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The impact of the environment on children's development is tremendous. It is particularly so
in terms of their social development. As far back as 2000 years ago, the story of "mother Meng
moving three times for her child" was popular. This proves that people, in the past, were already
aware of the impact of the environment on the education and development of children. At present,
parents endeavour to send their children to good preschools. Preschool workers also strive to give
their preschools an attractive and beautiful environment, hoping that this will benefit the children's
development. Yet what kind of environment will promote children's development exactly? As
part of a study that stresses on how to promote the social development of children, I shall explore
the issue of creating a quality environment for preschools.

1. The Environment's Effect on the Social Development of Children.

Over the century, many researchers in the field of education and psychology have been aware
of the tremendous impact of the environment, as a complex system, on human development. The
famous human development ecologist, Bronfenbrenner reckons that the environment, in which an
individual develops, is a complex ecosystem that consists of a variety of small to large systems
expanding and overlapping each other. Each system exerts its influence upon an individual's
development via a specific form. The environment concretely exists in the life of the family,
school, community and socio-cultural elements, as well as, in the interaction between the
environment and the individual. The environment exerts its influence on different aspects of an
individual's life at different stages. Based on Kurt Lewin's famous equation: 'behaviour is the
functional relation of people and environment'; Bronfenbrenner reckons that development is the
functional relation of people and environment, that is D = f (PE). In this equation, D stands for
development, P stands for people and E stands for environment.

Bronfenbrenner's theory is extremely illuminating to preschool education. Amongst the micro,
meso, exo and macro systems he has mentioned, 'microsystem is a pattern of activities, roles and
interpersonal relationships experienced by the developing person in a given setting with particular

physical and material characteristics. At the same time, it must include those with different
characters, distinct temperament and belief systems' (Bronfenbrenner, 1989). How the
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microsystem influences children's education has aroused great interest amongst researchers. Owing

to the young age and immature psychological development of young children, their physical and

cognitive powers are still very weak. They do not know yet how to make an active impact on the

environment, or choose their environment consciously; hence they are much affected by specific

settings. Since childhood, children stay with their families and at preschools for the majority of

the time and their encounters with parents, teachers and friends are the closest and most frequent.

Their families and preschools then become the most important and influential microsystems. In

recent years, based on their theories, researchers have looked into the microsystem of preschools

and other microsystems which children are engaaed in and they have yielded very fruitful results.

Their studies demonstrate that the physical setting and the use of space exert a big influence

on children. These include the overcrowdedness of an area, the partition of space, the arrangement

of material provision, outdoor play areas and activity equipment. The quantity, types, forms and

ways of display of equipment are also influential. At the same time, the psychological, social

setting (i.e. the psychic environment) is also important in directing the social development of

children. Moreover, peer relationships, teacher-children relationships, teacher-teacher relationships

and teacher-parent relationships etc. have also an immeasurable effect on the entire development

of children and specifically on their social development.

Hence we must give full attention to the environment and see how it impacts upon the
development of children. In paying attention to the environment where children grow up and

trying to provide and create the most favourable quality environment for them, we can promote an

active and wholesome social development in children.

2. The Creation and Provision of the Physical Setting

The physical setting includes the decoration and use of resourceS within preschools. In order

to cultivate and educate the social development of children, the following must be considered.

i) Give children a pleasant, safe and hygienic environment

The design of the physical setting of preschools must take into account the pleasantness,

safety and hygiene factors. These are easily thought of by all of us and many preschools and

teachers have already accomplished these. But one point worth noting is the importance of getting

the right balance. Right now, there are many preschools and teachers who have pay excessive

attention on beautifying and decorating the preschool environment, making it colourful and lavish.

This however, may not bring benefits to children; on the contrary, it may distract the children.

Sometimes, exciting colours, complicated and beautiful decoration will draw anxiety, restlessness

or other inappropriate behaviour from children. Hence, the decoration and arrangement of the

inside and outside of preschools should put priority on simplicity, harmony and pleasantness.
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Such an environment not only gives children an aesthetic cultivation; it also gives them a feeling
of comfort, pleasure and security.

ii) The arrangement of activity space

Activity space is the area where children and teacher, children and children interact the most.
The different characteristics of activity space affect to a very big extent the social interaction and
social behaviour of the children. In arranging the activity space, one should pay attention to the
following:

First is the partition of the activity space. In an activity room (i.e. classroom), space is usually
divided into different areas, for example the learning corner, the toy corner, the reading corner, the
art corner, the music and dance corner or the home corner etc. This is to facilitate children in
starting different activities. This way of dividing up the space certainly has its own merit. However,
one needs to note that this should be beneficial to the interaction amongst children and between
children and teachers. The board and shelves used for partition should not be too high; in particular,
movement between corners should not be restricted nor should there be rigid limit on numbers.
Otherwise, the activity area would impair the full and free interaction of children.

In terms of the outdoor space, not only should the play area of the upper, medium and lower
classes be arranged, the common/multipurpose area which the whole preschool uses should also
be considered seriously, so that it can facilitate children of different age groups to interact. For
instance, in the mainland, some preschools would periodically open some points in their vast,
public, outdoor gross motor playgrounds for the whole country. At each point, there are one or
two teachers present to instruct and supervise. Children then freely choose the points they want to
join with their friends. This is a very salutary way and of arranging the outdoor space.

Furthermore, spatial density and the number of people in a group should be considered. Spatial
density denotes the number of children per unit space in a fixed area of space. This is an important
factor affecting the social development of children. Studies from China and the west have all
discovered that if the spatial density of the activity area/classroom is above a certain limit, more
fights, quarrels, snatching or other negative social behaviour would occur during their play. If the
spatial density is too low however, this would be disadvantageous to the interaction of children
(Zhu, K.H., 1996, Smith, P.K., 1982, Loo, C.M., 1972). Hence when arranging the space, spatial
density should be appropriate; both crowdedness and scarcity should be avoided. Too many or too
few people in a certain play corner or within a group discourage positive social behaviour and
interaction.
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Lastly, the quality and size of the activity space should meet the various needs of children. A
large space allowing the entire class to have mass activities and small spaces where individual
children can be alone should be provided if social development of children is encouraged. One
point, in particular, is that a quiet, enclosed private corner should be arranged. This is important in
meeting children's need of being alone or their need for emotional interaction.

iii) Material provision for activity

In the physical setting of preschools, the provision and arrangement of material resources will
affect children immensely. Their types, characteristics, quantity, the way they arranged and
displayed are all closely related to the social development of children.

First, appropriate types of material and equipment should be provided. Material resources
needed in preschools can be divided into the following types learning, music, art, play, manipulative
etc according to their functions and purposes. Current studies illustrate that with respect to the
social development of children, it is the play and manipulative materials that give the most positive
effect. This is due to the fact that when children are operating or using the manipulative and play
materials in activities; more interaction, cooperation, turn-taking, negotiation, instruction, mutual
learning can be facilitated. Moreover, different types of activity material elicit different types of
behaviour. For instance, if there are many toy guns, tanks, supermen present in the classroom,
more boys and even girls would start fighting and attacking. While play materials such as home
corner or hospital would initiate children to role-play types of activities. Thus, the types and
characteristics of the material provided to children should aim at promoting positive social
interaction, cooperation and social behaviour.

Furthermore, sufficient materials should be provided in activities. Researches point out clearly
that in areas where space is large with sufficient materials, the argumentative, destructive and
aggressive behaviour of children is lower than in areas where space is small with insufficient
materials. Insufficient materials lead children quarrelling, snatching toys and other such behaviour.
Of course, this does not mean that the more materials you give to children, the better it is. The
important points are that first, the types of material should be appropriate; second, the materials
provided should be fully used and utilized by children. In some preschools in the mainland, the
quantity of the learning material is sufficient, but its rate of usage is low. Some studies point out
that it is less than 50 per cent. This should be corrected, otherwise, it is equivalent to providing
insufficient materials to children.

Moreover, teachers should provide appropriate types and quantities of material according to
the characteristics of different age groups. For instance, since the infant classes are mostly at the
parallel or individual play stage, teachers should prepare such toys and materials for them. In the
lower and upper classes, more materials and games should be provided to develop their skills in
cooperation.

J
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3. The Provision of a Psychological Environment

The provision of a good psychological environment is the most important aspect in a preschool
environment. The psychological environment mainly denotes the interpersonal relationships and
the general psychological atmosphere of a preschool. This embodies the interrelationships and
interactions between teacher and children, children and children, and teacher and teacher. Although
it is invisible, it nonetheless affects children tremendously on their emotional and social behaviour,
and individual development.

The essence of providing a good psychological environment is in establishing harmonious,
wholesome and congenial interpersonal relationships. In the preschool, this includes those between
teachers and children, children and their peers, and teachers themselves.

i) Interaction between teacher and children

Teachers are the instructors of children's social behaviour. Apart from teaching correct and
appropriate forms of behaviour and rules; teachers' own attitudes and behaviour towards children
have an immense role-model effect. Teachers have to note the following when interacting with
children:

First, they should demonstrate supportive, respectful and tolerant attitude and behaviour towards
children. This is the foundation for establishing a positive teacher-child relationship. This is also
a prerequisite for cultivating good social behaviour in children. Children would learn how to treat
people and things in the process. Teachers have to be good at identifying and judging correctly
various psychological and emotional needs of children. They should not prejudiced against those
children who are supposedly displeasing, and should be good at giving positive and encouraging
reactions. Some traditional teaching ideas may make some teachers feel that it is difficult to do
the above. But in creating an appropriate psychological environment for the social development
of children, this is most important and necessary.

Moreover, children should be treated democratically. Teachers should allow children to express
themselves and their opinions fully. They should expect children to possess the power to judge for
themselves and to make the right choices. They should not oppress but mediate and do not be rigid
nor authoritarian in their demands towards children. This free yet not lax, instructive but not
dominating attitude and mode of education, can make children feel that they are being respected
and encouraaed as independent individuals. This helps promote better social adaptability in children,
allowing them to be active, bold, confident and to have better self-esteem and self-control.

BEST COPY AVAILABLE
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When teachers interact with children, they should use a variety of appropriate body languages,
such as smiling;nOdding, speaking at their eye levels, affirmative gestures, touching. light padding
on their heads and shoulders etc. Appropriate use of such non-verbal interactions to express their
concern, care, acceptance, encouragement and dissatisfaction should be made more frequent. When
teachers talk to children, they should maintain a close distance and eye contacts with the children.
Appropriate use of eye contacts and expressions allow children to experience more clearly teachers'
attitudes and feedback on their behaviour, thus making them more willing to behave positively as
adults expect of them, and to avoid negative behaviour.

ii) Establish a caring and loving atmosphere amongst the peers

Although the interaction amongst children is largely determined by the characteristics of their
children groups, education and the effort of the teachers can still do more to cultivate a more
positive background for interaction and effectively influence children's attitude and their social
behaviour.

a) Guide children in learning how to exchange their feelings and ideas
Children's observation power is usually poor; in particular, they tend to be self-centred. They

are not aware of the thoughts, feelings and needs of others and lack understanding of the emotions
and feelings of others. Therefore they need the helpful, cooperative, caring, consolatory and
sympathetic behaviour important for positive interaction and prosocial behaviour. Thus, teachers
can guide children to exchange ideas and feelings mutually by talking about how they feel about
certain behaviour and incidents. This would help them to understand the needs and thoughts of
their peers, thereby elicit helpful, caring and other positive behaviour. At the same time, this
encourages those receiving such kindness to learn about appropriate reciprocal action.

b) Cultivating a caring and loving atmosphere amongst the children
Cultivating a loving and caring atmosphere in a class is an important element of a good

psychological environment. When children in a class are in a situation where they bump into each
other and yet they do not shout to each other or report to their teacher; rather, they cede to each
other and show concern, then, this illustrates that the class has already created a good atmosphere.
Such interpersonal relationship and psychological background is the basis where children can
further develop a variety of good social behaviour. Teachers should pay heed to permeate such
instructions into the details of their daily life and activities. For instance, when playing, toys
should be shared and should not be snatched; when one carelessly knocks down another person,
one should help the other stand up immediately, and say 'sorry'. When interacting with others, one
should be accustomed to saying 'please', 'thank you' or 'sorry' etc. Teachers should pay attention to
guiding and encouraging those who lack the skills of interaction or are too shy and nervous to
participate actively in class activities by encouraging others to interact with them. This would
allow them to have more positive experiences of successful interaction. In turn, it would increase
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their confidence in interaction and produce a congenial and harmonious atmosphere in the entire
class.

iii) Teacher-teacher interaction

The inter-personal relationships amongst teachers have many influences on the social
development of children. First, the interaction amongst teachers is an important role model for
interaction and social behaviour amongst peers. If teachers practise the caring, helpful and
cooperative behaviour which they teach children amongst themselves, then children would act the
same way more easily and more lastingly. On the contrary, if teachers are cold and uncaring,
however much they emphasize mutual care and love, the effect would be miti.qated. Furthermore,
the interaction of teachers will affect the psychological atmosphere of a class and a preschool. If
teachers care and help each other, this would bring warmth and congeniality in a class and preschool
and stimulate positive social interactions between individuals. Children would also get influenced.
Not only would they be pleasant and positive, happy and jovial; they would also learn different
modes of appropriate behaviour. Hence whether teachers interact appropriately would affect the
social development of children. When creating a quality psychological environment for children,
attention must be paid to even the smallest interaction between the main and assistant teacher in a
class; and as large as the interaction amongst the whole staff body in the preschool.

In reality, the one environment in preschools does not determine the social development of
children. Children are at the same time receiving influence from various big and small environments.
And these environments are not independent and static, but are interacting and influencing each
other. The process of their interaction and action creates an even larger environmental system.
The micro-system described by Bronfenbrenner includes another environment that has a great
impact on the social development of children, i.e. the family. The family environment which
involves the family's socio-economic status, member's make-up, mode of interaction, methods of
education - is very important in children's social development. Although teachers cannot create
and arrange the family environment just as they are able to in preschools; in the education process,
they must be aware that every child has its own family influence. They must work hard to publicize
to parents the right and correct ideas and methods of education. This would help build a closer
school-family relationship that would promote a wholesome and positive social development in
children.

8
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