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In this multi-case qualitative research study I explored the beliefs and practices of
selected Tanzanian pre-primary educators, with regard to the role of play in early years
education. The purpose was to gain insights into how the educators conceptualize play,
understand its contribution to development, and if and how they incorporate it into their
teaching/learning activities. Factors influencing their beliefs about play also were
investigated. The study helps address an imbalance in the professional knowledge base in
Early Childhood Education by providing research about play from a non-Western
context. Fifteen interviews were conducted with three head and five pre-primary teachers
from four schools. Observations (a total of 240 minutes at each school) were made to
establish the presence of play and playful behaviour, with selected sessions video-
recorded. Video clips, used to aid recall of, and reflection on, teaching practices and
activities supported the teachers’ interviews. Information from observations and
curricular document reviews was used to enrich the findings from interviews.

Data were thematically coded and Fleer’s (2002) three sociocultural planes (personal,
interpersonal, and community) used to analyze the influences on participants’ beliefs and
practices. Findings indicate that play is primarily understood to consist of enjoyable
physical activities which teachers can exploit to motivate/activate children before and
during lessons, but such play was not seen to contribute directly to the
cognitive/academic development education is expected to enhance. Large class size,
parents’ demands for written work, curriculum requirements and teachers’ limited
competence were found to impede provision for play in the classroom. Implications and
recommendations for contextually appropriate policy, curriculum, and pre-primary
teacher education programs are outlined. The need for expansion of traditional notions of
play and its role in education, as well as the use of traditional games and culturally

meaningful materials in the curriculum are highlighted.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

In this multiple case study, my aim was to seek a better understanding of the role
of play in early education in Tanzania. The purposes of the study were to explore
Tanzanian early childhood educators’ interpretations of children’s play, as well as their
views of the role of play in the education and development of children. I conducted the
study with the main goal of shedding light on the place of this important element of
childhood in the context studied. At the time when I conducted my study, early childhood
education was a relatively new area in the formal Tanzania education system and so
related studies conducted in the country and similar contexts were very scarce. It was
anticipated that the study would help address an imbalance in the discourse and the
knowledge base, which informs theory and practice in Early Childhood Education by
providing research about play from a non-Western context.

The study was conducted in four public primary schools in Tanzania’s capital city
of Dar Es Salaam and involved pre-primary teachers and head teachers. I anticipated the
findings from this study would extend knowledge on how this important element for
children is understood and valued, and so potentially inform curriculum design and
implementation at the pre-primary level as well as teacher education in the particular
context.

I begin this chapter by describing in general the context of Early Childhood
Education (ECE) in Tanzania as a background that frames the study, followed by a brief
account of my own background in relation to the study. I then present the research

problem, purpose and questions, followed by a short description of my research



approach. I next describe the contribution of the study to ECE discourse as well as
potentially to the Tanzanian education policy, and then note the delimitations of the study

before giving definitions of some key terms used in this dissertation.

Background and Context

For a long time Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) in Tanzania
remained in the hands of families and communities. According to their report on the
situation of early childhood education in Tanzania, Kweka, Binagi and Kainamula (n.d.)
note that before the introduction of formal education during colonialism, child rearing
and education were mainly the responsibility of parents, siblings, the extended family,
and the community at large. Modernization and the growth of towns, which came with
colonialism, disrupted the communal child rearing practices and hence created the need
for schooling, even for very young children. Schools established by colonialists were for
older children, from standard one of primary school (which is the first year in primary
school, equivalent to Grade 1), with the main aim of preparing the people to work in the
colonial offices. As mothers were to go to work, older siblings, who would previously
have stayed with the young ones at home, had to go to school. Consequently, the young
children had no one to stay with and so this situation, after independence, created a need
for institutionalized child care and education. However, the government was not
financially capable of providing the care and education at this level. Therefore,
individuals and local and religious institutions started day care centers and nursery
schools, and the Ministry responsible for education took on the role of

overseeing/supervising them.



Major government initiatives happened in the mid-1990s in response to internal
and external demands and forces. Around this time, Tanzania ratified two international
conventions that stressed the importance of education from the early years. The
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) and the World Declaration on Education
for All (1990) contributed to the need for a review of the education system in the country.
Hence, the government formed a National Task Force in 1993 to review education
provision in Tanzania, and it came up with recommendations, which were given
considerable weight in the establishment of the Education and Training Policy of 1995.
One of the recommendations was to make preschool education compulsory for all
children (United Republic of Tanzania [hereafter referred to as URT], 1993). Although
the government acknowledged the importance of early care and education for children
from 0-6 years of age, it was not considered feasible to formalize education for the whole
of this age group. The government therefore systematized pre-primary education for
children only 5-6 years of age and involved parents, local communities, and non-
governmental organizations in providing early care and education through pre-primary
classes and preschool centers (for children 0-5 years of age).

In Tanzania’s education policy, pre-primary education thus refers to education for
children aged 5-6, and children spend two years at the pre-primary level and enter
primary school by the age of seven (URT, 1995). The main aim of pre-primary
education is “to encourage and promote the overall personality development of the child,
that is his or her physical, mental, moral, and social characteristics and
capabilities” (URT, 1995, p. 3). Preparation for primary school education is stated as the

last objective for pre-primary education. The policy also includes a position on the
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developmental characteristics of children and how they learn, noting they are “normally
very active, learn by imitation, emulation and are ever eager to try out things” (URT,
1995, p. 3). The education policy was revised in 2014, and some changes were made on
the entry age into pre-primary school. Children now have one year of pre-primary and the
entry age can vary from 3-6 years of age depending on the capacity/competence of the
child (URT, 2014). With regard to the aims and objectives of pre-primary education, no
changes were made. At the time when I conducted my study, the 2005 syllabus was being
reviewed in order to align it with the new policy statement. However, the 1995 policy
was still being used and so I refer to it throughout the discussion.

With regard to pre-primary education, the Tanzania education policy contains
information on the language of instruction, and teacher education. According to the
policy, Kiswahili is the main language used in teaching and English is introduced as
a subject. The document contains no information about teaching strategies at the pre-
primary level. However, the objectives stated in the policy are used to formulate the
subject content and recommended teaching strategies in the pre-primary syllabus.
According to the syllabus, teachers are expected to be creative in choosing teaching
strategies depending on the availability of resources. Although play is not directly
identified, the syllabus directs teachers to utilize their “knowledge, skills, and experience
in selecting teaching/learning strategies according to the ability and age of the child”
(Ministry of Education and Vocational Training, 2005, p. v). Following the introduction
of pre-primary classes, the government devised two initiatives for teacher education.
First, the government offered pre-primary in-service teacher education in eight of its

Teacher Training Colleges. This program was for teachers who had completed four years



of ordinary secondary education and had undergone a two-year certificate course in
primary education. They were expected to qualify as pre-primary school teachers after
attending an additional one-year fully residential course. The other initiative was the
provision of Early Childhood Education content as one of the courses in the pre-existing
two-year certificate program aimed at preparing primary school teachers. All pre-service
teachers would therefore take the compulsory course on care and education for 5-6 year
old children. After graduation, the teachers could be allocated to teach in any class from
pre-primary to standard seven according to the needs in a particular school.

Very little is known about the beliefs of these teachers with regard to various
aspects related to the provision of classroom activities for the young children. My focus
in this study was on play as one of the important elements in childhood. As part of this
background information, I next give a brief historical statement about my own
background and the experiences that have promoted my interest in studying play in

educational contexts.

The Researcher’s Background

After spending two years in part time jobs, following my university graduation, I
was hired as a Kindergarten teacher in a private school. Though from my experience
teaching is not highly regarded in Tanzania, the country from which I come, its status is
even lower for those teaching in the lowest age/grade levels. I can further point out from
my observation that slightly higher status is accorded those teaching in private schools.
Teaching the young children was a very challenging experience for me. The main
struggle was dealing with a large number of children (30 children aged between four- to

five-years-old), in a situation where space and learning materials were not adequately



provided. However, I managed to make the best use of the available resources to make
learning meaningful and enjoyable for the children. My responsibility was to implement
a prescribed curriculum aimed at attaining stated learning goals. The focus was mainly
on introducing the children to the basics of numbers and the letters of the alphabet as
preparation for their learning of reading, writing, and mathematics. In addition, pre-
science and social studies concepts like colors, animals, plants, days of the week, months,
and weather were introduced. I would verbally introduce the concept to the class then
engage the students with hand written (photocopied) worksheets for each of them to
trace, write and color depending on the requirement of a specific task. Students would
also be required to participate in identifying the letters, numbers, or pictures of objects
from wall charts. I did not regard play of importance to the serious task of teaching until
I was exposed to scholarly work on play. A course on play I took during my graduate
degree exposed me to various scholarly resources that challenged my understanding, and
made me reflect on the experiences I have been through. The debate on what play is and
what it does for children aroused my curiosity. The discourse, however, seemed to be
biased because it appeared to be based mainly on resources from Western countries. The
best examples of the earliest approaches to play are said to be found in early nursery
schools in the United States in the1920s (Frost, Wortham, & Reifel, 2012). Frost and
colleagues name “the Teachers College Nursery School of Columbia University and the
University of lowa Child Welfare Research Station as the “first and perhaps the purest of
the play-based programs” (p. 260). Perspectives on the importance of play can further be
identified from various models including the Tools of the Mind curriculum (Bodrova and

Leong, 2007), The Reggio Emilia programs (Gandini, 1997), the New Zealand Te



Whariki curriculum (Ministry of Education, 1996) and Roskos’ and Neuman’s Literacy
Play model (Roskos & Neuman, 2003). The theoretical perspectives behind these models
were derived mainly from studies conducted in the United States, the United Kingdom,
Italy and New Zealand. In non-Western countries, a few studies related to play were
conducted in South Africa (Sekhukhune, 2014); Tanzania (Berinstein & Magalhaes,
2009; Shavega, Brugman & Van Tuijl, 2014); and Kenya (Andiema,Kemboi &
M’Mbone, 2013).

Furthermore, relatively few studies have examined teachers’ perspectives with
regard to play (Bennet et al., 1997; Hyvonnen, 2011; Pyle & Bigelow, 2014; and
Saracho, 2002). and all of these studies have been carried out in Western contexts. |
thought it would be interesting to examine the teachers’ beliefs about play in non-
Western contexts as understanding their beliefs could lead to a better understanding of
the education environment provided in their classrooms and the provision of play in those
contexts.

Because of my background as a teacher and a graduate student, I have developed
a strong belief in the beneficial contribution of play to children’s learning. My
assumption is that the presence of at least some characteristics of play would make the
learning environment, no matter how challenged, more conducive for learning to take
place. This assumption is based on the conclusion of Howard, one of the scholars I
highly regard: “Children learn in a number of ways but it would appear that regarding an
activity as ‘play’ amplifies learning potential” (Howard, 2010, p. 153). My other
assumption is that most teachers in Tanzania may not regard play as an important aspect

to consider while doing the ‘serious’ task of teaching. This assumption is based on my



experience growing up in Tanzania where, in my view, matters related to children’s
welfare do not receive adequate attention. I believe the provision of resources and
services for children deserve more consideration and this attention includes provision for
play spaces for children, ensuring their safety, and respecting their opinions. I consider
of value to the study my experience as a teacher and as a native speaker of Kiswahili with
a good understanding of the environmental context. However, I acknowledge this same
experience might have represented a particular subjective position during the collection
of data and interpretation of findings.

It is also important to consider situational differences among and within the
African countries. As most of these countries were former colonies, Marfo and
Biersteker (2011) note the variation in the countries’ advancement after independence.
Consequently, these countries experience different transition stages of cultural values and
traditions. A mixture of cultural values is experienced in Tanzania due to inter-tribal
marriages as well as migration from rural to urban areas. Advancement in information
technology has had considerable impact especially in urban areas, leading to rapid
ongoing cultural changes in the country. It is not uncommon therefore to find different
cultural ways of living and hence of raising children due to varied background
experiences among a group of people who grew up at the same period of time in the same
country. Therefore, I anticipated that an examination into teachers’ beliefs utilizing a
case study method would lead to rich information from different socio-historical

backgrounds captured within a particular period of time.



Research Problem

As early childhood education is relatively new in the formal education system of
many African countries, very few studies have been conducted on this area. Research on
early childhood education and practice in these countries has, for a long time, been
informed by studies from the Western countries. Principles guiding early childhood
curriculum in these countries are mainly drawn from those identified in Europe and
America due to colonial influence (see for example Akahara, 2013). The scarcity of
information from non-Western contexts has resulted in the use of potentially irrelevant
approaches to policy and practice throughout Africa. The Euro-American education
models have been found to focus on values that differ from those of the Indigenous
cultures (Serpell & Jere-Folotiya, 2008). For example, in a book on effective teaching
and learning methods for Nigeria’s pre-primary schools, Akahara’s (2013) discussion on
play’s effectiveness for teaching and learning seems to be based on conformity to the
principles that inform curriculum policies, with assumptions of a global childhood. The
validity of the Euro-American knowledge base that informs theory and practice in Africa
is therefore questionable due to differences in sociocultural conditions between these
contextual environments (Marfo & Biersteker, 2011; Serpell & Nsamenang, 2014). I join
Serpell and Nsamenang (2014) in believing that African societies need to carefully take
note of the current sociocultural situation in their own countries, in order to have
appropriate and effective early childhood education practices in place.

Play has been identified as of great importance in the education and development
of children. Specifically in the Western discourse, play has been linked to the

development of various early skills that are essential in preparing the children to learn
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(Berk, 2002; Bredekamp, 2004; Diamond, Barnett, Thomas, and Munro, 2007; Christie

and Roskos, 2015). Different approaches to integrating play into school settings have
been identified. Examples of these approaches include the Bank Street model (Goffin &
Wilson, 2001 as cited in Frost, Wortham, & Reifel, 2012); the Reggio Emilia programs,
the Tools of the Mind curriculum and the High Scope curriculum (Frost, Wortham, &
Reifel, 2012), all of which have originated from and have been implemented in Europe
and America.

Although widely held to be a universal phenomenon with regard to children, play
is found to vary across cultures in terms of its nature and its perceived role in children’s
development (Gaskins, Haight, & Lancy, 2007; Gosso & Carvalho, 2013; Roopnarine &
Jin, 2012). In various cultural contexts, play has also been related to learning because of
its close link to free learning as opposed to teacher-directed learning (Lillemyr, 2013).
Rogers (2013) notes how the current discourse on play is shifting from an emphasis on so
called free play to a focus on play’s integration into the context of school curriculum. It is
very likely that the diversity in the way play is conceptualized influences the position it is
accorded in the school context. To identify the role of play in particular early childhood
school settings, it is crucial to explore the views of the teachers responsible for teaching
at that level. While studies on early childhood educators’ perspectives and beliefs with
regard to play are available, most of these have been conducted in Europe and North
America (Hyvonnen, 2011; Parsons, 2013; Peng, 2011; Pyle & Bigelow, 2014; Ranz-
Smith, 2007; Sherwood, 2009). Consequently, little information is available as to how
this ‘complex’ element of early childhood education is perceived and practiced in the

context of the non-Western countries.
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Due to the highly biased research base on the phenomenon because so few studies
have been conducted outside of the Western world it is very likely that the information
available is not representative of the majority of the world’s population (Andiema,
Kemboi & M’Mbone, 2013; Berinstein & Magalhaes, 2009; Sekhukhune, 2014; Shavega,
Brugman & Van Tuijl, 2014). Particular values and biases have therefore shaped how
play is viewed in educational practice (Cannella, 1997). Cannella (1997) further
contends that relying on information from particular contexts to guide practice outside of
those contexts, “denies the multiple value structures, knowledges, and views of the world
which are created by people in diverse contexts” (p. 127). Furthermore, there is also a
risk of imposing practices that are not applicable into contexts where they do not fit

(Marfo & Biersteker, 2011).

Research Purpose and Questions

Pre-primary teachers are assumed to be decision makers with regard to the
activities provided in the classroom for young children of ages in which play is expected
to be of particular benefit. It is therefore vital to explore these teachers’ beliefs with
regard to play to determine the contextual constructions placed on the role of play in the
children’s learning. My research aimed to explore teachers’ beliefs about the role of
young children’s play in pre-primary classroom settings. The purposes of the study were
to gain insights into how selected educators in Tanzania understand play and its role in
teaching/learning activities, as well as explore the factors they consider to be influencing
their beliefs about play. The main multifaceted question guiding the study was as follows:
What are the beliefs of a selected sample of Tanzanian pre-primary educators from four

urban schools about the role of play in early childhood education? How are the beliefs of
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these educators reflected in their practices? And what factors can be identified as

forming and influencing those beliefs?

To address the main question the following more focused sub-questions were

explored:

d)

What do teachers in selected pre-primary schools believe constitutes play?
Do these pre-primary teachers believe play to have any benefits for
children’s learning, and if so, what benefits?

Do these teachers integrate play into teaching and learning activities and if
so how?

To what extent and in what ways, if any, are the home/family/community
experiences of children considered by the teachers in any provision made
to support play at school? If such provisions are made, what do the
teachers identify as the possible contribution to learning made by
connecting home/ family/community experiences to children’s play?

What factors do these teachers believe both support and impede

integration of play into teaching practice?

I anticipated that responses to these questions would provide insights into the

perceived meaning and benefits of play as well as its integration into classroom situations

in this particular context. Interviews, observations, and video-prompted recall were

employed to gain an understanding of the Tanzanian teachers’ beliefs with regard to play

and the history behind those beliefs, and to assist them in reflecting on their practices.

Research Approach

I acquired approval from the Human Research Ethics Board of the University of

Victoria and embarked on studying the beliefs of head teachers and pre-primary teachers

from selected public primary schools in Dar es Salaam. I used a qualitative case study
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approach because it seemed most suited considering the present study’s features and
characteristics. My aim in the research was to explore a social phenomenon in a
particular setting using multiple data sources. In the case study I describe the context and
participants, as well as the analysis of the themes (categories) and issues emerging from
the interviews and observations. It should be noted that although these findings might be
applicable in other settings of similar context, the purpose of the analysis was not to
generalize beyond the cases studied. As it is for case study, my purpose in the research
was to give a description of the particular cases to understand the issues emerging from
the description.

The primary method for data collection was interviews. Information obtained
from a total of 15 interviews with head teachers and pre-primary teachers formed the
basis of the overall findings. Overall, the total interview time was 595 minutes. The
interviews were conducted in Swahili, the common local language; they were recorded
and then transcribed and translated into English language for analysis. I also used
observation and analysis of documents to inform the findings from the interviews. Total
observation time was 240 minutes for each of the four classes observed. While only one
interview was conducted with each of the head teachers, for pre-primary teachers there
were three phases of interviews, one of which was supported by video clips recorded on
observation, which were used for recall of events in the classrooms. In the analysis, the
coding process was iterative and led to the identification of main categories and sub-

categories under each.
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Contribution of the Study

This study makes a contribution in addressing the paucity of information from
cultural contexts scarcely featured in the current early childhood education discourse by
focusing on a particular African context. Information obtained from this exploratory
study has shed light on the place of play, an important element of childhood in the
preschool contexts studied. The findings add to the existing literature by addressing the
absence of research information on play and its potential role in education from countries
in the majority world, which has led to a biased, or non-representative research database
and professional discourse. The thinking and beliefs of teachers documented during the
study through teachers’ reflections are significant for potentially informing policies and
curricula related to early childhood education, as well as teacher education in Tanzania
and other African countries. Furthermore, I believe the findings from the study have
contributed to participating teachers’ learning by providing them with an opportunity to
reflect on their own practices. It is expected that enhanced reflective skills have enriched
the teachers’ with new understandings about their practices, which may consequently
lead to improving their actions for better outcomes. As the use of video as a recall
prompt is not likely to be a commonly used research method in this context, my research
has created an opportunity to try out the viability of the method for possible future use in

other studies.

Delimitations

Play is a very broad area of research that has been widely studied. In my study,
the focus of play was restricted to its role in the education of young children at pre-

primary public schools. My aim was to determine from the beliefs and practices of
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educators of selected schools how play is valued, particularly in education settings.
Specifically, I investigated if and how play is regarded to be beneficial both in itself, and
as part of the teaching approaches in the pre-primary years of schooling for children
between five and six years of age in Tanzania.

Furthermore, my emphasis was on the beliefs of the teachers and head teachers as
well as their practices as observed in the classrooms. It is acknowledged that the beliefs
of other stakeholders like parents, teacher educators, curriculum designers, and the
children are also important but it was not within the scope of the research to examine the
beliefs of all of them, given limited resources available. It is expected that the findings of
the study will provide an initial contribution to the literature in an attempt to begin to

address the paucity of studies from the non-Western world.

Definitions of Key Terms

Although in chapter 2 I discuss the term play as portrayed in the literature, I
provide here some definitional background on the use of the term that denotes play in
Swahili, the local language of Tanzania where I conducted the study.

In Swahili, play is translated as mchezo/michezo (singular/plural) and it signifies a
variety of activities ranging from physical activities like physical games and sports,
physical exercises, dancing, actions while singing, to theatre performance like drama and
also role plays. Different from the way play is commonly understood in the Western ECE
literature, play in Swahili is used as a general term for all those activities. In the school
context, the word michezo comprises the variety of activities mentioned, that children

engage in for pleasure, some of which involve competition between classes or schools. A
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good example is seen in an online Swahili newspaper article in which an author discusses
the importance of play for children. In one of the paragraphs he comments:

Nilisema kuwa michezo si tu shughuli ya kuzungukazunguka kwenye uwanja

halafu basi. Michezo ya aina yoyote humjenga mtoto kiakili si tu kwa sababu

anapata muda wa kupumzisha akili yake baada ya kazi ya masomo, lakini vilevile
ujenzi wa mikakati ya ushindi na kujenga tabia ya kuthubutu katika michezo

huweza kuhamishiwa katika masomo. (Kayoka, 2016, para. 2)

I said [play] games is not only an activity for a child to move around the

field/playground, that’s it. Any types of games are beneficial in the mental

development of the child not only because he gets time to rest from his studies,
but also he develops winning strategies (in competitions) as well as boldness in
competitive games, the skills that he can transfer and use in improving his
performance in studies. (My translation)
In this excerpt, the author uses the term mchezo, here referring to competitive games and
sports. In another article (Ndossa 2014), the author, drawing from Western literature, uses
the term michezo, to describe pleasurable children’s activities. In the same article, the
term michezo is used as he commends the Ministry of Education for initiating inter-
school games and sports competitions for primary and secondary schools.

I have given the description above mainly to show how differently play can be
understood and/or described by a Swabhili speaker, a language in which the interviews
were conducted. Other terms that I find important to define are:

Pre-primary — A class attached to primary school. This level consists of children aged 5-

6 years prior to beginning Grade 1 in the primary school.
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Educators — Teachers and Head Teachers in a primary school

Beliefs — Views that one holds to be true according to one’s cultural and historical
background and experiences.

Culture — the ways of life particular to the communities where people live, study or work.

Chapter Summary

In this chapter [ situated the study by describing the context of early childhood
education in Tanzania, highlighting the paucity of studies on ECE in Tanzania and other
similar non-Western contexts. I briefly presented my background as a researcher, and
stated the problem and the purpose of the research. I also provided an introductory
account of the research approach and noted the contribution the research makes to the
existing literature. The scope of the study was described in the delimitation section and a
few key terms were defined as they are used in the dissertation study. In the following

section I present an analysis of relevant literature.
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Chapter 2
Conceptual Frameworks and Literature Review

The purpose of my multi-case study was to explore the beliefs selected pre-
primary educators in Tanzania hold about the role of play in early childhood education
settings. Specifically in conducting the study, I sought to understand how these educators
conceptualize play and its role in the teaching and learning process. I understand that play
is a very broad and heavily researched area. In the review of literature, I therefore focus
on resources and studies directly linked to my research aim.

I explore generally the conceptualization of play and its relationship to early
childhood education, under the following sections. First, in the conceptual frameworks
section, I explore different models and approaches in an attempt to define play with a
specific focus on young children, its place in early years classrooms, and the pedagogical
role of playfulness. I then discuss relevant theoretical conceptualizations of play,
describe how culture is conceptualized in this study, and present the sociocultural
theoretical lens used to frame the study. In the second half of this chapter, I review
relevant, selected research literature. Topics include the importance given to play in
early childhood education including a discussion of reported developmental benefits, as
well as teachers’ perceptions of the role of play, looking at perspectives from Western
and other cultural contexts. Finally I review relevant literature from Africa to establish
how early childhood education is portrayed and specifically how play in educational

contexts is featured.
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Conceptual Frameworks

Defining play in the early years.

Play has received considerable attention from scholars in different disciplines but
has proven a difficult concept to define. The attempt to define it can be compared to
“trying to seize bubbles” as Moyles (2005) notes, “for every time there appears
something to hold on to, its ephemeral nature disallows it being grasped!” (p. 4). It has
therefore been perceived, defined, and theorized differently by different scholars utilizing
a range of characteristics such as freedom, pretence, creativity, sense of humour,
spontaneity, and problem solving (Burghardt, 2011; Elkind, 2008; Huzinga, 1950;
Liberman, 1977; Smidt, 2011). The focus on these varied behaviours and activities,
regarded as play by different theorists, complicates the possibility of a standard definition
for play (Fleer, 2009) which makes it difficult to have all the views, perceptions,
experiences, and expectations connected with it, embraced in a single definition.

Among other scholars, early childhood education scholars have given attention to
play in relation to the education of young children. Consideration of play by early
childhood scholars is attributed to its appropriateness and significance in children’s
development and therefore is given attention in the education setting. A variety of
behaviours have been linked to play and regarded as having developmental benefits for
children, especially when the behaviours are connected to the play theories. Different
types of play are therefore recognized as being beneficial for different aspects of
children’s development (Smith, 2009). For example, locomotor and object play,
involving physical activity of the body as well as use of objects, enhance physical and

motor development; social play, involving interaction with others, enhances social
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relationships; and pretend/symbolic play, involving imagination or make-believe,
enhances language and literacy development (Frost, Wortham & Reifel, 2011). Smith
(2009) further states that due to its representational nature and its use of language,
pretend play is regarded as a uniquely human form of play, perceived as educationally
relevant, and hence accorded considerable attention in the theoretical and research

literature.

Conceptualizations of play in early years classrooms.

In early years education settings, complexity in defining play is due to challenges
in the categorization of children’s behaviours as either play or not play. Wood (2013)
argues against a dichotomous categorization of behaviour as play or not play but suggests
instead that play be understood as ranging along a continuum from pure play to non-play
according to the number of criteria observed. Wood adopts the six criteria Fromberg
(2002) used to define play, which are: voluntary, meaningful, symbolic, rule-governed,
pleasurable, and episodic (pp. 10-12). Fromberg acknowledges the influence of context
in the content of children’s play and therefore views the six criteria as describing the
nature of play in relation to a particular context. She describes play as one of seven
conditions for learning that are ever changing and which encourage active participation of
the young children in construction of meaning and hence learning. The other conditions
are induction, cognitive dissonance, social interaction, physical experiences, revisiting,
and competence (Fromberg, 2002, pp. 9-10).

For the purposes of my study, Wood’s (2013) described conceptualization of play
was considered a useful working definition, with the inclusion of Fromberg’s (2002)

criteria, and in particular, her emphasis on the influence of context on a specific activity.
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Within a continuum, an activity or behaviour is regarded as play when more of the
criteria are present, and non-play when the criteria are not featured at all. I found the
flexibility of these criteria useful for teachers in their efforts to incorporate both child-
initiated play activities and teacher initiated pedagogical activities into teaching. The
blending or integration model as proposed by Wood (2013) helps to counterbalance the
pressure of attaining curriculum goals (Bruner, Jolly & Sylva, 1976).

The working definition was used to guide the study in exploring teachers’ beliefs
about play in relationship to their practices in the classroom. It is important to recognize
that in education settings, the teacher’s freedom to provide varied activities, or to make
room for play, can be considerably constrained by the demands of curriculum. Play, for
the purposes of my research, was therefore identified according to the presence of some
or all criteria mentioned. In addition to the definition, a model of integrated pedagogical
approaches (see Figure 1) was used to inform this exploration of play in educational

settings (Wood, 2013).

A model of integrated pedagogical approaches.
In the integration model (see Figure 1), Wood (2013) argues for a balance in play
presence between child led and teacher guided activities. She believes both kinds of
activities to be beneficial and argues for integration of the two pedagogical zones as she

calls them, in order to combine the benefits of the two approaches.
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Planning environment
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roles

Assessing, reflecting,
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Activities Activities
Work _ Structured s Free
Non-play Play Play

Figure 1. Model of integrated curriculum and pedagogical approaches (Wood, 2013, p. 71).

According to Wood (2013), the integration allows for elements of playfulness in
both child initiated and teacher directed activities. The main feature of the model is the
continuum between the two kinds of activities depending on the extent to which the
activities are structured. Practitioners are expected to move across zones in order to meet
the needs of the children as well as connect the curriculum goals and the children’s goals.

Wood’s conceptualization of play provided an initial guiding framework for the
classroom situation, where, during data collection, the focus was on activities provided as
well as the classroom atmosphere (in terms of teacher attitude), both of which were
geared toward attaining curriculum goals. A dichotomous categorization would provide
less room for exploration and could result in a possibly misleading indication of a total
absence of play in the classrooms observed. In addition to the view of play as a

continuum with consideration of the criteria described above, play can also be described
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by looking at behaviours and attitudes of the students and teachers in the classroom

identified as involving play as described below.

Playfulness.

In an effort to integrate play into curriculum, practitioners commonly adopt a
playful orientation, and so the notion of playfulness also deserves attention in an
exploration of play in education settings (Hutt, 1979; Lieberman, 1977). This attitude of
playfulness may be manifested through children’s and teachers’ demonstrations of
qualities of play namely spontaneity, manifestation of joy, and sense of humor
(Lieberman, 1977, p. 23). Therefore, in addition to conceptualizing play in terms of the
playfulness of activities as ranging on the continuum between play and non-play (Wood,
2013), I also focused on playfulness as reflected in the extent of involvement of the
children and their teacher in the production or consumption of the identified qualities of
play (Lieberman, 1977).

Playful teaching is another mode of integration in which the teacher uses tasks
closely related to the characteristics of play (Moyles, 2010). Moyles (2010) further
describes the role of the teacher as needing “to ensure the tasks are planned and presented
in an enjoyable and meaningful way to the child(ren) and to make links with the required
curriculum assessment procedures” (p. 21). Adoption of an attitude of playfulness can
therefore be used as a strategy to enhance children’s learning. Story animation, the use of
imaginary scenarios, and demonstration of humour in various ways are a few examples of
ways that teachers may adopt playfulness in teaching and learning (Wood, 2013).

Additionally, Hutt (1979) described playfulness as ludic behaviour. Hutt (1979)

categorized ludic behaviours as “those playful activities which bear upon and utilize past
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experience,” for example, children’s role play and representational object play (p. 176).
She distinguished between ludic behaviours and epistemic behaviours, which are
concerned with acquisition of knowledge (e.g., problem solving and exploration). Ludic
according to Hutt extends to describe a manner of performance of activity (playfulness)
and hence, as she further argued, even epistemic behaviours can be performed in a /udic
mode. Hutt’s description of play is framed in a context where play activities are drawn
from real world experiences and presented through imitation, verbalization, and use of
gestures to represent actions or situations.

Drawing from the models/theories described, the presence of play (playfulness) in
the classroom can be observed where activities and/or actions from real world
experiences are presented through imitation (pretence), verbalization and use of gestures,
with demonstration of qualities such as sense of humour, joy, voluntariness, and
spontaneity. I find this explanation relevant in describing playfulness in classroom
settings.

The conceptualization of play presented above was used as a working definition
to guide the study. One of the research questions focused on exploring the meaning of
play as viewed by the participants and so the collection of data were open to extended

and different conceptualizations, if any.

Relevant Theoretical Conceptualizations of Play

Prominent foundational scholars in early childhood education have advocated for
play, and these scholars continue to influence current practices. Important contributions
to understanding the role of play in children’s learning are made by Piaget and Vygotsky.

At the core of their theories, these theorists recognize that play has a central role in young
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children’s development. Below is a brief discussion on how play (here referring to
pretend, make-believe or symbolic play) is described in the theories developed by these

scholars.

Jean Piaget.

In Piaget’s view, children were not only recipients of knowledge from adults, but
also creators of knowledge. According to Piaget’s theory (Piaget & Inhelder, 2000),
knowledge is acquired through adaptation — modification of one’s own means of
interacting with the environment — to fit personal needs. As noted by Zhou and Brown
(2014), Piaget’s work provides a basis for constructionist theories with the belief that
“knowledge is constructed and learning occurs when children create products or
artefacts” (p.13). To Piaget, child learning occurs through independent discovery and the
child’s own construction of the world through interaction with physical objects (Bodrova
& Leong, 2007). Piaget believed intellectual development passed through “a series of
connected stages, in which some knowledge from an earlier stage is incorporated into the
next” (Piaget & Inhelder, 1966/2000, p. x). With regard to play, Piaget’s (1962) emphasis
was on two stages of play: practice play, that he related to sensory motor activity, which
evolves to symbolic play due to involvement of representational thought. To him
(symbolic) play is “an area of activity whose motivation is not adaptation to reality but,
on the contrary, assimilation of reality to the self, without coercions or sanctions” (Piaget
& Inhelder, 1966/2000, p. 58). Piaget and Inhelder further argue that imitation in play
nevertheless facilitates adaptation through accommodation to new experiences leading to

new behaviours. For Piaget therefore, developmental functions of play are immediate.



26
Lev Vygotsky.

Vygotsky’s theorizing about child development differs from Piaget’s with respect
to the emphasis Vygotsky placed on the influence of the social cultural context on
cognition. Differing from Piaget’s initial ideas, Vygotsky viewed the social context to be
the determinant of the cognitive processes leading to child development (Bodrova &
Leong, 2007). Vygotsky purported that culture, history and interpersonal interactions are
key aspects in development and hence have implications for education provision (Zhou &
Brown, 2014). He described development as appearing at two levels, first at the social
level (interpersonal) and then at the individual level (intrapersonal). Development is
described as occurring through the reconstruction of an external activity operation, to an
internal one. This transformation from external activity (interaction with social, physical
world) to internal activity (internally oriented thought) is called internalization and
Vygotsky described it as “a distinguishing feature of human psychology” (Vygotsky,
1978, p. 57). Development therefore, according to Vygotsky, depends on interactions one
has with other people, and the tools that are provided by the culture in a particular social
context.

Vygotsky viewed play as having a major contribution in child development.
According to Vygotsky, creation of “pretend play situations” is what distinguishes play
from other children’s activities (Smidt, 2009, p. 105). Furthermore, to have the full
benefits of play, he pointed out three essential components of play: “creation of an
imaginary situation, taking and acting out roles, and following a set of rules determined

by specific roles” (Bodrova & Leong, 2007, p. 129).
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Vygotsky further argued that the imaginary situation has rules of behaviour (made

by the child himself), which a player is obliged to follow. In adherence to these rules, the
child learns to act cognitively independently of what he sees. Play, therefore, according
to his theory, creates a zone of proximal development as a child’s behaviour in play is
said to be “above his average age, ... it is as though he were a head taller than himself”
(Vygotsky, 1976, p. 552). In short, imaginary realization of unrealizable desires contains
rules of behaviour that a player subordinates to and this subordination teaches him to
separate meaning from object. As Vygotsky (1976) states, “the child sees one thing but
acts differently in relation to what he sees. Thus a condition is reached in which the child
begins to act independently of what he sees” (p. 545). Separation of meaning from object
or action (development of abstract thought) is a necessary component for the
development of literacy, a requirement for understanding that, for example, the shape ‘a’
or ‘A’ represents the letter a.

To Vygotsky (1976), play is regarded as a leading activity of the child’s
development during the preschool and Kindergarten years. As the young child develops,
his actions, which used to be determined by objects seen and experienced, develop to
being determined by thought. This transition shows how imagination develops and
Vygotsky sees play (through imagination) as providing a transition between the two
stages of human perception (being dominated first by object and then by meaning).
Therefore, through creation of an imaginary situation, play provides a transitional stage
from the merging of meaning with object to the development of abstract thought.
Development of abstract thought is the developmental accomplishment typically

expected between the ages of 4 and 6 (Bodrova & Leong, 2007). Bodrova and Leong
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draw from Vygotsky’s idea that play is a leading activity for preschool and Kindergarten

children because of its capacity in enhancing the developmental accomplishments
expected at this age. Play as a leading activity can facilitate the internalization process
that moves development from visual thinking to internal (abstract) thinking through
imagination. According to Rogoff (2003), Vygotskian theory asserts that: “in play,
children enjoy ignoring the ordinary uses of objects and actions in order to subordinate
them to imaginary meanings and situations” (p. 298).

Vygotsky made a distinction between play and similar activities that are
beneficial for children’s development namely games with rules, and productive activities
like drama and story telling (Bodrova & Leong, 2007). Although these kinds of activities
may complement and enrich play, they are distinguished from pretend play because of
their characteristics. Bodrova and Leong describe games with rules as different because
of their explicit rules, which should strictly be followed for the games to continue.
Furthermore, in activities like drama, although the acting out may provide similar pretend
scenarios, the use of scripts created before (mostly by an adult) makes it different from
pretend play.

Play is expected to develop to a mature, developed or advanced level of
competence in order to lead to the expected achievement for pre-school to kindergarten
children (Elkonin, 2005). To be a leading activity that promotes development, play
therefore has to be at the advanced level (with imagination as the key feature) and hence,
as pointed out by Bodrova and Leong (2007), have the following characteristics:
“symbolic representation and symbolic actions, language is used to create a pretend

scenario, complex interwoven themes, rich multifaceted roles, and extended time frame”
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(p.142). Children need exposure to play contexts where they can get support to gain the

required play skills. Bodrova and Leong (2001) stress the important role that teachers can
play, through careful intervention, in improving the quality of children’s play in order to
realize its developmental benefits.

Both Piaget and Vygotsky emphasize the representation inherent in symbolic
(pretend) play, which leads to abstraction. They both make a significant contribution to
understanding the relationship between play and literacy mainly because of the relation
between the symbolic nature of play and the symbolic nature of literacy (Saracho &
Spodek, 2006). Nevertheless, they differ in how they perceive its developmental
consequence. For Piaget, play is mainly a mechanism for assimilation by incorporating
new experiences into existing thinking. On the other hand, Vygotsky viewed such play
as having greater significance for developmental outcomes, mainly the development of
understanding in social roles and also, from object meaning separation, the development

of abstract representation, a pre-requisite for literacy learning.

African Indigenous views.

Despite the insights offered, and their considerable impact on educational
practice, the theories outlined above may not be an accurate representation of the
conceptions of development and intelligence outside the contexts in which they were
developed. Nsamenang (2006) argues against assuming “universally applicable
milestones of human development, since every culture recognizes and assigns different
developmental tasks to their perceived phases of human ontogenesis” (p. 295). Focusing
on African Indigenous views, Nsamenang, presents a theory of social ontogenesis that

regards human development as focusing on social integration which although in line with



30
Vygotsky’s ideas, differs from the individualistic focus emphasized by Piaget (cited in

Serpell, 1994). In a social ontogenesis paradigm as argued by Nsamenang, human
development is attained with reference to interconnections with other people in the
community and the enactment of the social roles, hence social responsibility is seen as a
determinant of intelligent behaviour. He further asserted that development is attained
through participation in the cultural activities in the society and is hence measured by the
acquisition of the competencies necessary for full participation in the family and society
as a whole.

Nyota and Mapara (2008) also wrote about the emphasis on interconnection in
Indigenous ways of learning. In their analysis of traditional games and play songs for
Shona children in Zimbabwe, they highlighted guided participation as the key element
identified in learning the games and songs. The kind of social interaction focused on was
between the elder child who has already mastered the tasks and skills of the games, and
the younger one who is still learning. These two children, as Nyota and Mapara contend,
interact in accomplishing a task, through a mentor-apprentice relationship. They found
the young children under mentorship are expected to master the skills and then become
mentors of the younger ones.

Although the Western and Indigenous African contexts are very different, there
seems to be considerable agreement in the theories presented above. Both Vygotsky’s
theory and Nsamenang’s social ontogenesis theory emphasize the importance of social
interactions as having a major contribution in human development. Both theorists

recognize the role of a knowledgeable other, and other cultural tools in facilitating the
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learning and development of a child. Vygotsky and Nsamenang agree on the crucial
contribution of the social context on the learning and development of children.

However, the two perspectives differ in how intelligent behaviour, as an indicator
of the attainment of knowledge and skills, is conceptualized. Vygotsky (1976)
emphasized the acquisition of internal developmental (mental) processes and viewed
cognitive performance as the key criterion for development. Vygotsky largely based his
ideas on the learning and development within the formal school system (or preparation
for it). In contrast, the African Indigenous perspectives are based on an informal system
of education where learning occurs through guidance and participation within the social
activities of the family and community. In the African perspectives as described by
Nsamenang (2006), children are instructed in order to take on the social roles of their
culture and hence the demonstration of social responsibility is given prominence as
evidence of intelligence (Serpell & Jere-Folotiya, 2008).

In general, although further exploration of human development in various cultures
and contexts is necessary, | consider Nsamenang’s social ontogenesis theory to make an
important contribution in describing Indigenous traditional ideas on learning and
development. In recognition of the multiple perspectives on children’s learning and
development, I used a sociocultural perspective (Fleer, 2002), drawn largely from
Vygotsky’s work, as a lens of analysis for my study. In the following sections I present
how I conceptualize culture in this study, and then I provide a description of the

sociocultural theoretical framework used to frame the study
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Conceptualization of Culture

The Open Education Sociology Dictionary (2017) defines culture as society’s
ideas and concepts including attitudes, beliefs, customs and values which are passed from
one generation to another. According to Hall (1976), culture touches varied aspects of
human life including people’s personalities, the way they express themselves, the way
they think, move, plan and solve problems. These cultural aspects are acquired through
experience as children grow and hence they form part of a resource from which teachers
can draw in creating teaching activities.

In gaining understanding of play as a concept and of its role in education,
emphasis in this study was placed on understanding the situated context of the
phenomenon. I therefore drew upon a definition of culture as ways of doing things in a
particular community, “rather than equating culture with nationality or ethnicity of
individuals” (Rogoff, 2003, p. 3). With a focus on the physical and social aspects of the
settings, attention was given to the ways of life valued in the school community as they
are reported to be factors influencing the teachers’ interpretation of play. Furthermore,
teachers’ comments about the culture of the communities in which they live, as reflected
by their memories of the values promoted and the activities they engaged in while
children, were also accorded attention. This information was accessed through in-depth
individual interviews with the teachers and head teachers, as well as through observations
of the teachers’ practices as they guided children’s activities in the pre-primary classroom
settings.

Culture was central to this investigation because it distinguishes the way play is

conceived from one society to another. It is observed, “Children do not have unlimited
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imagination, their make-believe, and by extension, other play forms are constrained by
roles, scripts and props of the culture they live in” (Lancy, 2002, p. 56). Children in their
play therefore act out adult activities they witness everyday. A study by Kirova (2010)
demonstrated productive utilization of this integration of culture and play behaviour.
Taking a sociocultural perspective, a community initiated project was conducted to create
a smooth transition from home to school culture through children’s play to address the
educational needs of children from refugee families in Canada. In this project 10
children, through acting out cultural practices experienced in their home communities,
were able to mediate between home country and host country cultures. The children acted
out various activities involved in episodes like tea serving and going to the market. This
project is a good example where, through a sociocultural approach, play was used in
merging different cultural practices for children who were facing barriers in education. In
a mixed culture society, play was found to be instrumental in both preserving identities of

the cultural groups, and creating a common one.

Theoretical framework: A sociocultural perspective.

In recognition of the multiple values and contextual influences on human activity,
Fleer, (2002) argues for a sociocultural approach in thinking about and analyzing children
and their learning. Fleer considers the largely disregarded “multiple value structures,
knowledges, and views of the world which are created by people in diverse contexts”
(Cannella, 1997, p. 127), and commends sociocultural approaches for providing scope on
which to build new foundations. She further calls for the use of Rogoff’s (1998)

description of a sociocultural approach to “help us move away from ethnocentric Western
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views of development, and to focus more genuinely on children within the collective
context of their culture and historical learning journeys” (p. 109).

Drawing from Vygotsky’s (1976) interpsychological (social level) and
intrapsychological (individual level) functions in child development, Rogoft, (1998)
proposed using three lenses of analysis: a personal plane, an interpersonal plane, and a
community/institutional plane, which taken together constitute a sociocultural approach
to research. She further elaborated that these three lenses, which are to be considered
simultaneously, translate as (a) the participation of the children, (b) the participation of
the adult in the teaching and learning context, and (c) the cultural tools that are used in
the environment. My research took a similar perspective to the study of the meaning and
role of play in early education in the particular context studied. I used a sociocultural
approach to examine the play constructions and practices of teachers, with emphasis on
each of the three lenses.

In my study, a sociocultural perspective was understood to be concerned with
human activity as a result of the influence of individual, social, and contextual issues
(Schoen, 2011). The sociocultural perspective focuses on the cultural beliefs of educators
with recognition that various influences set the foundation for the content of those beliefs.
Sociocultural theory regards these cultural beliefs as foundational in the structure of
education of young children (Rogoff, 2003). In the context of my study, it was therefore
assumed that in their practices that are shaped by their beliefs, the pre-primary teachers
drew from their Indigenous ideas about learning. Furthermore, equally impacting their

practices would be ideas shaped by the influence of various factors such as teacher
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education, national and school policies and culture, and ongoing changes occurring in the
society.

According to Rogoff (2003), the main assumption of sociocultural theory is that
“individual activity cannot be separated from its social and cultural-historical context” (p.
50). Inspired by Vygotsky’s (1978) cultural historical theory, Rogoff regards individual
and cultural processes as mutually constituting instead of being defined separately from
each other. I believe sociocultural theory is an appropriate framework for interpretation
of the findings of this study because of its underlying assumption of no universal
appropriate practice (Fleer, 2002). Consistent with the aim of this study, a sociocultural
approach recognizes that beliefs and practices should be interpreted according to the
norms of the particular context. The theory therefore facilitates discussion by
underscoring the importance of considering the particular views of the educators in
relation to the contexts in which they are operating.

As previously noted, drawing from Vygotsky’s (1976) interpsychological (social
level) and intrapsychological (individual level) functions in child development, RogofT,
(1998) proposed three lenses of analysis in early childhood education. Therefore, from a
sociocultural perspective, educators’ beliefs and practices are located in/linked to the
individuals’ own background, experience and characteristics, which constitute the
personal plane; their interactions with the students, other teachers and the head teachers
form the interpersonal plane; and the norms, beliefs and culture of the school and the
society reflect the community institutional plane. Hence, the three planes were used to
inform my interpretation of the beliefs of educators in this particular context, with regard

to play and its role in children’s learning.
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After presenting the framework of relevant concepts and theoretical perspectives
for this study, in the following section I review the importance of play as portrayed in
Western literature as well as in other contexts, and then I present relevant literature on

play and early childhood education in Africa.

Review of relevant literature

Importance of play for young children.

Play in education: Perspectives from Western literature.

Western scholarly discourse has generally featured play as being of great
importance in the education of young children. Play was found to be beneficial for
children’s early development of mathematics and science skills, language and literacy
skills, and social and self-regulatory skills (Fisher, Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, Singer, &
Berk, 2011). In the early years of preschool, the focus is mainly on preparing the
children to be ready for learning in a school environment. Play has been linked to the
development of various so-called ‘school readiness’ skills, mainly self-regulation and
early literacy skills (Bredekamp, 2004). Findings from research revealed that play
experiences in the classroom have advantages for children with relatively low self-
regulation skills (Diamond, Barnett, Thomas, & Munro, 2007), and that integration of
play into curriculum can enhance children’s ability to attend to tasks directed by the
teacher (Berk, 2002). Conclusions reached in both of these studies indicated that play
functions to enhance ‘school readiness’ through developing self-regulation.

However, enhancing school readiness has been linked to the early subjection of

young children to direct/didactic teaching of school subjects in the formal curriculum.
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The pressures of curriculum demands and parents’ aspirations, as well as teachers’ under-
qualification are argued to be challenging the provision of education through the most
appropriate methods for the young children in South Africa (Ebrahim, 2012). Likewise,
in the United States early years education, play has been undermined as some
Kindergarten children spend more time on instruction and tests through prescriptive
curricula (Miller & Amon, 2009).

Other aspects of behaviour positively impacted by play are social skills, language,
and early literacy skills (Bredekamp, 2004). Although salient features of play influential
in literacy learning are still being defined (Christie & Roskos, 2013), a large body of
research evidence indicates a strong relationship between play and the development of
emergent literacy. The use of language in children’s play was found to develop skills
essential for reading development (Neuman & Roskos, 1992; Pellegrini & Galda, 1993).
In these studies, play activities and play environments were found to encourage the use of
language among children and consequently stimulate development of early literacy skills.
Christie and Roskos (2013) specify that “literacy-rich environments increase literacy
behaviours and sociodramatic play supports literacy-related cognitive-linguistic
processes” (pp. 192-193). Play experiences were found to also impact print and
phonological awareness. This claim is evidenced by increases in children’s ability to
write their names, increased vocabulary, and improvement in comprehension skills and
word awareness (Bellin & Singer, 2006; Nicolopoulou, Barbosa de Sa, Ilgaz, &
Brockmeyer, 2009).

The play-literacy link is argued to be effective in encouraging early literacy

development (Roskos, Christie & Richgel, 2003). According to Christie and Roskos
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(2013), an increase in studies examining play in relation to literacy is mainly due to the
evolving view of literacy acquisition. Although previously it was not expected children
would learn much about reading and writing before formal instruction, currently, early
literacy experiences are more emphasised and these experiences are found to be
connected to play in promoting children’s literacy learning (Saracho & Spodek, 2007).
Various literacy (reading and writing) behaviours and experiences, that are useful in
developing literacy skills, have been observed in children’s play both at home and at
school (Rowe, 1998; Saracho & Spodek, 2007). For example, preschool children tend to
highly enjoy adults reading books with silly, wild and dramatic stories to them, and this
experience enriches children’s play (Christie & Roskos, 2015). Furthermore, to enhance
literacy development in the school context, teachers are expected to assume various roles
in a literacy-play context such as “discussion leader, storyteller, examiner, instructional
guide, informer, learning center monitor, and decision-maker” (Saracho, 2002, p. 25).
These roles are discussed later in this chapter.

In another study conducted in the United Kingdom, which involved 129 children
aged 3-5 years, the researchers aimed at providing empirical evidence demonstrating the
link between play and the emotional well-being of young children (Howard, 2010;
Howard & McKinnes, 2012). Howard and McKinnes used the presence or absence of
some cues to identify activities that children would regard as play (and hence the activity
as playful) or non-play. Data were gathered through engaging two groups of children in
two sessions with a similar activity but one was labeled ‘like play’ and another ‘not like
play.” Children’s emotional well-being was then measured using the Leuvens

involvement scale. Analysis of the data revealed that the cues used by the children to
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determine whether an activity was like play or not like play were “adult presence (either
present or proximal), location (activity occurring either at a table or on the floor) and
choice (child asked to participate or given a choice)” (Howard & McKinnes, 2012, p.
739). The researchers further found that play can not only be seen as an observable
behaviour but also as a mental state because of its positive impact on the emotional well-
being of the children when an activity is perceived as playful. Results from the study
revealed increased behavioural indicators related to emotional well-being for children
who participated in playful activities as compared to those who took part in those
activities regarded as not playful.

The discussion above demonstrates the previously found developmental benefits
for different approaches to play in children’s early education. The implication is that
integration of play into the school curriculum leads to valuable outcomes. However,
realizing the potential benefits from play will require taking measures to ensure its
careful integration, taking into consideration the demands of a structured curriculum in an
institutionalized setting. As Nicolopoulou and her colleagues (2009) recommend:

tapping the potential value of play for learning and development is not simply a

matter of alternating didactic/academic instruction with free-play periods. Rather,

educational practices should systematically integrate the play element into the
curriculum in carefully structured ways that simultaneously engage children’s

enthusiasm and provide scope for children’s own initiative and creativity. (p. 43)
Practitioners are thus urged to devise different ways of integrating play in their

curriculum-focused activities (Wood, 2013).
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The use of play in fulfilling academic goals, however, has received criticism,
especially with regard to the influence of an adult in what is supposed to be children’s
‘free’ play (Goncu & Gaskins, 2011; Kuschner, 2012). Kuschner argues against
classifying the various teacher-led interactive classroom activities as play and
recommends that play should be part of the curriculum, that children be given adequate
time to play, but that it should not be used for fulfilling academic goals.

Although disagreement exists about how play should be integrated in a classroom,
various approaches have been argued to be effective (Frost, Wortham, & Reifel, 2012).
Frost and colleagues describe three approaches for integrating play into the curriculum:
trust-in-play approach, facilitate-play approach, and learn-and-teach-through-play
approach. They give examples of curriculum models under each approach where teachers
attempting to integrate play in their classrooms can borrow some key concepts from each
approach. Below, I give a brief description of the approaches as highlighted by Frost and
his colleagues.

In the trust-in-play approach, a teacher provides an environment and materials for
self-guided and open ended play (Frost et al., 2012). The assumption is that play leads to
learning in a natural way without adult involvement. Based mostly on Freud’s view of
play as a way for children to express themselves, the overall goal for programs adopting
this approach, according to Frost and colleagues, was to enhance social development and
mental health. In the second approach, facilitate-play approach, the emphasis is on the
guidance of the teacher in promoting play activities. The intention is to enhance the play
abilities of children by emphasizing the kinds of play (e.g., pretend play and games)

deemed particularly useful for school outcomes (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Smilansky,
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1968). The teacher has the main role of not only creating an environment for play but
also of intervening and guiding by encouraging interaction. The learn-and-teach through-
play approach is described as focusing not on play itself but rather on using play to meet
learning outcomes. A teacher’s role in programs adopting this approach is to encourage
play as a context for promoting concepts and skills in literacy, maths, language, social
development, and problem solving. One of the ways to enhance literacy skills, for
example, would be for teachers using this approach to ensure their class is equipped with
play materials relevant to reading and writing in order to encourage literacy behaviour
(Christie & Roskos, 2013). Evaluative research into the developmental advantages of
programs that have used these approaches would be most worthwhile.

It is important to note that the approaches highlighted above are drawn from
observations of education contexts where play is explicitly incorporated into the official
curriculum. In recognition of the importance of understanding views from different

cultural contexts, in the following section I highlight views on play in different cultures.

Play in other cultural contexts.

From much of the reviewed literature, it can be seen that the assumption of a
universal childhood has impacted the discourse on the developmental benefits of
children’s play. The majority of the literature on play is based on studies in Western
contexts. However, it is not appropriate to assume that children in all societies will
develop in similar ways through play and other experiences. One of the main limitations
of the applicability of the literature reviewed above is the variation of the age that

children’s pretend play reaches maturity. Due to the impact of sociocultural activities in
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human development, children grow at different rates and hence, as Gaskins, Haight and
Lancy (2007) argue:

Although children of all ages are found to engage in play, pretend play in

particular appears to peak as an important kind of play at different ages in

different cultures .... It is unlikely that it will have the same developmental force

at these different ages. (p. 195)

The differences in how and what types of play are valued in different societies are
likely to lead to differences in perceptions of the functions of play, and the emphasis they
are given, in different contexts. Although play is argued to be common in many
societies, variations exist between societies in the time spent on play (Lancy, 2002). For
example, based on observations in a so-called primitive society, minimally influenced by
Western colonial ways, Lancy (2002) contends that time spent playing by children
gradually decreases as they grow older and take on more responsibilities by learning from
adults through working. While time spent in play may decrease as most children get
older, no matter their society, time-frames can differ considerably within and across
cultures.

Although play is said to be an integral part of children’s activities, and children
from different contexts with varied social and economical situations were found to
engage in play or play-like activities (Gosso & Carvalho, 2013; Roopnarine & Jin, 2012),
play is also affected by specific cultural contexts just like any other human activity
(Gaskins et al., 2007). Gosso and Carvalho (2013) further argue that various contextual
aspects like availability of time, space, objects and playmates, and adults’ involvement in

and attitudes about play have been identified as affecting the frequency, duration, and the
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nature of children’s play. An example of variation in the value granted to play was
described in a study by Morelli, Rogoff, and Angelillo (2003), who found higher adult
frequent involvement in children’s play in the United States (a technologically developed
country) than in the ‘Efe’ and ‘San Pedro’ societies in Congo and Guatemala
respectively. Adults in each setting were therefore found supporting the children as they
experienced various activities including play. However, the differences with respect to
adult involvement in the play suggests variations in how play is valued in different
contextual situations.

Another example of variations in the value granted play comes from an analysis
of features of play in four cultural contexts, Euramerican, Taiwan, Liberia and Mexico,
by Gaskins et al. (2007). In the first two contexts, in which play is said to be culturally
activated, play is recognized as important and hence parents play with the children, and
give other opportunities that stimulate play such as making play materials available for
the children. However, some differences were identified between Euramerican and
Taiwan settings in this category. While children were found to be interacting with
caregivers in the Euramerican context, in Taiwan the caregiver leads the activities in
order to attain specific goals. Additionally, while the use of play objects and imaginary
themes were found to be the focus in the Euramerican setting, in Taiwan play was
focusing on social routines in order to enhance social conduct.

The second context brought up a scenario named culturally accepted. One of the
authors, David Lancy, studied Kpelle society in a village in Liberia (Gaskins et al., 2007).
The study’s findings indicated that play is not regarded as important activity by the

Kpelle in Liberia. Although children are expected to play, in this society involvement of
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adults is not expected. This view is linked, by the authors, to primarily low income, rural
areas of a non-industrial society.

The third context involved the study of a Yucatec Mayan village in Mexico
(Gaskins et al., 2007). In this setting, only minimal amounts of play were found to be
tolerated by adults, hence play was described as curtailed. Play was integrated into daily
life but was not privileged by adults, and the physical and social resources available also
limited play opportunities. In this context, play was found to be useful when needed to
distract children from disturbing adults while working. The adults believed the
acquisition of skills takes place through observation and imitation and not play.

In the same way as variation is noted in the value placed on play, the view that
play is linked to learning also varies across cultures. Similarly, variations in how
teachers conceptualize play have been noted, leading to differences in play opportunities
offered in the classroom (Gupta, 2010). Differences have also been recorded in how
parents regard play. For example, in a study conducted by Chowdhury and Rivalland
(2012) in Bangladesh, parents were found to regard play as leisure activity, which should
be monitored in school settings so that it does not compromise academic instruction time.

The differences in cultural expectations with regard to play lead to the assumption
that teachers’ beliefs about play also differ and result in different related classroom
practices. Findings from the very few studies that have explored teachers’ perceptions
and beliefs about play in early education, and how they came to hold those beliefs have
revealed that play is defined and valued differently by different people. In two studies
exploring parents’ and experts’ perceptions about play that involved 1,130 US mothers

and 99 child development professionals, Fisher, Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff and Gryfe (2008)
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found the two groups demonstrated different beliefs with regard to the learning value
attached to different activities perceived as play or non-play. For mothers, play comprised
all activities ranging from unstructured imaginary behaviours to structured, goal-oriented
activities. The participating mothers were found to regard structured activities of more
learning value. On the other hand, professionals in the study regarded structured
activities as non-play and hence associated less learning value to them compared to
unstructured activities. The difference in interpretation of play highlighted in the study
by Fisher and colleagues demonstrated the complexity and difficulty in defining play.
The authors therefore recommend, “to fully understand what constitutes play, we must go
beyond experts to parents’ implicit beliefs of play and how these beliefs are fostered not
only by the individual, but by culture and society” (Fisher et al., 2008, p. 314-315).
Variation in the way play is understood and constructed also has been noted
among pre-service teachers (Jung & Jin, 2014; Sherwood, 2009), and in-service teachers
(Hyvonen, 2011; Parsons, 2013; Sandberg & Heden, 2011). Some of these studies are
based on positivist designs, employing surveys to explore perceptions of a large number
of teachers and parents; in-depth examination of the beliefs and practices of teachers
framed by a constructivist paradigm represent another group of studies. In the following

section, I review studies that report on how play is understood and practiced by teachers.

Beliefs and practices of teachers with regard to play.

The arguments in support of play in the early childhood curriculum seem to be
based “more on rhetoric than on sound pedagogical reasoning” (Bennet, Wood & Rogers,
1997, p. 31). Bennet et al. argue there is a need for a focus on the reality of teachers’

actual practices, asserting that knowledge of what teachers do in the classrooms and why
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they do it is of utmost importance. Various researchers have explored the beliefs and

practices of teachers with regard to play in an effort to tease out teachers’ understanding
of play, their approach to the integration of play into the curriculum, and teacher roles
assumed to promote learning in the play-based curriculum.

I was able to locate only a few relevant studies on teachers’ beliefs (Bennet et al.,
1997; Parsons, 2013; Peng, 2011; Ranz-Smith, 2007; Sherwood, 2009). Findings from
these studies indicate a range of play definitions offered by teachers, and a variety of
perspectives on what play accomplishes for the child. I find the model developed by
Bennet and colleagues (see Figure 2) a good representation/example of the teachers’

understanding of the nature and benefits of play.

‘revelatory’ function ..
S