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Abstract

This qualitative study focuses on the role of play in primary education, and was

designed to determine and understand the perceptions of play among primary educators

who are teachers in kindergarten and grade one classrooms. In attempting to understand

how primary educators use play in their classrooms, the following findings emerged.

Educators struggle in primary grades to support play in the classroom because of a lack

of a clear understanding of what play is. Further, teachers face several oppositions to

using play in the classroom. Much of the opposition arises from a concern for classroom

management as well as negative parental views towards play. Additionally, the teachers

from this study feel that there is limited support available for them to implement a

curriculum that includes play. Despite support from academic research, indicating that

children, particularly in the primary grades, benefit greatly from play, the place for play

in the curriculum is not secure. In this study, strategies that would assist and support

primary educators in using play in their classrooms are suggested.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE PROBLEM

To what extent do primary educators believe play to be an essential part of the

learning process? How much time and resources do educators feel is needed to foster play

for children? Do educators feel that they have adequate training and knowledge relating

to play? How do children have opportunities to participate in play activities while

learning? While school children may be given opportunities to play while learning, the

extent to which educators believe play assists in the learning process is not compelling.

There appears to be resistance to play, despite research showing that play benefits the

learning process (Wood & Attfield, 1996). Educators have frequently considered play to

be a staple in early childhood classrooms (Bodrova & Leong, 2003; Pickett, 2002).

However, despite continuous and enthusiastic endorsement for play, a place for play in

primary education is not understood (Wood & Attfield). The underlying belief that play is

a good thing and that play promotes learning is a generally accepted assertion. However,

the growing demands for teacher accountability and measurable outcomes for primary

education programs are pushing play to the outside of curriculum (Bodrova & Leong).

Background of the Problem

Early childhood educators admit that the benefits of play are not easily understood

and assessment of play can be difficult (Bodrova & Leong, 2003). However, play has a

role in the primary classroom as play promotes the learning of pre-academic skills which

provide the basis for later academic and social learning (Pepler, 1987). As a play

researcher, questioning whether there is an assumption that play is good and valuable in

the classroom in ideology or in reality would be advantageous in the advancement of

educational knowledge.





Play has a major role in the lives of primary aged children as one of the main

forms of leisure activities. Play does not have to be justified or taught during this period

because play is self motivated, and children cannot be forced to play by adults (Xie,

2004). There is an abundance of literature (Parks and Recreation Ontario, 1997) that

outlines the benefits of leisure in an individual's life. Some specific benefits associated

with leisure include, but are not limited to, physical fitness, community satisfaction, self-

actualization, social outcomes, economic outcomes and environmental outcomes

(Mannell & Kleiber, 1997). Therefore, above and beyond all of the positive educational

outcomes previously mentioned associated with play, play also has a role in the life of a

child.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to attempt to explore educators' perceptions and

use of play as a learning tool in primary education, specifically in kindergarten and grade

one. The following points identify the three main purposes of the study:

1

.

Examine primary educators attitudes and beliefs about play

2. Explore how and when students in Kindergarten and grade one play by the

teacher

3. Uncover barriers that prevent teachers from using play in the classroom

Specifically, this study examined if primary level educators have a positive or negative

disposition toward play in the classroom, if educators feel play promotes development

and if so, how does play contribute to learning. Additionally, this study explored where

and when primary school age students have opportunities to play during the learning

process, and identify what other opportunities educators feel would be helpful to foster





play opportunities for learners. Finally, this study aimed to identify what barriers exist to

prevent subsequent play opportunities for primary level children in the educational

system. As stated earlier, the researcher's goal was to uncover any Ontario primary

educators' beliefs that might consider play to be a fundamental part of the childhood

experience as an ideology or a reality among Ontario Primary Educators. The

researcher's goal was to further determine to what extent in children's lives play might be

valued by educators by exploring attitudes among educators and inquiring how play is

used in the classroom.

Questions to be Answered

The researcher was guided by several key questions such as to what extent do educators

use play as a means to fulfill curriculum requirements, how can play be supported in the

classroom, and what are primary school educators perceptions of the usefulness of play in

the classroom.

Importance of the Study

Studies show that when children are supported in their play, that play contributes

to learning (Bergen, 2002). Since children make major progress in development during

the early years, including those years associated with their primary education, filling

these early years with opportunities to support growth is important (Frost, Wortham &

Reifel, 2001). The purpose of this study was to gain further understanding of how play is

being encouraged during early childhood, specifically in the primary years at school. By-

understanding educators' beliefs and attitudes of play through in-depth interviews, the

researcher will gain further understanding of how play can be supported in these

formative years. By understanding perceptions of play among early year's educators,





future recommendations can be made. As well, play experiences and opportunities among

primary aged children can be understood.

Implications for Practice

The researcher investigated current perceptions relating to play. By understanding

current perceptions of play among teachers, the researcher plans to understand how play

can be supported in the classroom. With an understanding of how educators perceive play

in the classroom the researcher will make recommendations ofhow to better support play

in primary education.

Outline of the Remainder of the Document

Subsequent chapters of this document will contain a review of the literature

including defining play, a historical review of the play literature, and reviewing theories

of play and examining the Ontario curriculum. Additionally, this document includes a

review of research methods including a theoretical framework, considerations given to

ethical research practices, discussion related to data collection, description of research

methodology, relevant material related to trustworthiness and credibility, the limitations

of this study and a review of the goals of this study. Chapter four includes a discussion of

the findings uncovering the three themes of the research; defining children's play as

activities, opposition to play and support for play. Finally, this document provides a

discussion of these research findings, and recommendations for future research.





CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Play has a role in the primary classroom in the promotion the learning of pre-

academic skills for later academic learning (Pickett, 2002). Consequently, play has been

considered the basic building block to learning in many educational programs (Nolting &

Porretta, 1992). According to Nolting and Porretta, to ignore the concept of play in early

childhood education would be to ignore the basic educational needs of children. These

fundamental beliefs of the importance of play in education can be traced back to early

educational philosophers such as Friedrich Froebel and Maria Montessori. Froebel and

Montessori were among the first to develop systematic ways to utilize play in educational

programs (Saracho & Spodeck, 1995).

What is play?

There is little consensus on one absolute definition of play. Researchers,

educators, psychologists, anthropologists, sociologists, biologists etc., all view play in

different forms, and feel that play has different outcomes (Sutton-Smith, 1999). Some

scholars have considered the term 'un-defineable' (Johnson, Christies & Yawkey, 1999).

However, there are some similar qualities of play that all disciplines acknowledge. For

instance, the functions of rehearsal, preparation, recapitulation, mastery, flexibility,

symbolic interactions, transformation, and exploration have collectively been associated

with play (Sutton-Smith 1999). Play researcher, Sutton-Smith has formulated a definition

of play that attempts to encompass the many facets of play:

Play, as unique form of adaptive variability instigates an imagined but equilibrial

reality within which disequilibrial exigencies can be paradoxically simulated and give

rise to the pleasurable effects of excitement and optimism. The genres of such play





are humour, skill, pretense, fantasy, risk, contest and celebrations, all which are

selective simulations of paradoxical variability, (p.253)

Sutton Smith's definition of play is of particular importance to the present study for a

variety of reasons. Firstly, Sutton-Smith includes the notion of equilibrial reality. For

school children, a secondary reality of school takes place during play. To the child, he or

she is no longer on the playground of the school yard, but has transformed reality to be

something different. For example, the child playing on the monkey bars imagines him or

herself swinging from branch to branch in an enchanted forest narrowly escaping from

the jaws of the monstrous swamp creature immerging from the sand. Likewise, the child

who has transformed the basement into the Roger's Centre and reenacts the 1992 Toronto

Blue Jays World Series baseball championship is experiencing the pleasure associated

with playing a sport she/he loves, the excitement of hitting a home run and the

celebrations of reenacting the win. Additionally, Sutton-Smith includes various genres of

play including humour, fantasy and risk. For the purposes of this study, Sutton-Smith's

(1999) conceptualization of play will be used as the basis for understanding the role of

play in primary education.

A Historical View of Play

Froebel (1967) was one of the first early childhood educators concerned with how

play effected children's development. According to Lilley (1967), Froebel developed the

original kindergarten program which used play as a medium for education. Froebel used

play activities to engage children and encourage exploration of the child's world around

them. Montessori (1965) was also among the first philosophers concerned with

developing early childhood education strategies. Maria Montessori based many of her





educational beliefs on natural play activities through reconstructing and systemizing play.

Montessori believed that by manipulating materials children could be helped to gain

greater awareness of their properties (i.e., colour, size, shape) and promote exploration.

Montessori' s play schemes help children sharpen their abilities to gather and organize

their sensory impressions in order to better absorb knowledge (Saracho & Spodek, 1995).

Further, Montessori believed that "spontaneous activities by which the child creates

himself lead to the highest form of spontaneous self-activity, play" (Standing, 1962 pg

334)

Other educational philosophers who recognized the educational value of play and

have contributed to the literature related to play include Piaget, Vygotsky, and Dewey.

Piaget (1962) was one of the first philosophers to embrace the idea that children received

information from their environment through assimilation and accommodation. Further,

according to Piaget children actively construct their cognitive world as they go through a

series of several learning stages (which can be guided through play) while forming their

knowledge (Santrock & Mitterer, 2000). Piaget was among the first philosophers to be

interested in finding out how knowledge grows, and how cognitive development is

enhanced while using play as a medium to explore development (Santrock & Mitterer,

2000). Piaget (1959) stated that "play is defined in relation to a single criterion -

experience. And, this is possible thanks to the notions that extend verbal thought . .

.

gestures and mimicry" (pg. 251) Piaget's has influenced the way children in kindergarten

and primary grades participate in hands on learning (Fogarty, 1999). For instance,

primary school children can commonly be seen experimenting with water basins and

sandboxes in the classroom as a means of discovery and growth. Activities such as these





can be traced back to early Piagetian philosophies of play and education. Jean Piaget and

Lev Vygotsky were among the first to link play with cognitive development (Bodrova &

Leong, 2003).

Lev Vygotsky is also a pioneer of play research who investigated play's

contribution to cognitive development. Vygotsky (1965) stated that play permitted

language and communication to evolve a child's development. According to Vygotsky

(1962) "ideas are normally transferred to play in the use of tools and other behaviours

learned in earnest" (pg 35). Vygotsky found, through various studies that play contributes

to advances in verbalization, vocabulary, language comprehension and imagination

(Bodrova & Leong, 2003). Vygotsky suggested that children learn through person-to-

person interaction and then internalize information, which leads to deep understanding.

Through play, children are able to engage in the social process of idea making and

enhance their understanding of the world around them (Fogarty, 1999).

In addition to Piaget and Vygotsky, Dewey was also a strong advocate for play in

the early childhood classroom (Frost, et al. 2001; Isenberg & Jalongo, 2001). Dewey

(1969) was the first educational philosopher who believed that children learn about

themselves and their world through play. While children build on what they know in their

play, their play is continually changed and enhanced by their ongoing experiences and

cognitive growth (Isenberg & Jalongo, 2001). Dewey challenged the educational beliefs

that children needed to avoid the frivolity of play because play was considered to be a

childish response to life. The former statement was based on the belief that children

needed to become more work oriented as they matured (Hartley & Goldenson, 1963).

However, Dewey advocated for an early childhood education that was embedded in their





current experience in the world around them (i.e., a world of play). By playing, Dewey

believed that children would learn to function at higher levels of consciousness and

action. Dewey also lead the Progressive Kindergarten movement which suggested play

was a vehicle for learning. Children's natural play activities were considered to be

educationally significant and for this reason were to be supported and nurtured in the

classroom (Saracho & Spodek, 1995).

Further, Howard Gardner (1999) also has influenced the view of play in the

primary classroom. Gardner feels that intelligence is multidimensional. Therefore, in the

classroom children need to be given a variety of combinations of possibilities and

methods to complete tasks (Fogarty, 1999). Through play, children are able to work

through various combinations, execute complex tasks, and construct personal meaning of

tasks they encounter at school (Fogarty). One of the elements of Gardner's intelligence

theories is related to emotion in the classroom.

Goleman (1997) states that since almost every child goes to school, schools are a

way to offer children guidance with basic lessons for living that the child might not get

otherwise. Emotions, according to Zembylas (2002) have been associated with

irrationality and are separate from reason. Since such irrationality would not likely

contribute to the cognitive development of an individual, emotions tend to be ignored as

complex factors in education. However, even if educators dismiss how emotions have an

impact on learning, educators cannot negate that teaching and learning include a

humanistic process that is deeply affected by emotion. According to Greenleaf (2002)

researchers define emotional intelligence as the ability to perceive emotions, to access

and generate emotions and to reflectively regulate emotions. Therefore, the role of
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emotions in the curriculum needs to be carefully examined and considered, particularly as

it related to primary education.

Theories of Play

There are many play theorists who have attempted to explain the basis of play

(Ellis, 1973). These theories have evolved over time and assert that play serves different

functions. These theorists have shaped the way play is viewed including

acknowledgement of its importance and seriousness. Sutton-Smith (1992) has also

attempted to extensively review play literature. Sutton-Smith suggested that there are

rhetorics of play ideologies and believes that all research can be classified in one of the

seven belief systems. The first of these belief systems is progress. Progress includes the

disciplines of biology, psychology and education (Frost et al. 2001). The second rhetoric

identified is fate, studying the discipline of mathematics and how it relates to play (e.g.,

gambling). The third rhetoric is described as power, looking at play from a sociological

perspective. Identity is described as the fourth rhetoric of play and includes an

anthropological perspective on play research. The fifth rhetoric of play is described as the

imaginary and its disciplines include art and literature. The sixth rhetoric is described as

self, and includes psychiatry as a discipline. The final rhetoric of play is described as

frivolity and is derived from a pop culture discipline.

Although these rhetorics have been commonly accepted by contemporary play

researchers, there are also classical and modern categories that provide additional

theoretical perspectives. Hughes (1999) identified two additional classification

perspectives. First, classical theories originated in the nineteenth and early twentieth
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centuries. Second among these theories are the modern theories, which were developed

after 1920.

Classical theories originated before World War One. These theorists were

interested in explaining why play existed and what purpose play served. Commonly

philosophers of this time were referred to as "armchair" theorists because their

observations and thoughts mainly came from philosophical reflections rather than

observation of play (Ellis, 1973).

Classical Theories

Theorists of the classical period strive to provide a reason or purpose for play and

its functions (Saracho & Spodek, 1995). Several of the main theorists of this time include

Schiller, Spencer, Lazarus, Patrick, Hall and Groos. Friedrick Schiller and Herbert

Spencer developed the Surplus Energy Theory (Hughes, 1999; Johnson, et al. 2001).

According to this theory each living thing generates energy and any energy that is left

after the demands of daily living are complete are dedicated to play. In addition, surplus

energy theory was also closely linked to Darwin's evolution theories as the surplus

energy theory fused play and the survival of the human species (Saracho & Spodek

1995).

The surplus energy theory is commonly accepted as a reason for play, particularly

in educational contexts as children are given recess to burn off excess energy after

periods of sedentary work in the classroom. These two philosophers viewed play as

essential for development (Saracho & Spodek, 1995).

In contrast, Moritz Lazarus believed that the purpose of play was to restore energy

lost while at work (Hughes, 1999). Lazarus believed that energy was restored in one of
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two ways, by sleeping or engaging in an activity that differs greatly from the activity that

caused the energy deficit. Lazarus articulated the recreation or relaxation theory of play.

According to this theory, play serves to revitalize or replenish energy consumed during

work and does not drain off excess energy (Saracho & Spodek, 1995).

G.T.W. Patrick also asserted a similar view of play; that its purpose was to renew

energy and keep children occupied to avoid boredom (Johnson et al. 1999). He believed

that play was a form of behaviour that derives from a need to relax (Saracho & Spodek

1995).

Stanley Hall created recapitulation theory as it relates to play. Hall stated that

children re-enact the developmental stages that he observed in the human race (such as

savage animals and tribal members) (Hughes, 1999). According to Hall, play was passed

down through human evolution. Thus, play's primary purpose was to rid us of our

primitive instincts that are no longer needed in modern adult life (e.g., sports such as

baseball enable children to play out and eliminate ancient hunting instincts such as hitting

with a club). Hall and Darwin agreed that human beings pass through stages that parallel

those occurring in evolution (Saracho & Spodek, 1995). In this process of development,

children act out the human race's developmental stages in their play (e.g., animal, savage,

tribal member). This sequence of activities serves as a catharsis, freeing children from

primitive instincts that are not appropriate for contemporary society (Saracho & Spodek,

1995).

Karl Groos believed that rather than eliminating instincts from the past, play's

role was to assist us for the future (Hughes, 1999; Saracho & Spodek, 1995). Groos felt

that play offered a safe means for young children to practice and perfect vital skills
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required as adults. Groos has also been described as an advocate for play's psychological

values. Groos considered play to be an essential need of childhood, one that reinforces

the instincts that allow children to prepare for their futures (Saracho & Spodek, 1995).

Johan Huizinga was arguably one of the first historians to study play. According

to Huizinga (1962), play is older than human culture. Further, Huizinga asserted that play

is a significant function that transcends the needs of life. Huizinga stated that most play

hypotheses have a common feature uniting them, in that there is a belief that play serves

as something which is not play (i.e., work). That is to say that play balances work.

Huizinga also cautioned narrowly defining play as these attempts often negate the

'aesthetic quality' as it relates to the fun in playing. Further, Huizinga described what he

believed to be the salient qualities of play; play is a voluntary activity, unnecessary, free,

and distinct from ordinary life.

According to Lock (2000), Caillois disputed Huizinga's belief that play is

opposite to work. Caillois saw this belief as a result of Huizinga's limited analysis of

competitive games, and the omission of games of chance. Caillois affirmed that in play or

games of chance property is exchanged, but no goods are produced. A characteristic of

play is that it creates no wealth or goods, thus differing from work or art (Lock, 2000).

Caillois's analysis of play and games was limited. According to Lock, the commerce of

sport and athletes' high annual incomes can be considered as earnings or rewards for

services rendered by them in the form of games. However, if the game produces goods

(or wealth), then professionals or superstars sports do not play, as amateurs do, but work.

According to Lock (2000) Caillois asserted that as for the professionals it is clear that
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they are not players but workers. Moreover, when professionals play, it is at some other

game.

Helen Schwartzman took an approach to the study of children's play which was

slightly different from classical or modern theorists. Rather than classifying and defining

play, Schwartzman attempted to understand play from a child's perspective.

Schwartzman (1976) described the process of understanding as transformations of play.

Schwartzman was particularly interested in how children socialize as anthropologists in

play and learn to be culturally appropriate adults. Schwartzman stated that ideally,

researchers need to study children's play from an ethnographical standpoint rather than

produce philosophies from the outside looking in.

Modern/Dynamic Theories

Modern theories differ from the classical theories in that they not only explain

play's existence, but try to identify its functions (Saracho & Spodek, 1998). Modern

theories have also been referred to as dynamic theories and or contemporary theories

(Hughes, 1999; Saracho & Spodek, 1998). The modern view attempts to explain the

content of play.

Freud identified his belief that play had an important role in child development

(Hughes, 1999; Johnson, et al. 1999). He believed that play had a cathartic effect

allowing children to rid themselves of negative feelings associated with traumatic events

(Saracho & Spodek, 1998). In addition, he stated that play allowed reality to be

suspended which allowed the child to switch roles and act out the event.

Erik Erikson, also from a psychoanalytic perspective, modified and expanded

Freud's original delineation of stages of psychosexual development into stages beginning
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at birth and continuing throughout life (Saracho & Spodek, 1995). Erikson believed that

play had an ego building element, that play provides children with an opportunity to

develop physical, social skills, build confidence and enhance self esteem. Further,

Erikson believed that through play children dramatize the past, present and future to

resolve conflicts they experience in each stage of development.

Murphy suggested that children's dramatic play allows them to act out what has

been experienced thereby, better understanding the experience. Thus, according to Freud

and Murphy, play serves as a coping mechanism to help children master the world

(Saracho & Spodek, 1995).

Arousal seeking theory was developed by Berlyne. He assumed that a need or

drive to keep arousal at an optimal level existed in a child's central nervous system.

According to this theory, play allows the organism to search for sources of arousal. This

theory suggests that allowing children to have opportunities to manipulate objects and

actions in new ways provides stimulation and sensory variation (Saracho & Spodek,

1995).

Ellis also interpreted play as arousal seeking. According to Saracho and Spodek

(1995), Ellis suggested that people constantly strive for sensory variation to maintain

engagement. This theory indicates that individuals think best in situations that provide an

optimal degree of novelty, uncertainty and complexity. Play allows children to achieve

this optimal level because play is under the child's control and the child regulates

stimulation to prevent overload (Saracho & Spodek, 1998).
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Social/Cognitive Theories

Piaget described play in terms of child intellectual development. According to

Piaget, children go through a variety of cognitive stages and in each stage, play matches

and enhance cognitive development. For learning to take place, Piaget stated that an

adaptation of the material or the child needed to take place (Johnson et al. 1999). This

process included assimilation of new information and then accommodation of this new

information, or making meaning of it. According, to Piaget play provides a way for

children to accommodate new information and make sense of it. This process has also

been described as first learning something and then repeating it over and over until it

becomes part of the repertoire (Hughes, 1999; Saracho & Spodek, 1995). Piaget

considered this part of play very important because he felt that if many newly acquired

skills were not practiced, they would be lost quickly or forgotten and children would be

in a continual learning process to regain the lost information. According to Piaget, play

does not lead to further cognitive development, but rather reflects the level of cognitive

development (Saracho & Spodek, 1995).

Piaget broke play down further, into three distinct stages including: (1)

sensorimotor, (2) symbolic and (3) games with rules. These stages represent types of play

which follow mental development (Fein & Schwartz, 1982). In Piaget's view, changes in

cognitive development provide the basis for changes in play.

In contrast to Piaget's view of play and development. Lev Vygotsky, who did

not believe that play is simply a product of development, but rather directly contributes to

development (Saracho & Spodek 1995). Vygotsky claimed that play promotes abstract

thinking. Vygotsky also went further than just explaining cognitive development and
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suggested that social and cultural aspects of development also take place during play

(Saracho & Spodek, 1995). According to Vygotsky's views, play serves to extend

children's cognitive development.

However, Goncu, Tuermer, Jain, and Johnson (1999) indicated that

developmental theorists such as Ellis believe that play is an activity necessary for the

optimal development of children and further emphasizes that children's play is valuable

in relation to psychological development. These assumptions are solely based on the

belief that play contributes to the psychological development of children rather than

asserting that play is a valuable activity of childhood worthy of study. Likewise,Van

Hoorn, Scales, Nourot, and Alward, (1999) identified that play is a human phenomenon

which occurs across the life span, in different cultures. Nevertheless, these classical

theories of play do assert that play promotes development and thus the underlying

assumption is that play is valuable.

Curriculum Objectives

In addition to play theories and theorists who identify the benefits of play, the role

of play needs to be understood in the primary school context. The Ontario education

system has its own mandate about play opportunities in the curriculum. Currently, the

Ontario Ministry of Education identifies in its curriculum guidelines that children,

particularly at the kindergarten level, need to have an opportunity to play. According to

ministry documentation, there is a strong link between play and learning for young

children, especially in the areas of problem solving, literacy and social skills. Further, the

Ontario Ministry of Education suggests that "play provides children with a medium to

learn about themselves and explore their world. It is important that teachers develop an
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understanding of how children learn through play by observing and analyzing children's

play . . . teachers should monitor play activities carefully and be available to assist with or

extend the activities" (Ontario Ministry of Education, 1975) However, the kindergarten

program is the only program where the Ministry of Education specifically mandates that

children need to be provided with play opportunities. In grades one through six, play is

not addressed, even though the kindergarten curriculum specifically states that young

children benefit from play. Therefore, individual teachers and schools are pemiitted to

determine when school aged children (grade 1-6) have opportunities to play during the

learning process.

Summary

There are many play researchers and theorists who have attempted to describe

play. Many of the play theorists can be classified into one of three categories; classical

theories, modern/dynamic theories and social/cognitive theories. Classical theorists

believe that play serves a purpose for the player (e.g., to release energy, to restore lost

energy, relieve boredom). Modern/dynamic theories attempt to explain the content of

play and how play affects the player (e.g., ego building, catharsis). Social / cognitive

theories describe play as it affects development for the player (e.g., psychological

development).

Although these play theorists explain how play contributes to development and

the life of a child in theoretical terms, there are few play researchers who explain how

play affects the life of children in a school environment. Understanding how teachers

perceive play is important, as it relates to amount and quality of play students participate

in at school. Understanding how teachers perceive play in the classroom can assist play
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researchers in providing support to primary educators to foster the use of play in primary

education.
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODS

This study uses qualitative methodology. According to Creswell (1998) a

qualitative study describes the meaning of the lived experiences for several individuals

about a concept or phenomenon. This study followed characteristics of a

phenomenological study in that I was interested in understanding how play is perceived

in primary education through the lived experiences of those teachers. Bogdan & Biklen

(1998) state that phenomenological studies attempt to understand the meaning of events

and interactions of ordinary people in specific situations. However, my study cannot be

classified as purely phenomenological, as I only included two samples from the pool of

potential participants. However, this qualitative study attempted to understand the point

of view of six primary educators and recount their lived experiences ofhow they use play

in the classroom. To capture the experiences of three kindergarten and three grade one

teachers I employed interview sessions to provide an understanding of play in primary

education. Open coding was used to form initial categories obtained from the interviews.

As Creswell (2002) indicated, qualitative research provides a means for understanding

experiences for individuals. Currently there is little data explaining educators' basic

beliefs and opinions relating to play's merit as a learning tool or enhancing children's

lives. By completing this study, I will be able to provide suggestions as to what opinions

and beliefs exist among these primary educators and share these results with other play

researchers and teachers.

Ethical Considerations

This study was designed in a manner that attempted to minimize any risk to the

participant. Individuals discussed personal opinions of their experiences and it is unlikely





21

that any risk would result from participation in such a study. Further, the researcher has

kept all personal identification confidential. No names, work status, job title or school

information was identified in this study. Further, this study received ethical clearance

from the Brock University Research Ethics Board (See Appendix A).

Description of Methodology

Studies on teacher attitudes use a variety of research techniques including

quantitative methods. However, Ebbs (1996) stated that recent research into teacher's

beliefs is characterized by the use of qualitative research inquiry. Ebbs suggested that

qualitative research inquiry is a powerful form of research and is particularly well suited

for research into teacher beliefs and attitudes. Additionally, Sim (1998) stated that

qualitative research is a means of data collection that is sensitive to unique personal

experiences, perceptions, beliefs and meanings the information expressed holds to

participants; such as those opinions expressed about educational issues. Qualitative

research techniques then are particularly well suited to investigations of beliefs and

behaviours in educational contexts (Ebbs).

In addition to qualitative research being a powerful way to explore teacher beliefs,

qualitative research allows for a more sensitive approach to research, providing the

participant with a voice (Ebbs, 1996). The notion of voice offers a unique characteristic

to qualitative research inquiry. Participants are provided an opportunity to be heard by

researchers. When disseminating findings, the voice of the researcher is a second reality

in the findings and is offered in reflection of the primary voice, the voice of the

participant. The participant's voice is valued by the researcher and is given a central

place in qualitative research particularly through the use of verbatim quotations (Ebbs,
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1996). However, an expert researcher must interpret the voice of the participant to

accurately report findings. Dilly (2004) described the phenomenon of interpreting the

voice of the participant "the art of hearing data" (p. 129). In order for the researcher to be

competent in this art form, the researchers must listen to find out what others feel and

think about their worlds (Dilly). Qualitative research offers an understanding about

experiences and reconstructs events that the researcher has not necessarily participated in.

Qualitative research inquiry shifts the power of knowledge among those involved

in the research and negotiates ownership of the data between the researcher and the

participant (Ebbs, 1998). In a research setting, the emphasis is placed on obtaining beliefs

and opinions rather than completing a prescribed agenda. The researcher must take on a

more flexible role, acknowledging the benefits of capturing the diversity of thoughts and

accurately interpreting what the participants say. Further, Ebbs describes qualitative

research as empowering for the participant in that knowledge of data is constructed and

jointly interpreted by the researcher.

Data Collection

Participants for this study were contacted through personal professional networks.

As a Masters of Education student I have had interactions with several schools and as a

result had talked to a number of primary teachers who would be potential candidates for

my study. Six Kindergarten and grade one teachers at two schools were contacted with

invitation letters and asked to contact the researcher if they wished to participate in the

study.

This study used a semi-structured interview design to conduct all interviews. As

Henderson and Bialeschki (2002) indicate a semi-structured interview approach allows
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freedom to probe and ask questions in a manner which seems appropriate for each

interview. Each interview consisted of 12 semi-structured interview questions

investigating these primary educators' perceptions of play (See appendix B). Questions

number one through four attempted to obtain demographic information from the

participant. Question five attempted to have the participant describe in their own words

what play is. This question was posed at the beginning of the interview to attempt to

obtain an initial view of what the participant felt play in attempt to reduce the possibility

of the participant defining play based on the information presented in the interview

questions. Question six and seven collected information regarding how the educator

currently uses play in the classroom and support that the educator receives in the

administration of a program which includes play. Questions eight to 12 attempted

identify any knowledge that the educator had regarding the physical, social, emotional

and psychological benefits associated with play for children. Questions 13 to 18 were

designed to identify programs that the participant was aware of that provide teacher

education related to the use of play in the classroom. These interview questions were

adapted from a previous study the researcher had conducted investigating the perceptions

of play in health care settings. Each interview lasted approximately 35-45 minutes in

length. Each participant received a participation package with all interview documents

enclosed explaining the interview process, Brock University Ethics policies, consent

forms and information about member checks. Upon completion of all transcription, each

participant was contacted to review the transcript. Each participant was asked to review

the transcript. After the participant had approximately one week to review the transcript

the researcher contacted each individual to discuss the transcript. This procedure
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attempted to increase the credibility of responses by ensuring accurate data was recorded.

Further, providing participants with a copy of the transcript allowed the researcher to

clarify responses which were unclear or probe further.

Trustworthiness and Credibility

Creswell (1998) referred to terminology in qualitative research; to establish

trustworthiness, researchers need to employ such terms as transferability, credibility,

dependability, and consistency. Lincoln and Guba (1985) described the principle of

trustworthiness as the ultimate test of internal validity for the qualitative researcher.

Trustworthiness suggests that results represent multiple perspectives adequately and that

the reconstructions of the findings are made based on research findings. For this study the

researcher attempted to establish trustworthiness by interviewing multiple individuals

with similar experiences. For example, the researcher used three individuals to interpret

how play is viewed in kindergarten and an additional three individuals to interpret how-

play is viewed in grade one. By seeking multiple perspectives, the researcher attempted

to establish trustworthiness of the data.

Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that another research consideration for qualitative

inquiry is the idea of transferability related to the findings. Transferability is concerned

with the degree of similarity between research contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To

establish transferability Lincoln & Guba 1985 suggested that researchers use a broad

range of techniques to collect data including purposeful sampling and thick descriptions

based on data collected. By selecting and providing an "index" of sampling procedures,

future research could transfer this information to other appropriate populations. To

establish transferability of the findings the researcher has utilized several of the
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techniques Lincoln et al. identify. These steps include providing an outline of the data

collection materials including interview questions and transcripts. Neuman (2000)

describes the open coding procedure as the first pass through recently collected data.

Neuman suggests that open coding is the process where the researcher locates themes in a

first attempt to condense the mass of data. In attempt to assist future researchers in

following my open coding procedures, I have provided all of the open coding procedures

for future researchers to investigate and confirm findings. Finally, in open coding

documents, all statements and thoughts from the participants were been labeled with both

the participant number and the line from the interview, in order for future researchers to

audit research findings presented in this study. Similarly, outlining all sampling measures

used to help other researchers investigate similar populations. Further, the researcher has

provided a robust description ofhow all data was collected and coded to assist other

researchers in transferring this information to other similar populations.

Confirmability suggests that results can be tested and recreated from the original

data (Creswell, 1998). Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested that one way to enhance the

confirmability of research findings is to keep audit trails connected to records, data, and

data reconstruction. Further, by tracking data through elaborate and detailed field notes,

confirmability can later be established. As indicated above, the researcher has provided

robust descriptions of all sampling, collection and coding procedures used with the data

involved in this study. By providing such detailed accounts, the researcher has attempted

to enhance the confirmability of this research. For instance, all transcripts and open

coding materials have been included in this research study for other researchers to review

and examine the raw data. Additionally, to further enhance the confirmability of the data.
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the researcher has included all open coding (See appendix B). Including open coding

allows other researchers to view and verify the data as coded by the researcher (Creswell,

1998).

Trustworthiness and credibility issues that have the potential to appear in this

research study. Trustworthiness and credibility as described by Lincon and Guba (1985)

is concerned with ensuring that all findings in this study represent the thoughts and

opinions accurately from all participants. However, the research attempted to minimize

these issues by eliminating researcher bias by bracketing findings wherever possible.

Additionally, by conducting multiple member checks the researcher ensured that the

participant's personal statements are not being unduly influenced or misrepresented.

A final factor in establishing the credibility of this research study is that of

triangulation. As defined by Creswell (1998) triangulation occurs when a researcher

makes use of multiple and different sources, methods and theories to provide

corroborating data to shed light on a theme or perspective. This research study made use

of multiple data collection sources including member checks with all participants to

ensure accurate recording of interview data. Additionally the researcher used audio

cassette tapes to ensure all responses from the interviews were recorded. Further, the

researcher also wrote out all thoughts about participants, interview places and

conversations that took place before and after the interview as part of interview field

notes. As Bogdan & Biklen (1998) state to be confident in the data researchers need more

than one data source. By collecting data from these sources, the researcher was able to

obtain a greater understanding of this sample of educator" s perceptions of play.
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Participant Recruitment

This study consisted of six-semi structured interviews with three kindergarten

teachers and three grade one teachers. After formal research with human participant's

approval was sought, the researcher proceeded to contact participants. Individuals were

selected and contacted through personal professional networks based on their meeting

one of the above criteria (e.g., teaching kindergarten or grade one), their willingness to

participate, and informed consent. There was an overwhelming participation rate among

those individuals contacted to take part in this study. There was only one individual who

was invited to participate and declined due to previous engagements during the time this

research study was taking place.

Data Analysis

After the completion of the audio taped interviews, field notes were completed.

Field notes included information obtained from the participant which was not included in

the formal interview itself (for instance, how many children the participants have, jobs

they have held previously etc.). After each of the interviews, I listened to the interview

tape and transcribed the audio into a text document. Once all of the interviews where

transcribed into a text document, I followed a successive approximation approach for

analyzing data, reading the documents a number of times to familiarize myself with the

data. Neuman (2000) states that the successive approximation approach involves

repeatedly cycling through the data in steps that move toward final analysis. After each

transcript I jotted down notes and created a visual depiction of ideas that emerged from

the transcript. Outlined below is a detailed account of data analysis.
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Once the interview was complete, all data was recorded in a word processing

document to prepare for open coding. Neuman (2000) states that open coding assists the

researcher in organizing the raw data into conceptual categories. After I extensively read

the data several times, the transcripts were analyzed to productively organize and

understand the raw data (open coding, axial coding and selective coding were conducted

in sequence). I organized the raw data into conceptual categories in order to sort the

thoughts of the participants into clusters guided by my research questions. At this point,

all participants were provided with a copy of their transcript and requested to review the

document for accurate recording of their thoughts. One of the six participants contacted

the researcher to ensure that her thoughts were detailed enough to contribute to the study.

As part of the open coding process, the initial categories were derived from the

research questions. Neuman (2000) states that open coding is performed during the first

analysis of the data. As I carefully read through the data I began to organize thoughts

from participant responses into eight groups as I looked for key terms and ideas. These

terms and ideas were classified as what play is, difficulties, support, teacher education,

curriculum, run, teacher/parent involvement, and availability of play. At this point data

was compressed into a spreadsheet of main words and phrases collapsed from the

transcripts and categorized into the eight main themes. Once all the initial categories had

been inputted into a spreadsheet then I re-read all of my notes and highlighted participant

responses into smaller groups.

Once these eight categories were established, then axial coding commenced.

Neuman (2000) describes axial coding as the second analysis of the data. As part of the

axial coding process, I utilized a colour coded system of grouping data into clusters in
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order to identify a central phenomenon for each cluster of data. During axial coding I was

concerned with focusing on my initial groups and collapsing them into more generic

groups. As part of the selective coding process, after reading the data extensively the

eight main categories were compressed into three major themes; defining play as

children's activities, opposition to play and support for play. Neuman (2000) describes

selective coding as scanning the data to link comparisons and contrasts among groups. 1

went back to my initial transcripts and field notes in an attempt to identify differences in

each of the interviews. Themes were used to assist me in understanding the perceptions

these educators have about play. These themes were compared to existing literature

relating to how play contributes to learning and life enhancement. Finally, these themes

were interpreted to suggest how play is consistent with the current Ontario Curriculum,

and educational training practices (refer to figure 1 ). At this point the researcher

contacted a kindergarten participant and a grade one participant to review the analyzed

data as part of a second member check.

Limitations

The main limitation in this research study was a lack of time both during the

interviews and the time in which the study had to be completed. Upon the formation of

the interview sessions it was anticipated that educators would have limited amounts of

time to spend in an interview during the school year. Therefore, the interview session was

set up to not exceed a time period of 60 minutes. If this study were to take place at the

end of the elementary school year educators might have had more free time to participate

in a lengthier interview. Further, the researcher was not able to extend the study beyond

six participants because of a limited time to complete the Master of Education program.
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Another limitation of the research was the homogenous sample. Although it was

not the researcher's intent, all participants except one individual, completed their teacher

training at York University. Therefore, rather than examining how teachers are being

educated, the researcher obtained a small sample of the opinions of those individuals who

have completed a similar education process. Further, as all teachers work in the same

school board, the teachers work in schools with similar socio-economic status. All

teachers from this study work and live in middle to high income communities. This

limitation may be a result of obtaining a sample population from one school board;

however, obtaining such a similar sample was not the researcher's intent. Additionally, it

was assumed that all participants were able to understand and communicate effectively

through oral interactions. Future studies may take into consideration language

competencies by utilizing more than one form of data collection (e.g., the use of

questionnaires in addition to oral interviews).

Finally, as stated earlier the participants from this study were obtained from

personal professional networks. To clearly understand the beliefs about play in primary

education it would be advantageous to explore a more diverse sample of educators.

Specifically, the researcher would include a sample of preschool teachers as well as

Montessori school teachers to explore how they, as primary educators, also use play in

their classroom. Additionally, teachers from varied socio-economic status would provide

a more diverse perspective on resources available in schools.

Summary

The goal of this research study was to understand the role of play in primary-

education by discovering perceptions among individuals who teach kindergarten and
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grade one. This study consisted of six semi-structured interviews designed to explore

how these educators understand the role of play in primary education. Specifically this

study attempted to become familiar with how these educators are supported in using play

in their classroom, and what other resources would benefit these researchers. By

understanding how educators in the primary grades, specifically kindergarten and grade

one, use play in the classroom, recommendations about enhancing the play experience for

children, can be made.

The findings in this study will focus on the transcription reports provided by the

samples of participants and will feature their relevant perceptions of how play is

represented in their classrooms.





32

CHAPTER FOUR: RESARCH FINDINGS

Six educators participated in this qualitative study. Each participant is a certified

primary /junior teacher in Ontario. All participants are females and are employed by a

school board in a mid-sized Ontario community. Of the six participants, three were

kindergarten teachers and three were first grade teachers. All participants have been

given pseudonyms as an ethical consideration. Kindergarten teachers have been given

pseudonyms beginning with the letter K; Katie, Karen, and Kelly. All grade one teachers

have been given pseudonyms that begin with the letter G; Gina, Gloria and Grace.

Katie has been a teacher for 30 years and has taught kindergarten for 19 years.

She has taught various levels in primary junior teaching division, but states that she

prefers Junior Kindergarten.

I really do like JK even though it's really difficult to teach. I wouldn't have said that

and normally I wouldn't have thought that I wanted to teach JK. When I was asked to

teach it I was not looking forward to it, but I really do enjoy it because it's where I can

see the most development in kids, and you are responsible for that. So I would have to

say that I really love it.

This participant completed her Bachelor of Education at York University in

Ontario. Katie is a half time kindergarten teacher. Katie is married and has two children.

She lives and works in a middle-to-upper class community. Katie is completing her last

years of teaching until retirement and teaches half time.

Karen has been a teacher for 14 years and has taught kindergarten for nine years.

She has taught various levels within the primary junior division, but states that she

prefers to teach kindergarten. She completed her Bachelor of Education at York





33

University in Ontario. Like Katie, Karen teaches and lives and works in a middle-to-

upper class community. Karen is a full time kindergarten teacher.

Kelly has been a teacher for 13 years and has taught kindergarten for four years

and prior to that taught in the primary division. She states that she prefers to teach grade

three and grade six. She completed her Bachelor of Education at York University in

Ontario. Kelly works and lives in a middle-to-upper class community. Kelly has three

children and is a half time kindergarten teacher who has recently returned from maternity

leave.

Gina is a grade one teacher in her first year of teaching. She states that she prefers

to teach grade one. Gina completed her Bachelor of Education at York University in

Ontario. Teaching is Gina's second career. Gina works and lives in a middle-to-upper

class community. Gina is married and has three children.

Gloria has been a teacher for 1 1 years and has taught grade one for five years. She

states that she prefers to teach grade one. Gloria completed her Bachelor of Education at

York University in Ontario. Like Gina, Gloria works and lives in a middle to upper class

community. Gloria is married and has two children.

Grace has been a teacher for nine years combined. She has taught in a grade one

and a grade one / two combined classroom for four years. Presently she is employed as a

primary specialist, assisting other primary teachers. Grace states that she prefers to teach

at the primary level. She completed her Bachelor of Education at D'Youville University

in Buffalo. Grace lives and works in a middle-to-upper class community. At the time of

this research study Grace was expecting her first child.
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Upon completion of the interviews, all data were transcribed. The researcher

listened to the audio tapes and read the interview notes to complete each interview

transcript. Then, member checks were conducted by contacting each participant to review

their interview transcript. Data analysis began once each participant had read and

reviewed their interview transcript (See appendix D for open coding). Coding data

involved breaking the transcripts down into units of what the participants said, using their

words. After all of the interviews were coded then the researchers collapsed the codes

into categories by similarities and these categories were developed into themes. Once

these themes had been developed, as a final member check the researcher contacted one

kindergarten and one grade one teacher was contacted to review the themes.

Three major themes emerged from the research findings. These themes include

defining play as children's activities, opposition to play, and support available for play in

the classroom. These themes were further deconstructed and have been explained further

into sub-themes. These themes and sub-themes are depicted in Figure 1 and will be

examined further.
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Theme One: Defining Play as Children's Activities

Participants were asked to define play, or how to identify a child at play. Upon

analysis of the participant's responses, the theme "defining play as children's activities"

was identified. This theme emerged from a main category in open coding identified as

what play is. During the interview process, participants were asked to define play, and

were probed to explain how they would be able to recognize a child at play. Participants

produced a number of different responses ranging from play is "independent", "self

guided", "freedom to choose what they play with", involvement with others", "involves

running around", "interactive" and "problem solving". As part of the participants'

attempt to formulate a definition of play, most participants identified what play is, which

has been redefined by the researcher as defining play by children's activities. However,

to further interpret how primary educators view play, four additional sub-themes emerged

related to what play is, including; play is learning; play is defined; play is not; and play is

fun. These sub-themes will be explored further.

Play is Learning

Participants actively acknowledged that play is a part of learning in primary

education. Specifically, participants discussed how students use play as a means to

explore and interpret materials. The notion of exploration as a means of learning through

play was expressed by all participants. The participants felt that play was an opportunity

to:
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explore in a learning environment that the teacher has set up for them in a centred

way . . . there has to be a balance of the child directing what they want to do and

balancing out what the teacher wants them to do (Katie).

Gina states she feels play is "leaving the child to explore the object or item themselves",

and moreover play is learning through:

uninhibited exploration" where they can go and choose, problem solving, it's the

exploration and getting the opportunity to choose . . . make choices, decide what they

are going to do, how they are going to do it, with whom they are going to do it with

and who they are going to play and the roles they are going to play within their play

(Karen).

Additionally, participants identified that students engage in cooperative learning

through social interactions with each other.

Play 's Definition is in Progress

A second sub-theme of what play is according to the participants was the

formulation of a working definition. According to the six participants, play is a

combination of independence, choice, social involvement, and freedom to explore and

use imagination. Further, play also includes individual growth, cooperation, sharing and

should involve some movement. As discussed earlier, play is often seen as difficult to

define. The combination of all of the participants responses do incorporate most of the

elements researchers agree should be present in play. This difficulty to define play was

also evident in participant interviews. For instance, teachers acknowledged a lack of

understanding of what play is. Karen states this lack of clarity when she describes what

might encourage play more often in the classroom
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... if there were more guidelines sent down to what should be in play or what should

be included in play. . . there isn't any guideline to identify what play is, we just

acknowledge that play is important . . . play is there and it is important.

What is Not Classified as Play

Another element of play identified by participants can be categorized by

describing what educators feel play was not. According to the participants, play is not

anything with guns and swords, violent, or fighting. According to Kelly play is "engaged,

active, and not sitting on the sideline". Grace also asserted that she believes "if they are

fighting I wouldn't consider that play. Whether they are sharing, or if it's just one person

and the other person is watching all the time. So cooperating and their interaction ... are

they having a positive interaction." Grace is suggesting that activities are not considered

play when there is fighting or passive behaviour such as observing or sitting out.

Play is Fun

Despite analyzing play for its serious qualities, play has a major role in the life of

a child as the primary source of leisure and recreation. Coincidentally, teachers

acknowledged that play is fun as part of their attempt to formulate a definition for play.

Teachers consistently stated that play is "fun" and "enjoying". Educators also suggested

that they would know a child is at play when the child is "smiling" having "positive

interactions" "happy" and "laughing". Grade one educators also included the following

thoughts when describing curriculum where children were engaged in play like activities.

Grace described activities which "for them (students), its like play ... so they really are

fulfilling the reading requirements but they see it as play". Gina described curriculum

activities that "children deem as play".
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Theme Two: Opposition to play

The second theme that emerged from the data was coded and labeled as

opposition to play. Opposition to play was derived from the open coding category of

difficulties, curriculum, teacher education, parent/teacher involvement and availability of

play. During the interview process participants were asked to describe what difficulties

they faced and other teachers faced using play as a means to complete the curriculum

requirements. Katie indicated that

As you go up in the primary grades it becomes more and more difficult because of the

pressures ofEQAO and the curriculum objectives are onerous for them to achieve the

curriculum goals. They have smaller classrooms and it's difficult to encourage the

same kind of play that we have going on in the kindergarten classroom.

Similarly, Grace describes some of the difficulties she thinks other teachers face

using play in their classroom.

I think that they are (difficulties other teacher's face) similar. Everyone complains

about time, the dynamics of their classroom. A lot of times they have to look at the

curriculum and think of a fun activity to do. To do that, administer that. . . it's just

difficult.

This theme includes the sub-themes of difficulties associated with using play in

the classroom, including classroom management and parental influence as well as

curriculum restrictions including time factors as well as classroom resources and teacher

training identified by the participants.
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Difficulties

When participants were asked to describe specific difficulties associated with

using play in the classroom issues of classroom management and parental influence

emerged. Classroom management issues included the social dynamics among children.

Additionally, participants felt that parental perceptions of play influenced play in the

classroom.

Classroom Management

Classroom management includes the social dynamics among the kindergarten and

grade one students as identified by the educators. Social dynamics issues include those

students with strong personalities taking on leader roles to the exclusion of shy and quiet

students. Teachers indicated that they tried to combat this situation by monitoring usage

of toys within the classroom to ensure equal and fair distribution, arranging which

students can play together, and having groups of three to attempt to shift power among

the child leaders. Additionally, difficulties associated with classroom dynamics included

violent behaviour inside the classroom among the students. Katie expressed the concern

that when the students have too much time on their hands "that's when you see the more

aggressive behaviour" thus limiting how students were permitted to spend their free time.

Further, educators also identified that social dynamics in the classroom becomes a more

significant issue when the students have behaviour problems. This issue of behaviour

problems was also evident when participants were asked what might prevent other

teachers from using play in their classroom. Specifically, participants identified that older

children may not know how to play together appropriately which limits the amount of

free or unoccupied time available to these older students in the classroom.
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Parental Influence

Another difficultly associated with using play in kindergarten and grade one

classrooms was parental influence. Participants indicated that the voice of parents can

significantly sway how play is used and how often play is used in the classroom. Katie

identified that she has encountered parents that were "on the academic bandwagon" who

wanted to push academics to the exclusion of play. Karen identified that she preferred to

use the term "activity time" rather than play time in her classroom because parents

"respect that (activity time) more". Kelly also identified difficulties among parental

attitudes using play in the classroom related to gender specific toys.

I think that teachers need to be aware of that. Because kids come in with their

preconceived notions of what is girlish and what is boyish and what the right toy is

for their gender. I have even had male parents in interviews tell me that they didn't

want their boys playing in the home centre (Kelly).

Although the teacher is ultimately in control of what is happening in the

classroom, there is a pressure felt from parents as to what they feel should be happening

at school. This pressure was expressed by Gloria who stated that she can't justify to

parents having a specific play time assigned everyday when there is just so much

curriculum to cover. This participant also identified that she prefers to use the word

manipulatives instead of the word toys.

I don't like to use to word toys, I think toys gives parents a negative connotation that

at school all they're doing is playing with Barbie's, so I would rather use the word

manipulatives (Gloria).
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These subtle differences in language between play time versus activity time and

manipulative versus toys seems to keep parents satisfied that their child is engaged in

learning at school. Gina stated that she felt there would be a huge benefit to educate

parents in the importance of play, specifically that students develop physical,

psychological and social skills during play. Gina also identified that she felt that "we are

still under this disillusion that school is pen and paper and that play doesn't really have a

part in that".

Attitudes among parents seem to be a major difficultly associated with the use of

play as a means to fulfill curriculum requirements. Despite academic research indicating

that children significantly benefit from engaging in play according to the participants,

parents feel that school is a place for learning and that after kindergarten when "activity

time" is no longer included in curriculum mandates, play is no longer welcome in the

classroom.

Curriculum

Another major opposition to play in the classroom according to participants was

the curriculum. The sub-theme, opposition to play as the curriculum was prevalent among

grade one teachers who felt that the intense curriculum takes away from time allotted to

play in their classroom.

When participants were asked what difficulties they encountered using play in the

classroom all of the grade one educators identified the curriculum as limiting the amount

of play available to the students. Thoughts such as "intense curriculum", teachers feeling

the "responsibility to the curriculum", "curriculum demands", "EQAO pressures", and
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the "curriculum is jam packed" expresses how grade one teachers feel limited in terms

what needs to be covered in the classroom.

Time

These pressures associated with fulfilling the intense curriculum contribute to a

limited amount of time available for teachers to use other activities including play in their

classroom. The issue of limited time was described by Grace who felt that planning and

delivering a new activity takes time. "Planning takes time, and then teaching them to

play, and explaining the activity takes more time than a pencil paper task". Further,

Karen described how play sometimes gets missed because of interruptions in the

classroom. These interruptions limit the amount of play, because interruptions reduce

teaching time in the classroom left to cover curriculum.

Classroom Resources

Subsequent issues related to opposition of play in the classroom include limited

classroom resources such as limited space, limited noise permitted in efforts not to

disturb other students, a lack of materials available inside the classroom because of

financial constraints and additionally the physical demands of primary teachers.

Teachers described how limited funding influences what materials are available in

the classroom. Although teachers are allotted $200 per annum to purchase materials they

feel would benefit their classroom, materials are expensive and the costs associated with

providing interesting and useful materials exceed this budget. For instance, Kelly

expressed how she had been setting aside portions of her annual allowance each year and

had been waiting four years to purchase big blocks. Specific frustration was related to
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how materials get worn from daily use, if a component is missing, the toy or activity is no

longer useful to the class and how more money would make purchases more interesting.

Primary teachers also discussed how physically taxing working with younger

children can be, which is compounded when new activities are introduced in the

curriculum. Kelly stated that

you are often required to come up with a fun activity by yourself when you are trying

to do a play activity, time is a big factor because you have to create the game most of

the time ... a lot of times they (teachers) have to look at the curriculum and think of a

fun activity to do, to administrate that and its just difficult.

Katie described the physical demands of primary education because of the

demands of primary aged children. The "children at that level, they are very demanding.

They are all over you and they are spontaneous . . . very physically taxing". Additionally,

Karen identified that "teaching is one of those professions where you interface with

people all day long and you have work you need to complete after school so trying to find

time and energy can be difficult".

Teacher Training

Another issue related to the resources available in the classroom is teacher

training. While teachers identified that there are documents provided by the Board about

classroom expectations, the general consensus among the participants was that there is no

formal training related to how to use play in the classroom. Kindergarten teachers

identified that while there are documents from the Board, most of their understanding of

how to use play in the classroom has come from their own personal interest and personal
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reading. Frustration related to a lack of formal training was expressed by Katie who states

that

I thought that's what ECE and teacher education would be doing, but quite frankly,

when I was going through teachers training I never did any formal training ... I would

expect that teachers college would be instructing teachers about play in their

classrooms, although I am not sure if that is happening.

In addition, teachers also identified a concern associated with the cost of

participating in education programs. Teacher identified if an individual chooses to

participate in any training, all costs associated with enrollment were incurred by the

teacher, in addition to having to use sick days or a day without pay to participate in

educational programs.

Theme Three: Support for play

In contrast to the issues in opposition to using play in the classroom, findings did

indicate that there was limited support for play in primary education. This theme emerged

after analyzing responses to what resources are available to teachers and how

administrators and parents support play in primary classrooms. Karen described how play

in the kindergarten classroom is supported

... it's part of the kindergarten program so there has never been a barrier to having

it. . . extra activities for play time i.e., big blocks, for building and creating gross motor

skills. Any of the activities, the hands on manipulative activities that would be used

during play, if I've asked for it or asked for the money for it then I have gotten

support from both administration and school council . . . they provide the money as a

resource.





46

Although there are issues that limit the amount of play available in the classroom,

kindergarten teachers identified that there was, in a limited way, support available to

them. Teachers identified the ways the primary program supports play including the

resources available for the classroom and self advocacy among children. Primary

educators feel that in these ways, play is supported in the classroom.

Primary Curriculum in Support

Although in a limited way, the Ontario curriculum does mandate that kindergarten

children be involved in play each day as part of an "activity time". Kindergarten teachers

expressed that the focus of kindergarten was socialization, and that a major part of

socialization is playing together. Katie stated that "play is actually involved in everything

we do." Additionally, according to the kindergarten teachers the curriculum does

mandate that there are two activity or play times throughout the day. During these

activity times students may choose to colour, finish work or play in activity centers that

the teacher permits.

However, it is important to note that "activity time" is left to the discretion of the

individual kindergarten teacher. As Karen described, "all kindergarten classrooms will

look different . . . My individual play program may not work for another type of teacher

and his or her program may be too much play for my standards or how I feel". This

statement is somewhat disconcerting since it appears that educators may feel that they

have the liberty to decide if and when play happens in their kindergarten classroom.

According to Katie, students in kindergarten have "two one hour blocks to engage in self

directed and teacher directed play." When probed, Katie also identified that there are

inconsistencies in how much play kindergarten students are getting. "That would be
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specific to my classroom and the board ph.losoph.es although ...it isn't always evident"

Therefore, for the kmdergarten program, play is supported. However, for the grade one

teachers, play as part of the curr.cu.um is not as clear. Areas that are supported ,n grade

one mclude us.ng manipulates for math and science and gym. According to Grace

"gym is perfect where we do a lot of cooperative games, a lot of shanng and it works

perfectly with the curriculum" Gloria also confirmed that gym is an area to grade one

where students are engaged to play.
"

1 never th.nk of phys ed as a form of play, but it is

. . . play like waiting your turn, talking about conflict resolut.on, how to do this as a team

... but phys ed also contributes to play at school".

Resources

Another area that supports the use of play in primary educat.on is the allocat.on of

resources. Although parents seemed to be caut.ous about how much t.me was spent

engaged to play activities to the classroom, parents were a major source of support to

prov.d.ng resources. Karen identified how parents were generous to the donat.on oftoys

then chrldren were not us.ng any more such as k.tchen centres, and outdoor play

matenals. Kelly stated that the parent council d.d fundra.s.ng to help prov.de funds to

purchase big blocks for the classroom. Grace acknowledged that parents and

administrate* were supportive in providing matenals for outdoor play such as fnsbees,

skipping ropes, balls and other outdoor equipment.

Additionally, teachers also agreed that there are opportumt.es for add.t.onal

educat.cn such as to-services and profess.ona. development or PA Days. Educators stated

that there are mentor programs where teachers have the opportun.ty to visit another

classroom and observe the other teacher for a few days. Accord.ng to Katie and Kelly,
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these mentor programs are the "best thing that you can do and they should set up more

opportunities for teachers to exchange or come to each others classrooms so you can see

a good program" (Kelly). Other teachers also discussed this mentor program as a resource

available to them for professional development. Additionally, Gloria also mentioned that

in a limited way the Bachelor of Education program did provide some education

surrounding the use of play in terms of using manipulatives in the classroom. Finally,

Kelly discussed how she had completed her primary specialist, "which had a component

of play per se. . . but formal training no".

Gloria said she had participated in a workshop that had been offered through the

Board; however, none of the other participants were aware of such programs or any

workshops that dealt with play. It is difficult to determine if this particular workshop was

specific to a topic being covered by the Board, or perhaps play was mentioned as part of a

larger workshop series. Grace described an informal training session that teaches

teachers to make learning "as fun as possible and these are some techniques you might

use".

SelfAdvocacy

In support for play in primary education, participants also identified that play

significantly contributes to students' abilities to advocate for themselves. This notion of

self advocacy can also be described as providing students with a voice. Karen described

how kindergarten students require opportunities to problem solve for themselves as part

of their social development.

They have to learn to deal with things like 'he's not going to share' and 'he doesn't

want to do this' ... we are teaching them how to cooperate and get along with others
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but it also gives them an opportunity to voice, (speak out) and choose what they want

to do and where they fit in the group. . . (Karen).

Katie also described how the use of language is an important element of play in

primary education. She suggested that during play children are "learning to use language

to verbalize their feelings in a play setting". Kelly specifically described the importance

of developing a voice for students. She stated that

in May or June for first impressions it's quite evident which children have been in

play situations without a parent being involved because they have to fend for

themselves and have a voice for themselves instead of a parent stepping in or being

an advocate for the child. . . children who haven't been in play don't know how to

engage and talk through it (Kelly).

Moreover, Gina specifically made mention that play allows children be left to

their "own devices so that they can choose their social grouping and this way they can

learn to advocate for themselves". Gloria also affirmed that using play in her classroom

allowed children to explore using their own voice. She stated that play-

allows children to dialogue and to problem solve with other children, a conflict that

might arise between themselves and another classmate . . . being able to talk and

dialogue with that student to see different solutions than just their own (Gloria).

Socialization is an important part of primary education, especially at the

kindergarten level. By providing students opportunities to interact with each other via

play experiences educators feel that students are learning to advocate for themselves,

which is an important part of development.
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Finally, there were several notable differences between views expressed by the

kindergarten teachers and views expressed by the grade one teachers. These differences

were analyzed as part of the selective coding process. Although the differences exist

mainly in subtleties in interview, these differences are worth noting.

Comparisons of Kindergarten to Grade One Teacher's Perspectives

The first and most obvious difference between the Kindergarten teachers and the

grade one teachers existed in the length of the interview. The Kindergarten interviews

lasted longer than the grade one interviews. This difference is also important to note since

it suggests that the Kindergarten teachers value play as an area of research because it is

relevant to their teaching program.

A second notable difference is the preparation time devoted to the interviews.

Although participants were all professional contacts of the researcher, two of the three

Kindergarten teachers brought the interviewer materials and literature related to play.

Each of the teachers was informed about the interview in the same way. It is interesting

that the Kindergarten teachers brought materials to the interview. This preparation may

also suggest again that perhaps the Kindergarten teachers value play in their classroom,

value research related to play, and were contributing to the researcher's study beyond

participation in the interview.

Further, another subtle difference between the Kindergarten teacher's responses

and the grade one teacher's responses was prevalent when asked what play was. For the

most part, Kindergarten teachers seemed much more prepared to discuss a working

definition of play compared to the grade one teachers. For instance Kindergarten teachers

included language such as imaginary, interaction and collaboration, child directed.
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uninhibited exploration. Grade one teachers included language such as cooperation,

communication, manipulatives, self-guided. The subtleties in the language suggest that in

kindergarten, children are free to explore during play, while in grade one play is used as

serious communication between children as a way to fulfill the curriculum.

Finally, discussion related to opposition to play in the classroom yielded

differences among kindergarten and grade one teachers. None of the kindergarten

teachers indicated that the curriculum is in opposition to having play in the classroom.

However, all of the grade one teachers identified that the curriculum acts as a barrier to

participation in play. These findings are not surprising since the kindergarten program is

the only curriculum document that identifies that children need to be engaged in play

activities as part of the school experience.

Summary

There were three themes which emerged from the findings in this study. The first

theme drawn from the data was titled defining play as children's activities, where

participants described what play is, what play is not, and attempted to formulate a

working definition of children's play. The second theme which was drawn from the data

was titled opposition to play which describes the factors that limit or influence the

reduction of play opportunities of play in primary education. The third theme which was

drawn from the data from this study was titled support for play and outlines how primary

educators feel that they are supported to use play in their classrooms with reference to the

curriculum and resources that are available to these teachers.

In discussing these findings, each of the themes will be reviewed in the context of

the research literature that is relevant in understanding how play could be perceived in a
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primary classroom setting. Further, using the teachers' perceptions of play in their

classrooms from this study, recommendations for defining play as well as for future

research will be provided.





53

CHAPTER FIVE: DISUCSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Educators in this study were asked to describe in their own terms what play is,

and how they would identify a child at play. The theme "defining play as children's

activities" included such sub-themes as "play is learning", "play's definition is in

progress", "what is not classified as play" and "play is fun" emerged. The following is a

description of how other researchers interpret similar ideas associated with defining

children's play based on activities.

Play is Learning

The theme "play is learning" emerged from participants expressing that a

significant part of what we know about play is how it contributes to learning. Play is

learning is a common theme seen in the literature. For instance, Bergen (2002) states

students can learn through play when their play is properly supported. Additionally, play

is learning is one of Piaget's fundamental beliefs. According to Fogarty (1999), Piaget

believed that cognitive development is enhanced while using play as a medium to explore

development. Participants from this study identified that play provided opportunities for

children to explore and interpret materials. According to participants this exploration

leads to familiarity and understanding of the objects in ways which cannot be taught to

children without free exploration. Similarly, participants also stated that play contributes

to abstract thought as Vygotsky described.

Additionally, participants acknowledged the benefits of play allowing students to

release energy which is congruent with Schiller/Spencer's belief that play and recess

provides children with opportunities to burn off excess energy from classroom work.
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Play is Defined

As described earlier, a lack of a definition clearly indicating what play is and what

play is not contributes to confusion among educators. This confusion limits their ability

to identify when a child is at play. Participants from this study suggested that there are

several key characteristics that would suggest that a child is at play. Garvey (1990)

attempted to clarify by suggesting that play is a positive experience for the player; no

extrinsic purposes just intrinsic motives without objectives; play is spontaneous and

players engage with free will; play is an active engagement. According to Lofdahl

(2005), the ambiguity of a formal definition of play contributes to weakness and

difficulty defining and framing play. Definitions of play are full of oppositions. What is

considered play and what is not considered play? In different places and in different

times, play has been perceived differently. Play can be understood but not defined by

exploring different perspectives and exploring different philosophies. Lofdahl stated that

play theories developed as an endeavor to explain why and how play arises in addition to

plays purpose. The lack of clarity among researchers to solidify an all encompassing,

working definition of play obviously contributes to a lack of clarity among other

individuals, primary educators included, to understand and identify play when it happens

What is Not Classified as Play

Participants from this study indicated that play is not anything violent. However,

the criticism can be made that adults in our society do not value forms of play with

elements of fighting and chaos because these forms of play destroy our ideal vision. Play

is divided into "good" forms of play and "bad" forms of play. In some settings children
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are allowed to be violent in their play, and in other settings they are not (Lofdahl, 2005).

Critics argue against conceptualizations of play defined only in positive terms, since play

hovers between chaos and harmony (Schwartzman, 1987). Play is not always "good"; it

can be aggressive.

Additionally, Hart (1992) states that as children's play becomes increasingly

domesticated and regimented by adults, limited to boundaries established and overseen

by adults, and subjected to intensifying demands for academic achievement, it is

reasonable to question whether free play exists for children particularly at school. This

question is fundamental in understanding what is happening for the child. Understanding

if the experience is classified as play for the child may be critical in observing the

benefits associated with play. If a child is engaged in an activity facilitated by a teacher,

the child may not feel as if he or she is engaged in play. If the child does not feel that he

or she is engaged in play, benefits associated with play may then be reduced since it is

then questionable if the child is actually engaged in play. This is a fundamental question

in understanding how play in primary education can benefit children.

Play is Fun

Play is a feature of children's lives that is on one hand very common, yet on the

other hand is difficult to identify based on any one definition (Hughes, 1999). Educators

in this study found that play was difficult to define, yet the attitude "we would know it

when we see it" was present. How do educators know what is play? As discussed earlier,

there is a substantial body of research that exists in an attempt to define play, or at least

identify what is not play. While differences exist among the research, there are four main

characteristics that most researchers agree upon including, intrinsic motivation, active
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engagement, involvement of non-literal behaviour and pleasure (Smith & Smith, 2000).

According to Smith and Vollstedt (1985), understanding these four main criterions for

play may be of assistance for educators in identifying play as it happens in their

classroom.

Opposition to Play

Educators in this study were asked what difficulties they encountered using play

as a means to fulfill curriculum requirements. Upon analysis, the theme opposition to

play emerged. Sub-themes associated with this theme included difficulties associated

with the classroom and parental influence.

Difficulties

Weininger (1979) responded to a similar issue discussing the purpose of play to

children. Weininger stated that play is the work of the child, neither as simple nor as

pointless as most adults seem to believe. It is through play that the child gains the

satisfaction needed to allow him/her to continue to learn other kinds of things. We too

frequently and mistakenly believe curriculum to be the sole subject matter suitable in

schools.

According to Tyre (1993) researchers say that when it comes to kids, the all-

work-no-play formula doesn't make sense. Tyre said a 20-minute break makes kids more

focused, less fidgety and less disruptive. A teacher who conducts an entire day without

one short break misunderstands how children learn (Tyre).

There is mounting evidence that learning occurs naturally during children's play

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2002). It has been observed that during preschool free-

play time, children spend about half of their time engaging in mathematical activities
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such as classification, exploring dynamics/change (addition, subtraction), numeration

(counting), magnitude comparison, spatial relations (both in terms of and apart from

navigation), and the creation and exploration of shapes and patterns. Young children are

good at discovering mathematical concepts about the world around them. Even without

particular teacher guidance, children engage in meaningful play as they build with blocks,

put puzzles together, and discuss the world around them with their peers.

Parent Involvement

The researcher anticipated that participants would discuss the difficulties

associated with using play as a means to deliver the curriculum. However, the extent to

which this sample's educator's feel that parents influence what happens in the classroom

was unanticipated. Although Canadian research is limited, a study in a Taiwanese

kindergarten yielded similar findings that parental attitudes effect teaching. Chang (2003)

stated that because of the extreme pressures associated with the Taiwan exam orientated

educational system, parents select schools where kindergarten programs are strictly

academic. Parental attitudes and expectations about achievement often place an emphasis

on hard work over play. With a heightened awareness of Canadian student achievement

standards, standardized testing and EQAO pressures, expecting Canadian parents to have

similar attitudes is not entirely unreasonable. Although comparing Chinese schools and

Canadian schools may be inequitable because of cultural differences on all levels, parents

could reasonably be expected to feel similar anxiety associated with children's

achievement. Unless teachers make a concerted effort to educate parents about the

benefits associated with using play in the classroom, then parents' resistance to play in

the classroom is likely to continue.
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Support for Play in the Curriculum

This theme explains how primary educators support children's play in the

classroom. Sub-themes including the primary curriculum, resources and self advocacy,

explain how play is being supported in primary classroom.

Primary Curriculum

Kindergarten teachers from this study agreed that the kindergarten curriculum

supports the use of play in the classroom. The Early Learning in Kindergarten

information booklet for parents and guardians published by the York Catholic District

School Board addresses the issue of play in the kindergarten classroom. This publication

states that the opportunity to interact informally with other children, adults and materials

is essential for children to develop socially, emotionally, and academically. Further the

document states that in relaxed non-threatening environments children explore and take

risks as they engage in learning through play. Interestingly, the document also addresses

parental assumptions associated with the word play. According to The Kindergarten

program (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2002):

To most grown-ups the word play means a carefree and light-hearted amusement, and

activity opposite to work. However, to the young child, play itself is the serious

business of learning. It is learning, practicing and testing. In short, it is work. Of

course, play is fun too, but it is not like adult recreation, since children spend virtually

all their waking hours learning through one form of play or another (p. 11).

Further, according to the Ontario curriculum documents:

Prior to Kindergarten, most children know learning as a pleasurable experience, so

that they are naturally inclined and even eager to learn when they first come to
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school. It is important that the Kindergarten program reinforce and build on this

positive attitude by offering varied, stimulating, and enjoyable experiences. It should

also prepare children for later grades by encouraging them to recognize and explore

opportunities for learning and to persevere with challenging tasks (Ontario Ministry

of Education).

The curriculum for grades one to eight does not explicitly state that play should be

included. However, The Arts curriculum does state that:

Students in schools across Ontario require consistent, challenging programs that will

capture their interest and prepare them for a lifetime of learning. They require

knowledge and skills that will help them compete in a global economy and allow

them to lead lives of integrity and satisfaction, both as citizens and individuals. The

Ontario Curriculum, Grades 1-8 outlines the knowledge, skills, and high standards of

learning required to meet these goals (Ministry of Education, 2002).

This curriculum does mandate that the goal of the arts program for students is to

capture their interest and prepare them for a lifetime of learning. Analysis of this

statement can lead to a variety of outcomes explaining how play might be part of the

classroom experience. However, as part of the knowledge, skills and high standards of

learning required in preparing students to become lifelong learners, play is not included.

Areas that are included in the grade one to six Arts program are art, drama, dance and

music. Although activities involved with art, drama, dance and music may be perceived

as fun, they do not fit the earlier classification of play activities. Therefore, although the

Ontario kindergarten program supports play, the Ontario grade one curriculum does not

specifically mandate, support or endorse the use of play in the classroom.
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Ontario Ministry of Education documents do state that play in the primary junior

division is important. According to a document published in 1 975 by the Ontario

Ministry of Education, play is a vital aspect of children's learning. The document

specifically identifies that during symbolic play the child operates without penalties,

trying out variations and possibilities both in reality and fantasy. The learning ofnew

concepts and skills requires that exploration and manipulation for investigation. The child

needs time to decide how the new knowledge can be related to previous learned material.

During this period of imaginative play children represent the things of the real world and

act out experiences that are important to them (Ministry of Education, 1975). Although

this document published by the Ontario Ministry of Education supports play as a vital

part of the learning process, there are no current documents that support the same claims.

Also, important to note is that at the time of this publication, curriculum demands were

different, and government policies related to education were different.

Resources

Kindergarten educators in this study indicated that resources available to them

assist in providing play opportunities for students in their classroom. These resources

include professional development, and materials obtained from parents and parent

council groups. Although these findings suggest that there are avenues that teachers have

available to them to assist in professional development, as stated earlier in this study

teachers also feel they require more formal training about play. Recently in the media

there has been attention to a perceived lack of resources available to support teachers in

the classroom. The main focus of the articles recently however, has not focused on

materials but rather time available for planning. There is a lack of scholarly data relating
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to how many resources educators feel are available to them. However, providing more

play resources will clearly lead to improved if not more play opportunities for children in

their "free" recess time.

Educators also indicated that training would help support their efforts to provide

quality programs in the classroom. There is limited research indicating how much extra

teacher training is available to educators upon the completion of their formal education.

Specific Board documents outlining education programs and workshops are difficult to

obtain without being an employee. However, through the researcher's own experience

working within schools, there are "workshop series" posted for teachers to enroll in.

These workshops are a series of after school programs for teachers. None of these

workshops posted for the 2004 -2005 school year were related to using play in the

classroom. As discussed earlier, obtaining other training documents from Education

programs is difficult without being an employee of the Board with an employee number.

The researcher did contact three local school boards, however, none of the phone calls

were returned and no documents regarding play workshops were provided for analysis.

Additionally, the researcher did attempt to view these school board web sites; however,

no information was found relating to training available for teachers.

SelfAdvocacy

Primary teachers were in support of play in primary education when play was

seen to be helpful in assisting students to communicate effectively. This communication

can be viewed as self advocacy or giving students a voice; as many of the participants in

this study identified. These findings are congruent with Erikson's beliefs that play

contributes to ego building among children (Ellis, 1973). Further, there has been research
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into the correlation between children's play and the development of their ability to

communicate. For instance, Garvey (1977) studied how preschool children communicate

with each other during play. Based on the findings Garvey suggested that there are

different types of communication that take place during play among children including

what is described as the here and now. During this type of communication children learn

to discuss what is happening in play versus what is happening in real life (e.g., I am not a

dragon anymore, please don't push me, and I didn't get a turn). These findings are

congruent with what educators in this study felt was a major function of play.

Schwartzman (1978) asserted that children need to be able to distinguish play from non-

play and to agree with other players when indeed play is in action. Secondly,

communication is important in the development of rules and schemes associated with

play. The protection of the play persons, objects, activities and situations is an elaborate

part of the play experience and through the use of language children can learn to advocate

for themselves and develop strategies for communicating effectively.

Recommendations

Play Defined

Is there a need for a formal working definition of children's play? Based on the

findings from this study, the formulation of a working definition that would explain what

play is and what play is not would appear to be helpful for educators in this study.

Schwartzman (1978) cautioned researchers about attempts to define, or classify play

because often attempts to classify play result in a reduction of play among children. In

order for educators to identify play when it happens, a working definition is required. The

researcher's attempt to provide a current definition, such as Sutton-Smith's (1992), seems
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to provide confusion and unclear jargon that is unhelpful to educators leading to further

confusion of what play is and what play is not. However, as described, there are

shortcomings in producing a narrow definition of what play is. Understanding that there

is a clear difference between fun activities at school and intrinsically motivated or

intrinsically satisfying play experiences is imperative. Engaging school children in

teacher centered activities may be fun and lead to an enjoyable experience, but cannot

always be classified as play. Based on the findings from this study, kindergarten students

appear to be engaged in non-teacher directed activities and are providing forms for self

directed play daily. However, the extent to which grade one students are engaged in self

directed activity is unclear. We are therefore able to assume that the other primary

students (those in grades two and three) also have limited play opportunities at school.

To amend this inadequacy of defining play, the following would be required from

the Ontario Ministry of Education to support their claims that play is important in the

early years:

A) Clear, and consistent language describing what play is

B) Documents for teachers indicating what play opportunities should exist in

kindergarten classrooms. Specifically including how long children should have to

engage in free play daily

C) Professional in-services provided to teachers during recess and lunch hour, and

preparation time to provide ideas and materials to assist classroom play provided

by individuals who are knowledgeable about children's recreation
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D) Revised and clarified language for primary level curriculum including

opportunities for school children to engage in periodic free play in the classroom

beyond the arts program and recess

E) Current publications outlining how play in the primary division is important,

suggesting ways educators can build the curriculum around play

Opposition to Play

There are several oppositions to using play in the primary classroom. These

include difficulties associated with classroom management, parental involvement and

curriculum difficulties including time, resources and teacher training. Difficulties

associated with classroom management issues such as student behaviour are difficult to

control. Issues such as disruptive students increase the amount of teacher supervision and

discipline required in the classroom daily. In whatever ways behavioural issues limit the

amount of play in primary education, these issues should not eliminate the opportunities

for free play among all students. Parental attitudes about using play in the classroom need

to be addressed by educators. School administrators should be involved in providing

appropriate documentation that outlines how children learn. Learning is a multi-layered

process that is deeply affected by the classroom experience beyond text books (Goleman,

1997). By educating parents on how to support their child's holistic school experience,

parents may show less resistance in the participation of seemingly non-academic

activities.

Other difficulties within the classroom included limited space. Classroom set up

for easy movement is critical. Educators need to utilize the resources available to them
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such as program coordinators, and consultants in order to set up classrooms effectively

and efficiently.

To address these limits the following may be required:

F) Visitations from program coordinators at the beginning of each year, and

periodically throughout the year, to assist teachers in setting up classrooms, and

ensuring adequate resources are available for primary teachers and their students

Support

Participants in this study indicated that there is support available. The extent to

which this support is available however, needs to increase. Although teacher training is

available through in-services and mentor programs, all teachers are not required to

participate in such programs. Additionally, not withstanding the kindergarten program,

the Ontario Primary Curriculum does not support play explicitly. Providing specific

expectations about children's play will provide consistency among classrooms and

clarification for grade one teachers. To increase support for play the following may be

required:

G) Mandatory mentorship programs for teacher development including participating

in play centered training

H) Education programs for educators to facilitate language development and skill

practice during play experiences

I) Annual newsletter informing teachers about in-services available to them through

the board

J) Visiting consultants who provide assistance during recess, lunch hour and

preparation time to primary teachers
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K) Information packages, presentations and publications for parents about the

benefits of non-academic learning

L) Increased funds available to provide materials for classrooms

Comparisons ofKindergarten and Grade One

As part of the selective coding process, differences between the kindergarten and

the grade one teacher interview emerged. Even though each interview was set up exactly

the same, and allotted the same time, Kindergarten interviews lasted longer than the

grade one interviews. This difference suggests that the Kindergarten teachers have more

to discuss about play than the grade one teachers or have more interest in discussing play.

This difference is also important to note since it suggests that the Kindergarten teacher's

value play as an area of research because it is relevant to their teaching program.

Preparation of interview materials may also suggest again that perhaps the

Kindergarten teachers value play in their classroom, value research related to play and

were contributing to the researchers study beyond participation in the interview. The

subtleties in the language suggest that in kindergarten children are free to explore during

play, while in grade one play is used as serious communication between children as a

way to fulfill the curriculum. These findings related to curriculum are not surprising since

the kindergarten program is the only curriculum document that identifies that children

need to be engaged in play activities as part of the school experience.

Implications of This Research

This study establishes a foundation for future research in the study of children's

play in primary education. Further research is required in several key areas including:
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1

)

Do children perceive school play as play? For example, if a teacher uses a playful

teaching method and involves students in play activities to foster learning do the

students perceive the activity to be play? If the students do not perceive the

experience as play, do the students still benefit from the play experience? Future

research including observations of children involved in free play and teacher

directed play is required in order to understand the perceived differences in play

opportunities among children. If a difference exists among children in the

perception of play opportunities, do both teacher directed play and free play yield

the same educational, developmental and enjoyable benefits?

2) With the proper resources and training will educators experiment with play in

their classrooms or will they rely on pencil and paper tasks? Further research is

required to understand how teachers can be supported with the proper training and

materials to use play in the classroom. With future research, administrators and

researcher can understand how to best serve teachers to provide for the children in

their care. For instance, if play cannot be achieved in the classroom, then what

play opportunities can be provided to children outside of the classroom (i.e.,

during gym, or recess). Further, if educating teachers about the benefits of play is

not well received among the teaching community, then perhaps recreation

professionals can be recruited to provide play and leisure experiences inside

primary schools.

3) How can the play experience for Canadian children be enhanced by the programs

the government offers for them? For example, how can other developmental

focused programs such as preschool, Montessori, and public schools enhance the
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play programs that are offered? What resources do other educators feel are

necessary to support play for children in other scholastic programs? Again,

perhaps more liaisons and networks could be established with those professionals

who have training specific to early childhood education that has a focus on, and is

in the interests of advancing play in primary school education.
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Personal Reflections

Subsequent to this review of the role of play in primary education there appears to

be a lack of current Canadian literature explaining what is happening in Ontario schools.

If you know where to look and have the appropriate contacts (i.e., a thesis supervisor who

has been the president of The Association for the Study of Play) then accessing literature

about play becomes possible. After writing a Master of Education thesis and explaining

to numerous individuals that yes indeed the study of play is an academic affair I have

arrived at the conclusion that adults often feel that play is the frivolity of children and

hardly worth studying, especially at the graduate level. To continue to justify the study of

play would be to embark into a lifetime of defensiveness and highly politicized jargon.

Rather, I feel that the seriousness of children's play needs to be established. The word

'play' seems to have become trivialized, with minor, irrelevant and insignificant

connotation. These descriptions of play are anti-thetical to a meaning and understanding

of play.

The magnet on my refrigerator describes my true feelings the best.

Priorities - One hundred years from now it will not matter what my bank account

was, the sort of house I lived in or the kind of car I drove . . . but the world may be

different because I was important in the life of a child - Author Unknown.

I am leaving this journey as a graduate student to return to school. I am looking

forward to a long career as a lifelong teacher and learner endorsing and defending play in

the lives ofmy students.
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Interview Questions

Introduction & demographic questions

1

)

blow many years have you been a teacher

- How many years have you taught Kindergarten/ Grade I classes?

2) In what school systems have you taught?

3) What grades do you prefer to teach

4) Where did you complete your schooling?

Criteria of plav

5) Describe what you believe to be the key elements of play

- what are the indicators of play?

- how would you identify a child at play?

Current practices

6) Describe the play opportunities that currently exist for children in your school"?

Describe any barriers to having play in your classroom'?

Describe any support you have received in your school from administrators.

Describe any support you have received in your school from parents.

7) Describe any play opportunities you have given to children as a means to fulfill

curriculum requirements.

Describe the curriculum areas where children are given opportunities to play

Describe specific difficulties you can identify using play to complete

curriculum requirements

Describe the difficulties you think other teachers have using play in their

classroom to fulfil curriculum requirements

Purpose of plav

8) Describe what you know about the contribution of play to the physical development

of children.

9) Describe what you know about the contribution of play to the psychological

development of children.

10) Describe what you know about the contribution of play to the social development of

children.

11) Describe what you know about the contribution of play to the moral development of

children.

12) Describe what you believe to be the benefits to having play in your classroom. Please

provide an example.

Resources

3 Describe any formal training you've had in relation to using play in the classroom.

14") Describe any other formal training you are aware of that encourages iht use of play in

the classroom.

15) Describe any burners to participating in these education programs.

16) Describe how more resources or training might encourage the use of play more often

in your classroom, in me classrooms of ether incergarten and grace : teachers.

17' Descrce any le
1

els at hich you believe we should eliminate play from the

jiassroom experience.

IS i Describe an 1 rircumstances where plav is not appropriate in :he classroom
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