leg and tries to solve the problem by turning the bear 
in different directions. At one point, she drops the bandage from her hand to 
the floor, which begins to unwrap while rolling on the floor. The girl leaves 
the bear and begins another activity with the bandage. She goes down on her 
knees, rolls the bandage back and forth across the floor, wrapping and 
unwrapping the bandage. Each time she unwrapped it to a certain length and 
wrapped it again, she called the educator to show what she has done. After a 
while, the children who participated in the pay from the beginning and have 
acquired a certain skill in the use of the items introduced dolls in the play. 
The activity lasted about one hour and thirty minutes. 

As described in the above example, we will try to analyze the doctor play 
compared to play types according to Elkind (2007). We can observe 
elements of mastery play when researching the offered materials and the 
attempts to use them as the educator did. We can observe innovative play in 
Marija’s actions. We can identify elements of kinship play through 
communication in the following situations: the doctor (educator)-child 
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dialog, the parent (educator)-doctor (child) dialog, and the child (parent)-
child (doctor) dialog. 

We can identify elements of therapeutic play in child’s reactions when 
the educator asked who wanted to play doctor at the beginning of the play 
while holding a syringe in her hand and in the giving of injection to the doll 
by a child, which action was repeated several times with each child, showing 
that the child had remembered vaccination as something painful and 
uncomfortable and frightening. 

The described children’s activities lead to the conclusion that the play 
cannot be classified as only one type of play according to Elkind (2007), but 
that the child engaged in mastery, kinship and therapeutic plays, and 
innovative in case of Marija. 

When observing children’s free activities and play regardless of the age 
group, two types of play are dominant: one relates to learning about the 
characteristics, function and way of using objects and materials, and the 
other relates to imitating actions in which children participate or observe 
them, associated with everyday life and actions taken by adults surrounding 
them. It is quite logical to conclude that, during its first contacts with an 
unknown object, the child wants to learn about it more thoroughly, not just 
its function, but also its texture, smell, taste, weight, etc. Small children 
behave like scientists experimenting what they can do with an object and 
learning about what they can do with such object. It is also important to 
mention that small children are very active physically and that the activities 
related to their motor development are an integral part of their play. 

Fromberg and Bergen (2006) say that numerous researchers view the 
period between the first and the second birthday as a period when symbolic 
play elements appear. These beginnings are associated with action the child 
relates to itself, like combing, talking on the phone, “drinking” from a cup, 
etc. Actions performed by a child are a result of its personal experience and 
actions taken by adults surrounding it. Broadhead, Howard and Wood (2010) 
also believe that symbolic play is a universal activity of children. 

Symbolic play has its levels and eventually develops in relation to the 
way of using objects and child’s interaction with its coevals. Fromberg and 
Bergen (2006) divided these levels into: 

� pretense in relation to oneself; 
� -pretense in relation to personalized objects (e.g. a doll); 
� pretense in relation to coevals.  

 
In short, the beginnings of symbolic play are solitary, and then followed 

by a period where two or more children play on the same subject, but 
separately, one next to the other, while symbolic play reaches its climax with 
the appearance of more complex texts and organized actions. Speaking of 
symbolic play, there are variations in its terminological determination and 
that authors refer to it differently: symbolic play, imaginative play, fantasy 
play, role play, drama play, etc. The author also says some author distinguish 
between two types: socio-drama (focused on child’s actual experience) and 
fantasy play (children give fantastic features to people and objects). 
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Fromberg and Bergen (2006) divided the development of symbolic play 
into two parts: the period between the ages of 1 and 4 and between 4 and 8. 
They specified the following characteristics: 1 to 4: 

o the child plays alone, pretense is focused on itself, 
o children play concurrently, independent of each other, interaction 

occurs in the form of a smile or offering of an object, pretense is 
focused on the object (doll, stuffed animal), 

o children play together, pretense is more complex and elaborate, object 
with less real characteristics are used.  

 
4 to 8: 

� appearance of role playing and a complex level of social and verbal 
interactions, 

� in addition to using realistic items for play (e.g. a toy car), children 
use substitute and imaginary objects (e.g. a wooden cube represents 
a telephone), but also design their own items, 

� the plot of the play is more organized. 

 
Conclusion 

 

In which way is play associated with learning in the preschool period? As 
play is a dominant activity in preschool children and as all actions taken by 
the child are based on its interests, internal motivation, amusement and a 
feeling of pleasure and satisfaction, through which the child explores, 
experiments, solves problems in creative ways, develops existing skills and 
acquires new ones, autonomously builds new knowledge on the basis of old 
knowledge, a logical conclusion arises that the child learns through play. 
Garvey (1990) says that play is associated with creativity, problem-solving, 
language learning, development of social skills and numerous other 
cognitive and social phenomena. Bredekamp (1996) also supports the theory 
that a child learns through play. 

For a child to be able to assume such role, the space of the preschool 
institution and the materials offered need to enable selection of activities 
according to personal interests, availability of different types of materials 
and space divided into activity centers, offering acquisition of different types 
of knowledge through play. Space divided into activity centers abundant in 
diverse materials has several benefits: it directs children to choose activities 
and play according to their personal interests, so children are highly 
motivated for active participation; it directs children to play and learn in 
smaller groups, thus enabling better communication, play and learning; it 
enables the educator to identify children’s interests, existing knowledge and 
unique ways of learning; and it enables to child to learn in a holistic manner. 

The space of a kindergarten should be in the function of play-learning 
and creation of sound interpersonal relations between children and 
educators. Miljak (2009) also spoke in favor of the thesis that the child is the 
main protagonist in the process of building its own knowledge and the 
importance of well and pedagogically designed space. Speaking generally 
about the atmosphere, the author said that kindergartens should not be sterile 
places, resembling army barracks or factories, but interesting, pleasant, 
attractive place for the living and learning of children and adults, and 
supports the thesis that the space of a kindergarten should be organized by 
different activity centers, workshops and ateliers. This way, the educators 
cultivate children’s interests and encourage them to develop new ones, as 
well as to engage in creative play and learning. 
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