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Abstract 

 The purpose of the current study was to gather primary teachers’ beliefs about the role of 

play in early childhood education.  In order to gather these beliefs, all primary teachers in School 

District 70 (Port Alberni) were given a multi-method survey to complete (Appendix A).  The 

surveys were distributed in October of 2011 and teachers were given two weeks to complete and 

return the survey.  Ten out of a possible twenty-seven surveys were collected from primary 

teachers in Port Alberni.  The data that was collected demonstrated strong beliefs in the 

importance of play in early childhood education.  All responding teachers reported the benefits 

of play to the child as a whole as well as their education.  Many early childhood educators in Port 

Alberni believe play to be an integral part of early childhood education.  



PLAY IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION                                                                        iii 
 

Table of Contents 

Abstract …………………………………………………………………………..............……… ii 

Table of Contents ………………………………………………………………..............…….....iii 

List of Figures and Tables................................................................................................................v 

Chapter One:   Problem to be Investigated……………………………………..............………... 1 

Purpose of the Study……………………………………………...…...............………..... 1 

Justification of the Study…………………………………………..............…………..… 1 

Research Question and Hypothesis..…………………………...............……………….... 4 

Definition of Terms……………………….……………………..............……………...…5 

Brief Overview of Study………………….…………………….............…………….….. 5 

Chapter Two:  Background and Review of Related Literature…………..............………………. 7 

Chapter Three:  Procedures and Methods……….………………………………........................ 19 

Research Design………………………..……………………………............………..… 19 

Sample........……………………………………..……………………............………..... 19 

Instrumentation .………………………..…………………..………...........…………… 20 

Procedures ……………………………………….….…………….............………...….. 21 

Validity ……………………..……………………………………..........…………….... 22 

Data Analysis …..……………….........................................………..........…………….. 23 

Chapter Four:  Findings and Results..............................................................................................25 

 Qualitative Data Analysis..................................................................................................25 

 Quantitative Data Analysis................................................................................................30 

Chapter Five:  Summary and Conclusions.....................................................................................37 

 Brief Summary of the Research Question and Results......................................................37 

 Discussion of the Implications of the findings..................................................................38 

 Limitations.........................................................................................................................41 



PLAY IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION                                                                        iv 
 

Suggestions for Further Research......................................................................................42 

References ……..…………………………………...........…………………….………………...44 

Appendix A (Teacher Survey)…...…………………..........……………………………………..46 

Appendix B (Consent Form)…...……………………..........……….…………………………....49 

  



PLAY IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION                                                                        v 
 

List of Figures and Tables 

Figure 1: Summary of importance of play on social responsibility...............................................31 

Figure 2: Summary of importance of play on oral language.........................................................32 

Figure 3: summary of importance of play on classroom community............................................33 

Figure 4: summary of importance of play on teacher planning.....................................................34 

Figure 5: Summary of importance of play on academic success...................................................35 

 

Table 1: Summary of Likert Scale findings...................................................................................36   



PLAY IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION                                                                        1 
 

Chapter One: Problem to be Investigated 

Purpose of the Study  

 The purpose of the present study was to gather data to support the use of play in primary 

classrooms.  Play is often criticized for its lack of academic importance in a classroom setting.  

Now that full day kindergarten curriculum is in place, teachers are beginning to feel the pressure 

of academics looming.  With younger children being in school for longer hours, there is an 

underlying demand for more academics to be imposed on early childhood education. The current 

study intended to contribute to the research base that has demonstrated the learning benefits of 

play to allow educators to feel comforted in knowing that play in education is beneficial to 

students and their overall learning experience. This can be supported by Pizzo and Bruce’s 

(2010) findings in that “play is regarded as an important component of early childhood education 

because play must be present before any meaningful learning may take place” (p. 289). Thus the 

current study will explore teachers’ beliefs about play in order to provide support for the 

continued incorporation or increased integration of play in early learning classrooms.   

Justification of the Study 

 “When children engage in play, they are doing it because they enjoy what they are doing.  

They are choosing how to play and what to play with by using their imagination” (Sturgess, 

2003, p.105).  Research has shown that “when children enjoy and engage in activities in the 

classroom, they feel comfortable and excited about their school, teacher, and classroom 

environment.  Play removes any outside pressures students may feel to perform and allows them 

time to feel at ease and learn and discover in their own unique and diverse ways” (Sturgess, 2003 
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p. 106).  In the words of Roussou (2004) “Play is able to unite imagination and intellect and help 

children to discover things at their own pace and in their own way” (p.5).   

 Play in the primary classroom relieves stresses and anxieties surrounding special needs 

or challenging students (Goodwin & Ashiabi, 2007, p.4).  Co-operative play occurs when several 

children play at once and take part in their own time and at their own comfort level.  Co-

operative play allows children of varying needs to take part and may allow the teacher to help or 

guide the play and build on understanding and acceptance of each student.  Goodwin and Ashiabi 

(2007) found that, “as children interact with others, they express thoughts about each other; they 

also mention differences regarding gender, ethnicity/culture, or abilities as it intrigues them” 

(p.204).  Educators may use these teachable moments to develop understanding of various 

abilities and relieve anxiety of both the disabled and non-disabled students. 

Goodwin and Ashiabi (2007) also highlighted the idea that children begin to feel more 

comfortable and safe in their environment as they begin to problem solve with one another. As 

children play together, they begin role playing, sharing, creating, and challenging each other.  In 

order for the play to continue and develop, the children need to co-operate and make decisions 

together as to how the play will progress. Goodwin and Ashiabi (2007) state that, “as children 

play with their peers, their negotiation and problem-solving skills are promoted, as are their 

abilities to cooperate with others, share, take turns, self-restrain, work in a group, and get along 

with others” (p.206).  If children are able to become self-sufficient in problem solving and 

cooperating, they will soon begin feeling safe and engaged in their school environment, therefore 

leading to meaningful learning in their classroom. 
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Another reason play is important in primary education is it allows educators time to 

observe student understanding and background knowledge, thus further informing their teaching 

approach.  As Nutbrown (1994) stated, “observations of pupils’ play and interactions have long 

been staples in early years educators’ repertoires, as precursors to effective planning and 

organization, as integral to individual assessments and in the identification of children’s 

pathways of learning”(p.148).  Observing children at play allows educators the opportunity to 

see their students interact without inhibition or pressures from the outside.  Children begin to 

give you glimpses into their life and how they see, interpret, and understand the world around 

them.  It is through these glimpses that teachers begin to truly understand the various needs and 

learning styles of the students that make up each unique classroom (Nutbrown, 1994, p.148).  

Educators begin to hear and see the language used, the understandings made, and the various 

forms of problem solving.  They are able to see the leaders and the followers, the strong and the 

weak, the friends and the bullies, those who stand back from the crowd, and those who are in the 

center of it all.  It is through these similarities and differences that educators are able to discover 

all the strengths and weakness that make up their class and then begin to adequately plan for 

each in the months to come.   

An additional reason play is important in early primary education and should be 

researched is the impact it has on fostering progression in oral language and literacy 

development.  Tsao (2008) suggested that “play is a significant medium for children’s literacy 

development. As children engage in play activities, they are given opportunities and the 

motivation to show what they already know about reading, writing, and language systems” 

(p.515).   As children play they model what they know through role playing and imaginative 

play.  When they write an imaginary shopping list or a note, they practice letters or left to right 
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printing motion; when they pretend read and turn pages, they practice left to right reading.  

Children often role play life as an adult and as such, they model the way adults speak, read, and 

write.  According to Frost, Wortham, and Reifel (2001), “role play and make-believe acts 

support the development of literate, oral language because young children are motivated to 

generate explicit and elaborate language for their play” (p.519).  As children role play with one 

another they begin to speak and use new and unfamiliar language.  They begin borrowing each 

other’s play vocabulary and learn new ways of using language to express themselves. Broadhead 

(2006) states that “extended periods of play reveal the development of momentum and 

reciprocity in children’s play thus exposing children to more complex use of language and a 

powerful and developing engagement with ideas” (p. 194).   

Due to the overwhelming amount of literature on the importance of play in early 

childhood education, it seems only fitting to discover and learn more about primary teachers’ 

beliefs about play in early childhood education.  After all, teachers are the people our children 

spend the majority of their day with.  What do they think is most beneficial for today’s children? 

How do they incorporate play in their classrooms?  Just how important is play to them?  More 

literature is needed on teachers’ perspectives so we can have a clear picture of where we’ve 

come from and where our education system needs to go. 

Research Question and Hypothesis 

 The question that was researched was: What are primary teachers’ beliefs about the role 

of play in early childhood education?  The current researcher hypothesised that primary teachers 

believe play in early childhood education has many benefits both for the student and the teacher.  

The present researcher was under the assumption that most, if not all, primary teachers integrate 
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play into their curriculum in some way, however, may not feel as though they are entirely 

supported in this area.  As such, the current research will help to provide data to support the 

integration of play and highlight its importance to the makeup of early childhood education. 

Definition of Terms 

Key terms in the current research question were defined for the purpose of the study.  The 

author of the present study identified primary teachers as those who teach Kindergarten or Grade 

One. The definition of play adopted by the current study is that of Smith and Vollstedt (1985) 

who described play as, “Pleasurable and enjoyable, imaginative and creative, has no specific 

goals imposed, is spontaneous, voluntary and intrinsically motivating, involves active 

engagement on the part of the players, and is flexible and changing” (p.1042).  The third and 

final words to be defined for the purpose of this study were early childhood education.  The 

current researcher defined early childhood education as the learning of a student between the 

ages of five to seven years old. 

Brief Overview of Study 

 The purpose of the present study was to gather data to support the use of play in primary 

classrooms.  The inclusion of play in primary education has several benefits that most primary 

teachers can attest to.  In order to collect data, the present researcher sent out surveys (Appendix 

A) in October 2011 to be anonymously completed by all primary teachers in School District 70 

(Alberni) who willingly consented to do so.  The survey consisted of five Likert scale questions 

gauging teachers’ perspectives on where their level of importance stands in regards to various 

aspects of play, as well as three open-ended questions on how they integrate play in their 

classrooms.  The survey had a return rate of 37%.  The present researcher analysed the data, 
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created bar graphs, and coded and categorized the open-ended responses for the emergent 

themes.   

The results from the current research demonstrated primary teachers’ beliefs about the 

incorporation of play in early childhood education and its importance.  The current survey 

research gave an understanding of play in primary education from the teachers’ perspective in 

School District 70 (Port Alberni. B.C.).  The current study has given teachers a voice to share 

their opinions and beliefs about play in early childhood education.  Recommendations were 

made based on the results. 
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Chapter Two: Background and Review of Related Literature  

Play in primary education is present, in some form, in most parts of the world.  Playing is 

to children as swimming is to fish; it’s what they do.  So why does it appear as though there is a 

shift in education from a play based early education model to an academic based early education 

model?  Primary teachers all have their own varying opinions, ideas and perspectives on play. 

The following literature review will examine six articles that are in some way looking for 

answers for the incorporation of play in early childhood education.   

 The first article, “Perspectives of Play in Three Nations: A Comparative Study in Japan, 

the United States, and Sweden” was written and researched by Izumi-Taylor, Pramling-

Samuelsson, and Rogers (2010).   The main problem addressed was how “people with different 

cultural backgrounds pay attention to different characteristics of the same phenomena... i.e., 

because teachers’ perspectives on play are influenced by their own cultures, these perspectives 

vary widely. Teachers’ perceptions of play, affects children’s experiences in their classroom” 

(Izumi-Taylor, et al., 2010 p.1).  The purpose of the study was to examine the similarities and 

difference in teachers’ perceptions of play in Japan, the United States, and Sweden, to “provide 

insights that might expand the discourse about play in those countries and internationally” 

(Izumi-Taylor, et al., 2010, p. 1).  The researchers also felt their findings might be useful “to 

those who wish to design effective early childhood education programs” (Izumi-Taylor, et al., 

2010, p. 1). 

 The researchers used a qualitative method of study.  The participants consisted of 40 

teachers from each country and each of them was mailed the following anonymous questionnaire 

in 2007:  
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1. Tell me, what is play? 

2. Tell me about play in your classroom.  

3. Tell me, how do you think play affects students? 

4. Tell me of your concept of adult play. 

5. Tell me what playfulness is to you?  (Izumi-Taylor, et al., 2010 p. 5) 

Analysis of the teachers’ responses revealed six main themes related to play.  These themes 

were identified as:  “1) process of learning, 2) source of possibility, 3) empowerment, 4) 

creativity, 5) children’s work, and 6) fun activities” (Izumi-Taylor, et al., 2007 p.6). The 

responses were identified as theme one (process of learning) if they referred to play as a means 

of obtaining knowledge or skill (28 Swedish, 22 Americans, 11 Japanese). A response was 

identified as theme two (source of possibility) if it had to do with children having possibilities to 

make choices or changes according to their own wishes and interactions with others (many 

Swedish and Japanese but no Americans). A response was classified as theme three 

(empowerment) if it related to giving children power to deal with life (most Japanese, no 

Swedish or Americans). A response was theme four (creativity) if it referred to fostering 

originality or imagination through play (popular among all three). Theme five (children’s work) 

was given if the response referred to how children construct meaning from their own 

experiences, feelings, and knowledge in order to understand their environments while in their 

play world(most Americans and Swedish, but no Japanese). Finally, a response was identified as 

theme six (fun activities) if it related play to pleasure and feelings of joy during play (popular 

among all three). 

Findings from the study were in a global community setting.  The interpretation of early 

childhood education in different countries was accomplished by sharing educators’ knowledge of 
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children’s play and their perspectives on how to educate children through the use of play.  

Because of differences in contexts for play, it is helpful for educators to view play from different 

perspectives in order to “make sound decisions about classroom play” (Izumi-Taylor, et al., 2010 

p.6). As global notions of play tend to include vague and general statements to justify play-based 

classrooms and unclear explanations to describe play in early education an examination of 

American, Japanese, and Swedish teachers’ perspectives on play was used to shed light on” how 

the nature of play activities can be mediated by their own cultural influences on their 

understandings of play” (Izumi-Taylor, et al., 2010 p.8). Thus play means different things to 

different cultures and various ideas may possibly be borrowed from other cultures to deepen the 

educational aspect of play around the world. 

 A flaw in this study was that their only way of collecting data was through an anonymous 

questionnaire.  There was no discussion of observations, member checking, or field notes. 

However, this study was quite helpful and related to the current research in primary teachers’ 

perception of play in education.  Izumi-Taylor, et al.’s (2010) research is helpful because these 

are some questions, in variation, that were asked in the present research.  The current researcher 

felt this made the present research more valid and demonstrated quality questions to be asked of 

the teachers in School District 70 (Alberni). 

 Another research document based on play was, “Teachers’ Perceptions of Boys’ and 

Girls’ Shared Activities in the School Context: Towards a Theory of Collaborative Play” by 

Pirkko Hyvonen (2008).  The main problem being addressed in this study was the “large 

emphasis on play, collaboration, and equality in Finnish curricula, yet many classrooms are 

designed exclusively for activities that only require a cognitive effort” (Hyvonen, 2008, p.391).  

The purpose of the study was to define forms of collaborative play of boys and girls and to also 
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analyze the role of play, from the teacher’s perspective, in Finnish pre-primary and basic 

education in 2004.   

The research method used in this study was qualitative.  The participants were selected at 

random in the cities of Oulu and Rovanieme, Finland. They consisted of 14 teachers (4 male, 10 

female) aged from 25 to 53 years who had worked in Kindergarten through to sixth grade.  Each 

informant was interviewed, their responses were transcribed and the empirical data coded.  

Memos were written using qualitative data analyzing software, N*Vivo.  Informants were then 

contacted a second time if clarification was needed, member checking, and again a final time to 

allow the participants to view the final product and make changes where they saw fit. 

The main results of the study, according to the data, are the premises for collaborative 

play.   In order for quality, mixed gender cooperative play to take place, teachers need to support 

role play and outdoor play, facilitate and discuss gender roles in contemporary play, spend time 

practicing the promotion of collaborative play among boys and girls, build on teachers’ 

confidence in collaborative play, and remember to practice, discuss, and analyze collaborative 

play because it does not come naturally or easily among boys and girls (Hyvonen, 2008, p.391). 

Hyvonen’s (2008) research made many valid points in the area of collaborative play 

among boys and girls in Finland.  The research was thorough and was checked by the various 

participants in the study to minimize research bias.  A limitation that Hyvone (2008) highlighted 

in his study was the lack of numbers of participants.  The study did not give a clear view of many 

children, but rather only a select few.  This study was somewhat useful to the current research 

because it examined teachers’ perceptions but the take on play was, to some extent, different 

from what the present researcher has portrayed.  Hyvonen (2008) has discussed a small amount 
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on collaborative play but more on how play builds a sense of community.  This idea does inform 

the current study on how teachers might use play and facilitate play with their classes and some 

struggles they might experience with their students and play. 

The third document under review was, “The Multiple Meanings of Play: Exploring 

Preservice Teachers’ Beliefs about a Central Element of Early Childhood Education” by 

Sherwood and Reifel (2010).  The main problem addressed in this study was the shift from a 

focus on play to academics in early childhood education.  The purpose of the study was “to 

discover and understand the perspectives and beliefs of what constitutes play to seven preservice 

teachers” (Sherwood & Reifel, 2010, p.322).  This qualitative study collected data from seven 

preservice teachers through one-on-one interviews, surveys, and practicum observations in 2007. 

All of the preservice teachers were enrolled in an early childhood through Grade 4 practicum at a 

small private university in south central Texas.  

The researchers hypothesized that due to the indefinable term “play” it would be hard to 

find commonality among preservice teachers.  Sherwood and Reifel’s (2010) hypothesis was true 

in that: 

As a group, the preservice teachers surfaced multiple meanings of play. Even though 

commonalities existed among some of the attributes used by the preservice teachers to 

describe play—for instance, all of them described play as being determined (i.e., chosen 

and/or structured) by the child—no two preservice teachers used the same combination 

of attributes to define play (p. 329).   

Multiple attributes of play surfaced during discussions with the preservice teachers and 

three main categories emerged.  The main categories were characteristics of play, types of play, 

and places that play occurs. Twenty-six attributes that fell into each category also emerged 
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(Sherwood & Reifel, 2010, p.329). After analysis of the preservice teachers’ perceptions of play, 

Sherwood and Reifel noted that each participant had their own “individualized meaning” 

(Sherwood & Reifel, 2010, p 334) of play. 

This study made an important contribution to advancing knowledge because it illustrates 

the multiple meanings of play.  This was important because it allows others to see that everyone 

has their own interpretation and perception of the meaning of play based on their own culture 

and or experiences.  This is also important because a heavy emphasis seems to be placed on play 

in some curriculum so more clarification is needed in terms of definition. The current study on 

play has endeavoured to create a narrow definition of play that is adequately explained to 

participants in order to collect valid data. 

Limitations in this study may be found in the limited amount of participants being studied 

and the lack of geography covered.  Minimal participants, all being from the same region, did not 

allow for a valid reading from multiple perspectives.  Another limitation of this study was the 

trustworthiness of the participants.  This study relied on participants’ honesty and this can be 

hard to come by during interview and survey studies as many respondents reply with an answer 

believed to be best for the survey and not true to life. 

 The fourth document under review was “Play Therapy in Elementary Schools: A Best 

Practice for Improving Academic Achievement” by Pedro J. Blanco and Dee C. Ray (2011).   

The main problem being addressed in the study was the overwhelming need for mental health 

services for at-risk children in the public school system in 2007.  “The purpose of the study was 

to use a small but experimental design to assess the effects of play therapy on the academic 

achievement of young children at risk for school failure” (Blanco & Ray, 2011, p.237).  The 

researchers hypothesized that by using manualized delivery of Child Centered Play Therapy, 
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created by Carl Rogers (1942), to observe the effects of the intervention, they would be able to 

find a possible best practice for early elementary school aged children.  

 In order to conduct the study the researchers decided to choose their subjects from the 

schools with the highest percentage of students qualifying for free or reduced lunch.  Forty-one 

grade one students were chosen from schools in south western United States. The students were 

selected from four different schools and were between the ages of six and seven years of age.  

The sample was made up of 26 boys and 15 girls.   These students were deemed as at-risk 

because they had either not advanced from grade one previously, were not currently performing 

satisfactorily, or were in custody of the state.  

 Before the research could take place, all the children were given an achievement test to 

assess their overall success in reading, math, writing, spoken language, and general information.  

Then, at random, 20 children were put into a waitlist/control group and the other 21 children 

began to receive 8 weeks of Child Centered Play Therapy (Rogers, 1942).  The 8 weeks 

consisted of two thirty minute sessions of play therapy a week.  All sessions were administered 

by doctoral level counselling students that were trained in play therapy.  At the end of the 8 

weeks, the achievement test was re-administered to all participants.  “The results of the 

experiment demonstrated that the children who received the Child Centered Play Therapy 

obtained significantly higher test scores on their second test, post treatment and even more-so 

when compared to their control group” (Blanco & Ray, 2011, p. 239).   

This study makes an important contribution to advancing knowledge because it 

demonstrates that play is in fact linked to early childhood education as it increases young 

children’s ability to reach higher levels of academic achievement.  Student achievement is 
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continually the focal point of everything in education and so this finding is definitely an 

important one.  

 The researchers mentioned some limitations to their study and those were the limited age 

range of their subjects, the small sample size, and the specific geographic location that was used.  

This study supports the current research project due to its ability to support the use of play in 

early childhood education.  Blanco and Ray’s (2010) study demonstrates the direct benefits of 

play on young children’s academic success and how it heightens student achievement.  

 The fifth article under review is “Play and Learning – Inseparable Dimensions in 

Preschool Practice” by Ingrid Pramling-Samuelsson and Eva Johansson (2006).  The main 

problem being addressed in this study was the idea that “play is both praised and neglected in 

early childhood education” (Pramling-Samuelsson & Johansson, 2006, p.62).  Many teachers 

praise play for being “the most important feature in children’s development” (Pramling-

Samuelsson & Johansson, 2006, p.62), yet it is not even mentioned in many curriculum 

documents.  The purpose of the study was to “investigate the dimensions of learning in play and 

the dimensions of play in learning, using the playful interaction between children and teachers as 

a starting point” (Pramling-Samuelsson & Johansson, 2006 p.48).  The researcher’s non-

directional hypothesis was to illustrate and discuss the didactic aspects which could possibly 

promote or alternatively prevent integration between play and learning dimensions in 2003.   

In order to gather data the researchers were studying the teacher’s role in the classroom, 

the context and organization of the children’s daily life in preschool, and the children’s role in 

experiencing preschool, both on a group and an individual level.  Using videos from events in the 

daily life of preschool students in Sweden, the researchers found two events that they based their 

research on.  One is a meal time event consisting of 16 children between the ages of one and 
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three-and-a-half years.  During this event the children are all sitting around a table for lunch 

when a three year old boy initiates play, during this formalised meal time setting, by casting 

shadows with sunlight. The two teachers acknowledge, encourage, and take part in the play with 

the boy and the rest of the students.  The second scenario consists of one teacher and five 

students between the ages of one and three.  This observation is in a semi-structured play 

situation, initiated by the teacher and eventually taken over by a three year old girl in a manner 

that may seem defiant at first but because the teacher carefully plays along, she is able to find 

meaning in the girl’s play.   

The main result from observing the video footage was it was difficult to distinguish 

between play and learning at this young age but what was increasingly more apparent was the 

teacher’s role in the play and learning experience.  In both observations the child became 

engaged, self-aware, and confident when the teacher acknowledged and engaged in the child’s 

play.  Thus, the study illustrated “the importance of the teachers when it comes to the 

development of a situation of interplay, and how this situation will appear to the children” 

(Pramling-Samuelsson & Johansson, 2006, p.61).  This study makes some important 

contributions to advancing knowledge in early childhood education in that play is important to 

early childhood education and should not be excluded or overlooked by educators.   

Limitations in Pramling-Samuelsson and Johansson’s (2006) study were the young age of 

the children being studied, the small number of observations that occurred, and the lack of true 

data collection.  Pramling-Samuelsson and Johansson’s (2006) study supports the current 

research project because it addresses the teacher’s role in play and the importance of play in 

early childhood education.  These are issues of importance in the current research project. 
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 The sixth and final document to be reviewed was “Implementing a Play-Based and 

Developmentally Appropriate Curriculum in Northern Ireland Primary Schools: What Lessons 

Have We Learned?” by Glenda Margaret Walsh, Carol McGuinness, Liz Sproule, and Karen 

Trew (2010).  The main problem being addressed in this study was “the tensions that exist 

between the pedagogical traditions of preschool, which tend to adopt developmentally oriented 

practices, and the more formal or subject-oriented curriculum framework of primary school” 

(Walsh et al., 2010, p. 53). The purpose of the study was to ease the transition of young children, 

from home or pre-school to public school.  The directional hypothesis of the study was “by being 

responsive to the developmental stage of individual children, it will remove the early experience 

of persistent failure and will promote children’s sense of self-competence and self-esteem” 

(Walsh et al., 2010, p.55).  

 The study took place in Northern Ireland because it has the youngest school aged 

children in Europe.  During this study, over 100 schools participated in a pilot program from 

2000 to 2002 in which a play-based and developmentally appropriate curriculum, known as 

Enriched Curriculum, was implemented.  Twenty-four of those schools participated in an 

extensive evaluation which has helped to shape the current curriculum in Ireland.  Educators 

from each school were given a six day training course on how to teach to this new form of 

enriched curriculum.  The training had teachers learning “new methods that included greater 

emphasis on play and activity based learning rather than desk work in order to stimulate 

children’s curiosity, creativity, social development, and engagement with learning” (Walsh et al., 

2010, p.55).  Educators were then placed back in schools and began their new school year 

teaching to this Enriched Curriculum.  Past students, who had been taught prior to the change, 

were used as a control group.  The evaluation strategy adopted was multi-method, designed to 
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provide information on the impact of the Enriched Curriculum from different perspectives: 

“Classroom observations- changes in teacher practices, Quantification of children’s learning 

using psychometric measures to compare to control group, Teachers’ and parents’ perceptions of 

program and student growth, Principal’s view regarding impact on school, and Children’s view 

on their transition processes” (Walsh et al., 2010, p.56).  

 The main results of the study were positive and rewarding showing growth in most areas 

as students in the experimental group were outperforming the traditional classes in all nine 

quality indicators.  Children demonstrated growth in confidence, wellbeing, motivation, 

independence, physical well-being, multiple skill acquisition, higher-order thinking skills, social 

interaction, and respect.  Students also enjoyed coming to school more and parents and teachers 

were also stating similar views and emphasizing the benefits they were seeing.   

 This study made a great contribution to advancing knowledge in that it demonstrated 

higher levels of engagement and learning through play-based and activity-based schooling.  A 

limitation that this study might have encountered was its limited geographical location being that 

the study only took place in Ireland.  Another limitation may have been skewed classroom 

observations as many children and adults are not truly themselves when being observed.  A final 

limitation may have been a lack of support for implementation from teachers not wanting to 

participate in training procedures.  This study directly applies to the current study because it 

demonstrates the benefits of a play-based learning environment and gives the varied perspectives 

to support it.   

Play was the common theme in the six articles that have been reviewed in the current 

research.  In these articles, definitions for play varied and it has been shown to have multiple 

meanings when seen through varying teachers’ perspectives.  However, a common thread in all 
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six articles was the pleasure it brings to children.  Thus, evidence suggests play is an important 

element of early childhood education. 
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Chapter 3: Procedures and Methods 

Research design 

 The current research aimed to contribute to the research base that has demonstrated the 

learning benefits of play and to allow educators to feel comforted in knowing that play in 

education is beneficial to students and their overall learning experience (Pizzo & Bruce, 2010).  

The current study was developed as a research project that would have primary teachers 

consenting to participating in a survey (Appendix A) on their beliefs about the role of play in 

early childhood education.  The idea of gathering teacher beliefs lead to the research question, 

What are primary teacher’s beliefs on the role of play in early childhood education? The research 

design was a survey using a mixed methods system. Consenting teachers were to respond to 

short answer qualitative questions and a quantitative 5 point Likert scale. A mixed methods 

system was used to allow teachers to express their opinions in the qualitative questions and to 

collect more measurable data without exhausting teachers by using the quantitative 5 point Likert 

Scale.  The results of the two methods were later sewn together via emergent themes 

demonstrated by the majority of teacher participants.  Mixed method data was encouraged to 

allow teachers to truly express their beliefs rather than be lead by the researcher’s requests.   

Sample 

 The participants in the current research consisted of all primary, Kindergarten and Grade 

One, teachers in School District 70 (Alberni) in British Columbia.  The sample was categorized 

as a sample of convenience as the current researcher lives and works in the Alberni District.  

School District 70 has a total of 27 primary teachers and in this sample, 10 teachers responded to 

the anonymous survey (Appendix A).  Respondent ages varied from 24 to 55. The sample was 
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comprised of 6 Kindergarten teachers and 4 grade one teachers with one to thirty years of 

experience. All respondents worked and lived in Port Alberni during the time of data collection.  

Instrumentation 

The current research investigation focused on primary teachers’ beliefs about play in 

early childhood education collected from a mixed methods survey (Appendix A).  All consenting 

primary teachers in School District 70 were asked to complete the survey in October of 2011. 

The survey consisted of eight questions relating to the importance of play in primary education.                                                                                                    

Three of the survey (Appendix A) questions were open-ended style allowing teachers to 

share their beliefs on play in early childhood education and how they address it in their setting.  

The short answer questions were asked first so that the Likert scale questions would not lead 

teachers’ responses to their short answers. The questions were designed based on research 

findings and personal experience of the current researcher as well. Two of the open ended 

questions were borrowed and modified from another survey made by Izumi-Taylor et al. (2004) 

including, 1.“Tell me about play in your classroom., 2. Tell me, how do you think play affects 

students? (p.313).  

Five responses were requested by use of a Likert scale with a 1 representing “not 

important at all” and a 5 representing “very important”.  The Likert questions were used to 

collect quantitative data to later be displayed in bar graphs.  The Likert scale questions had 

respondents share how important they felt play was in terms of Social Responsibility, oral 

language, classroom community, teacher planning, and academic success. 
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   The term ‘play’ was defined on the survey, as borrowed from Smith and Vollstedt (1985) 

as “Pleasurable and enjoyable, imaginative and creative, has no specific goals imposed, is 

spontaneous, voluntary and intrinsically motivating, involves active engagement on the part of 

the players, and is flexible and changing” (1042).  Play was defined in order to provide a clear 

idea of what it was the researcher was asking in each question and to be sure the respondent was 

able to answer accordingly.     

The qualitative data that was collected from participants was analysed and coded for 

manifest and latent content.  Several emergent themes were discovered in this qualitative data 

and were presented in summary and brief descriptions. The quantitative data was analysed and 

put into bar graphs and a final summary table. 

Procedures 

 The purpose of the current study was to investigate primary teachers’ beliefs about play 

in early childhood education.  As such, all primary teachers in School District 70 were given a 

consent letter (Appendix B) by the researcher in September 2011 to be read before completing 

the attached survey (Appendix A).  The consent letter highlighted the main goals and intentions 

of the researcher and also detailed what would be done with the data and reassured participants 

that the survey was both voluntary and completely anonymous.  When consent letters were read, 

teachers were then able to continue on to the attached survey (Appendix A). Teachers answered 

eight questions regarding various aspects of play.  The questions were designed as both open-

ended and Likert style questions to yield both qualitative and quantitative data.  Completed 

surveys were then left in a drop box to be picked up at each elementary school’s office at a later 

date by the researcher. All the locked drop boxes were collected from each elementary school at 
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the end of October 2012.  The return rate was thirty-seven percent with ten out of twenty-seven 

teachers responding. All collected data were analysed and qualitative data were coded and put 

into emergent themes. The quantitative data were displayed in bars graphs and a summary table.  

Upon completion of data analysis, all collected data were stored in the locked office of the 

researcher’s professor.  

Validity 

 The survey’s (Appendix A) goal was to find out about primary teachers’ beliefs regarding 

play in early childhood education.  In order to minimize threats to internal validity, the survey 

included items that elicited quantitative data (Likert Scale items) as well as qualitative data 

(open-ended questions).  Data collector bias was avoided as participants responded directly to the 

survey and had no personal contact with the researcher.  The survey questions were borrowed 

and altered from previous research on the same topic that had yielded quality results, thus 

improving the reliability of the data.  The current researcher also presented a trial survey to six 

colleagues from another district to help ensure the survey would produce valid and reliable data.   

 Another threat to internal validity may have been location.  Depending on the 

respondent’s surroundings, answers to the survey may have been affected either negatively or 

positively to some extent.  The present researcher attempted to minimize the threat by allowing 

the respondents to complete surveys on their own time.  This way, respondents were able to 

complete the survey where and when they were most comfortable to do so. 

 Subject characteristics might have also been a threat to internal validity in the current 

study.  All respondents were of varying ages and years of experience.  These factors may have 

been a threat due to varying past experiences with attitudes and enthusiasm towards play and to 
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participating in a survey.  Some personalities may have the enthusiasm to let kids play more 

freely whereas others may enjoy a quieter more structured classroom.  

 External validity was low because the sample was not random and therefore results are 

not generalizable in the present study.  Ecological validity was also not able to be attained as the 

participants were all completing the survey in varying conditions and times. 

History might have also posed a threat to internal validity. A history threat depends on 

varying circumstance or stresses respondents might have been under during time of survey 

completion such as job action, a fire alarm, construction work, etc.  A threat such as this was 

uncontrollable and unknown by the current researcher.  

Data Analysis 

 The data collected in the current research was to demonstrate primary teachers’ beliefs on 

the role of play in early childhood education. The current researcher was looking for any major 

themes that emerged and how important teachers believed play to be in early childhood 

education.   Before data analysis could occur, all the locked drop boxes were collected from each 

elementary school at the end of October 2012.  Upon gathering all ten completed surveys, the 

qualitative data were carefully studied, summarized, coded, and categorized for emergent themes 

revealing primary teachers’ beliefs on the role of play in early childhood education.  The themes 

were then examined and manifest content was analysed.   Manifest content were the themes that 

were obviously being communicated by the sample as opposed to latent content which were 

underlying themes of subject communication.  

The quantitative data from the Likert scale were also carefully studied and summarized, 

however these data were also put into bar graphs to better represent primary teachers’ beliefs on 

the role of play in early childhood education. Each Likert scale response, from one to five, was 
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used to create a bar graph representing teachers’ beliefs on how important various aspects of play 

were for students.  By arranging all teacher responses onto graphs together, it made a much 

stronger argument for how important play is in the minds of primary teachers.   
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Chapter 4: Findings and Results 

Qualitative Data Analysis 

 The purpose of the present study was to obtain primary teachers’ beliefs about play in 

early childhood education.  The researcher conducted the current study to support the need for 

play in early childhood education.  In an attempt to relieve academic demands on young 

children, the researcher demonstrated the many benefits of play through the beliefs of current 

educators.   

The current researcher gathered information from teacher participants in School District 

70 through survey (Appendix A) distribution and collection in October of 2011. There were 10 

out of 27 teachers who consented and completed the survey.  The teacher participants were 

between the ages of 27-54 and had a range of experience from first year teachers to thirty years 

of experience.  The collected surveys were then used to inform the researcher on the beliefs of 

primary teachers.  

 For the sake of validity, the definition of the word “play” was adopted from the work of 

Smith and Vollstedt (1985) for clarification in the teacher survey.  Play was defined as 

“pleasurable and enjoyable, imaginative and creative, has no specific goals imposed,  is 

spontaneous, voluntary and intrinsically motivating, involves active engagement on the part of 

the players, and is flexible and changing” (Smith & Vollstedt, 1985, p.1042).   

 The qualitative data were collected from the first three questions on the teacher survey 

(Appendix A).  The researcher wanted to get a more personal understanding of teachers’ beliefs 

on play in early childhood education so the short answer questions were put first, so as not to 

guide the answers with the Likert scale responses.  The first question had teachers respond to 

how they incorporate play into their classroom, “How often and what type of activities take 

place?” (Appendix A).  To this question, all Kindergarten teachers, six in total, responded with 
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“everyday”  and three of those  six Kindergarten teacher went on to say they had free play twice 

a day.  All six Kindergarten teachers listed activities such as “cars, blocks, doll house, sand box, 

lego, trains, dress up, crafts, paint, theatre, puzzles, and teacher center” as their main sources of 

free play for their students.  The grade one teachers, however, did not allow for play quite as 

much even though they all demonstrated awareness for how important play was in early 

childhood education via their survey responses.  The first grade one teacher stated, “The students 

play 2 or 3 times a week and play activities like cars, blocks, and Lego”.  The next grade one 

teacher stated, “The students play at creation station, dress-up, trains and block type centres 3 or 

4 times a week”.  Another grade one teacher said, “The students are given free time once or 

twice a week and can play at drama, pretend, art, or laughter activities”. The final grade one 

teacher stated the students took part in, “free play twice a week at blocks, painting, Lego and 

Lasy”. 

The current sample’s results demonstrate a level of priority for play in early childhood 

education, however the priority seemed to be a little bit less as the students move into grade one.  

Kindergarten students also seemed to have a wider variety of play activities and more time to get 

involved in their play, whereas the grade one students appeared to have less variety of centers to 

choose from and less time to get involved. 

The next qualitative question on the primary teachers’ survey was, “Briefly describe your 

understanding of play and how it affects students in early childhood education.” (Appendix A).  

The responses to this question were analysed and coded to determine the manifest content of 

primary teachers’ feedback.  After reviewing all ten responses, three emergent themes were 

evident.  The most common theme that appeared in all ten responses was the benefits play had on 



PLAY IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION                                                                        27 
 

students’ problem solving skills.  Some of the teachers’ responses, regarding problem solving 

read: 

• “Play provides a time to use language and problem solving skills to make 

decisions”. 

• “Play provides natural learning opportunities to develop numeracy, literacy, and 

real world problem solving skills”. 

• “Through play, children are able to take risks, escape, problem solve, learn, and 

develop”. 

• “Play is how children make sense of the world and how they learn to solve 

problems in their own roles”. 

• “Play provides experiences for children and allows them to draw upon their 

background knowledge to further develop their problem solving skills”. 

• “Play is vital to a child’s problem solving repertoire” 

• “Play is an opportunity for children to learn how to get along with others, share, 

and work together to problem solve”. 

The second emergent theme demonstrated in this same question was the benefits play had 

on primary children’s social skills.  Nine out of ten teachers made a reference to the positive 

effects play had on student social skills.  Many teachers believe giving students a time to free 

play with each other, not only develops their problem solving skills, but allows them to establish 

a rich repertoire of social skills as well. The teachers believed that by allowing students to have 

their own free play time, it would also allow children to grow and develop in their own unique 

ways. Some of the responses on social skills were as follows: 
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• “Play positively affects their social-emotional development and allows children to 

develop in their own unique ways”. 

• “Students learn motor skills, concepts, and most importantly, social skills through 

play”. 

• “Through play children try on various identities, learn social skills, and learn to 

read and develop body language”. 

• “It is step one to learning and social development”. 

• “Play is beneficial to children’s development – socially, emotionally, physically, 

linguistically, and artistically”. 

• “Play provides a time for building social connections with friends, parents, and 

teachers.  A social time for fun without pressure”. 

• “Play provides an opportunity to get along socially with peers”. 

The final emergent theme that appeared during content analysis of the same question was 

the importance of play in fostering imagination in primary students.  Five out of ten teachers 

made reference to play being beneficial to students’ imagination.  Teachers defined play as 

having a positive effect on children through their imaginative play. Use of imagination is a 

positive attribute for children as it allows them to draw upon their background knowledge and 

thus develop a richer understanding of what they already know. Teachers reported the following 

about play and imagination: 

• “Play creates endless opportunities for children’s imaginations to soar”. 

• “Play provides opportunity for imaginations to grow and develop”. 

• “Play is beneficial to the development of children’s imagination”. 
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• “Children are able to learn about their own world through imaginative play”. 

• “Play encourages the use of imagination thus allowing the child to draw on 

background knowledge and develop a deeper understanding of the world 

around them”. 

In summary the content analysis of the question, “Describe your understanding of play 

and how it affects students in early childhood education,” has highlighted the manifest content of 

the subjects’ response.  The obvious communication of the sample would appear to be the 

positive effects play has on primary students’ problem solving skills, social skills, and use of 

imagination.  Overall, these primary teachers seem to believe that play has a positive effect on 

students in early childhood education. 

The third qualitative data analysis was conducted on the responses to the question, “What 

are your beliefs about play in early childhood education”? (Appendix A).  All ten teachers 

responded with how important play is in early childhood education and that it needs to be made a 

priority.  Five teachers also went on to explain that play is important in early childhood 

education because of its effects on the overall development of children. Some of the responses 

from primary teachers on their beliefs about play in early childhood education are as follows: 

• “Children learn through exploration and play facilitates this. Play helps in 

development of every aspect of children (emotional, intellectual, social, and 

physical)”. 

• “Play is a MUST in education”. 

• “Play is absolutely necessary in early childhood education”. 

• “Without play, they (children) are developmentally disadvantaged”. 
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• “Strongly agree with play in early childhood ed. It allows children to develop 

social, emotional, and cognitive skills”. 

• “I believe play should be a priority in early childhood education. I also believe 

that play should be a priority in intermediate grades as well”. 

• “I highly value play in preschool and Kindergarten, but for some reason (amount 

of curriculum to cover I suppose) I’m not putting much emphasis towards it for 

grade one”. 

• “Very important for healthy development of social mind as well as fine and gross 

motor skills. Choice of play activities allows a child to feel comfortable, 

confident, and happy to be independent”. 

• “Important for social-emotional development and should be done daily.  Play 

gives indication of student interests, skills, and talents which can be used for 

planning purposes to build on student strengths”. 

Teachers in the current study demonstrated a strong need for play in early childhood 

education and value the positive effects it has on young children.  Some of the responses gave a 

latent undertone that perhaps play should be made more important in the curriculum rather than 

academics.  The latent content may demonstrate that as the grade level increases, even from 

Kindergarten to Grade one, teachers begin to feel less inclined to allow their students time to free 

play. 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

 The final method of data collection on the primary teachers’ survey (Appendix A) was by 

use of a Likert scale. The use of the Likert scale was to measure primary teacher’s beliefs about 



PLAY IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION                                                                        31 
 

the level of importance of certain aspects of play in early childhood education. A response of 1 

indicated the teacher thought the influence of play was “Not Important at All”, a 2 was “Not 

Very Important”, a 3 was “Neutral”, a 4 was “Somewhat Important, and a 5 was “Very 

Important”. The first question on the Likert scale was, “How important do you believe play to be 

on the development of social responsibility in early childhood education?” Figure 1 summarizes 

the data. 

 

 In summary of figure 1, all ten teachers believed that play was very important for the 

development of social responsibility in early childhood education.  This was an important 

observation as Social Responsibility is a mandatory subject in early childhood education, thus 

play should be made more acceptable in the early years classroom setting. 

 The next question on the Likert scale was, “How important do you believe play to be on 

the development of oral language in early childhood education?”  The ten participating teachers 

had the following response shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 1 - Summary of importance of play on social responsibilty 
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 Ten out of ten teachers said play was very important to the development of oral language 

in early childhood education.  Oral language development is another part of curriculum in early 

education that can be drawn on to support the inclusion play in primary classrooms.  Play 

strongly encourages oral language and thus provides reasoning to adopt a more playful 

classroom.  The response to the question in figure 2 demonstrates a need for higher emphasis on 

play in early childhood education due to the positive effects educators are aware it has on 

children. 

 The third question on the Likert scale was, “How important do you believe play to be on 

building a classroom community in early childhood education?”  Figure 3 summarizes the data. 
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Figure 2 - Summary of importance of play on oral language 
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Seven out of ten teachers believed that play was very important in building a classroom 

community in early childhood education whereas the other three believed it was somewhat 

important.  This continues to support the notion that play holds a valuable spot in early childhood 

education as a tool to build a strong sense of classroom community. 

 The fourth question on the Likert scale was, “How important do you believe play to be on 

the development of your own planning in early childhood education?”  Figure 4 summarizes the 

data. 
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Figure 3 - Summary of importance of play on classroom community 
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 Eight out of ten teachers believed play to be a very important planning tool for 

themselves. One teacher felt neutral about the subject and another teacher felt play was not a 

very important part of planning for their students.  Play continues be held as very important by 

the majority of teachers when it comes to being used for their own planning purposes and overall 

usefulness in early childhood education. 

 The final question on the Likert scale was, “How important do you believe play to be on 

the development of academic success in early childhood education?”  Figure 5 summarizes the 

data. 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Not important at all Not very important Neutral Somewhat
important

Very important

Te
ac

he
r P

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
 

Level of importance 

Figure 4 - Summary of importance of play on teacher planning 
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 Finally, eight out of ten teachers believed that play was very important to the 

development of academic success in early childhood education and two teachers believed it was 

somewhat important.   

 Overall, primary teachers’ beliefs about play in early childhood education have included 

an overwhelming sense of importance and necessity.  In all five Likert scale questions, the 

majority of responses were continually in the “Very Important” box.  Primary teachers in School 

District 70 (Port Alberni, British Columbia) appear to believe play to be very important in early 

childhood education.  An overall summery of findings from the Likert scale will also 

demonstrate this result in Table 1. 
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Figure 5 - Summary of importance of play on academic success 
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Table 1: Summary of Likert Scale findings 

 1 
Not 

Important 
At All 

2 
Not Very 
Important 

3 
Neutral 

4 
Somewhat 
Important 

5 
Very 

Important 

How important do you believe 
play to be on the development 
of social responsibility in early 
childhood education? 

    10 

How important do you believe 
play to be on the development 
of oral language in early 
childhood education? 

    10 

How important do you believe 
play to be on building a 
classroom community in early 
childhood education? 

   3 7 

How important do you believe 
play to be on the development 
of your own planning in early 
childhood education? 

 1 1  8 

How important do you believe 
play to be on the development 
of academic success in early 
childhood education? 

   2 8 

 

 The numbers in the table demonstrate how many teachers agreed with the statement.  

This table reveals how important primary teachers in Port Alberni believe play to be in early 

childhood education. 
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Chapter 5: Summary and Conclusions 

Brief summary of research question and results 

 The purpose of the current study was to determine primary teachers’ beliefs on the role of 

play in early childhood education.  The participants of the study were Kindergarten and Grade 

One teachers from School District 70 (Port Alberni, British Columbia).  Teachers had between 1 

and 30 years of teaching experience and 10 out of a possible 27 teachers participated in the 

research which was a 37% return rate.  The procedure employed for the current study was a 

survey (Appendix A) consisting of three open ended questions and five questions using a five-

point Likert scale for the responses.  The surveys were delivered to schools in October of 2011 

and were collected in two weeks time. 

 The quantitative results showed that primary teachers overwhelmingly believed play to 

be a very important part of early childhood education.  Primary teachers believed play to be 

important for development of social responsibility, oral language, classroom community, teacher 

planning, and student academic success.  The Likert scale results showed very minor fluctuations 

in teacher responses on the importance of play in early childhood education.  

The current researcher also found three emergent themes in the manifest content of the 

open ended qualitative questions.  The first and most frequent theme discovered was the 

importance of play on the development of a child’s problem solving skills.  The second most 

frequently occurring theme was the importance of play on the development of a child’s social 

skills.  The third most frequently occurring theme mentioned by teachers was the importance 

play had on a child’s developing imagination.  
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 It was also noted in the qualitative results that both Kindergarten and Grade One teachers 

believed play to very important in early childhood education; however, Grade One teachers were 

beginning to allow play less frequently than their Kindergarten colleagues. The researcher could 

only assume this to be due to increased academic demands in the grade one curriculum. 

Discussion of the Implications of the Findings 

 The participants in the current study answered three open-ended questions and five 

questions on a five-point Likert scale to demonstrate their beliefs on the role play in early 

childhood education.  The sample that was comprised of ten primary teachers from Port Alberni, 

British Columbia were able to clearly express their beliefs and the benefits of play on the overall 

development of children.  Teachers from the current study made very reasonable statements on 

how play in the classroom encourages problem solving skills, social skills, oral language, and 

imagination. 

 The findings demonstrated that primary teachers believed play to be very important in 

early childhood education for the many positive affects it has on child development.  Ten out of 

ten teachers related play to having positive effects on a child’s problem solving skills and thus 

preparing the child for real world situations in a safe and supportive environment. Problem 

solving skills could also be related to Social Responsibility which is a mandatory part of British 

Columbia curriculum and is reported on each term.  This idea could be used to further support 

play in early years classrooms as teachers could argue that allowing time for regular play in the 

classroom is further developing students’ social responsibility and allowing them to become 

better citizens in the real world (Blanco & Ray, 2011). 
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Nine out of the same ten teachers also discussed play’s positive effect on a child’s social 

skills.  Teachers believed play was encouraging students to become more socially aware and 

accepting of others. When students engage in play they put most differences aside and engage 

fully in the play that takes place. Students also learn what sort of behaviour is considered socially 

acceptable by the response they receive from their peers during their play time together (Walsh 

et al., 2010). 

Ten out of ten teachers believed play to have a positive effect on students’ oral language 

development.  When students engage in play they learn from each other how to express their 

thoughts and the sort of language to use.  Students are much more comfortable when speaking 

with their peers and are better able to relate to such context.  Oral language has been an 

important part of the language arts curriculum and play has clearly been encouraging this 

(Pramling-Samuelsson & Johansson, 2006).  Thus play clearly requires a spot in the language 

arts curriculum and teachers should not feel guilty for allowing students to expand their oral 

language skills via play. 

Five out of the ten teachers discussed the benefits of play on a child’s imagination.  

Teachers described play as an “Escape from reality”, allowing children to transport themselves to 

another time and place and discover and investigate in a safe and caring environment.  The 

teachers in this study believed play to be an integral part of early childhood development and that 

it has an important role in early childhood education.  This implies that teachers should use more 

play in their classrooms to encourage curiosity, engage student creativity, and allow for further 

use of their imaginations to support critical thinking skills which will be needed throughout their 

academic career.  
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 Eight out of ten teachers believed play to be an important part of their own planning.  

This continues to be the majority of teachers claiming a high level of importance for play in early 

childhood education.  Observing students play is important for teachers own planning purposes 

as it allows teachers to understand where their students are coming from, how the students 

interpret information, and what motivates their students.  Play should be used to inform teachers 

on how to better understand, encourage, and support their young learners. 

 Another eight out of ten teachers also believed play to be important to their students’ 

overall academic success. In order to be a successful teacher, there must be an effort made to 

continually strive for the best education for students.   If play is encouraging academic success, 

then play should be made an integral part of early childhood education.  Results have implied 

that using play as a teaching tool will encourage student engagement and participation thus 

leading to better overall academic progression.  A child centered learning environment should 

want nothing more than to brighten the academic horizon for all students. 

The central implication from the present study was that early childhood educators should 

frequently make time for play in their classrooms.  Most areas of curriculum can be met by using 

play as a tool to facilitate the learning. Teachers can facilitate learning with play by using theme 

based centres, incorporating play into oral language theatre stations, and various fine motor skill 

stations. All teachers surveyed reported the positive effects play had on their students and their 

education.  Teachers also reported that play was an important aspect of child development and 

discovery.  Teachers should feel comforted in knowing that by allowing children to free play 

they are allowing children to learn in their own time and at their own rate. The current study 

seemed to reinforce the idea that school is about more than just curriculum; it is about embracing 

the whole child and encouraging all aspects of child development. 
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 Some recommendations for school staffs might be to discuss ways in which primary 

teachers could collaborate to discuss how each teacher incorporates play into their daily routines 

and how to support each other.  Staffs may also want to revisit curriculum outcomes and discuss 

ways in which outcomes can be met by using play.  On a larger level recommendation, British 

Columbia curriculum might need to be re-visited and updated to include play as a part of the 

regular primary program.  

Limitations 

A limitation of the current study was the relatively small sample size.  The present study 

occurred in a small town with only 27 primary teachers.  This relatively small sample from the 

same district could have been influenced by many external forces in and outside of the school 

such as media, friends, or other teachers.  Teachers may have also been influenced to not 

complete extra paper work during British Columbia teacher job action that was occurring during 

the present research, thus creating an even smaller or less inclined sample.   

Furthermore, the dates the surveys were given may have also influenced the responses 

teachers gave as well.  The surveys were distributed in mid-October and collected at the end of 

the month.  During the beginning of the year, September to October, many teachers are more 

inclined to allow children to play more as way of easing students back into school after the break 

or into school in general.  Teachers may have been more generous with their play time in the 

beginning of the year than they may have been at the end of the year because play must be 

present before any meaningful learning may take place (Pizzo and Bruce 2010, P.289).  

Another limitation may have been the sample of convenience the researcher used.  In the 

small town of Port Alberni, where the sample was taken from, most primary teachers knew the 
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researcher and may have given biased responses.  Teachers may have felt pressure to say they 

played more than they actually did out of guilt or to tell the researcher what she wanted to hear.  

The researcher is also a primary teacher and works with the teachers who completed the surveys 

so it is possible the data may be skewed to benefit the researcher. 

In this current research, another variable that might have had an effect on the study was 

each teacher’s varied definition of the term “play”.  To address this variable, a definition was 

given in the survey to help equalize understanding. However, each teacher may have still put 

their own interpretation onto each question and response. 

Suggestions for further research 

   The current study suggested that primary teachers believe play to be an important part of 

early childhood education.  All ten teachers who completed the survey made it very clear that 

they believed play to be beneficial to overall child development and early childhood education.  

From here, it would be of interest to find out if teachers are actually playing as much as they 

know they should.  All ten teachers stated how important they know play is for children in early 

childhood education but do they actually allow for frequent play or do outside pressures from 

administration, parents, or curriculum make it hard to do so?  This study has allowed us to see 

what some primary teachers’ opinions about play in early childhood education are but now what 

will be done from here?  Finding out what makes it difficult for teachers to allow for play would 

be the best next step to take in order to get a better idea of how to improve student learning in 

early childhood education. 

 Another suggestion for further research includes some possible tools teachers might need 

to further support play in their classroom.  Could technology be incorporated into this equation?  
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It seems as though we are moving into a digital era with a screen savvy group of young people so 

another option to incorporate into play and engagement might be: How do we incorporate new 

forms of technology into early years play and discovery?  Teachers may also need more toys or 

imaginative stations to be funded and placed in classrooms.  Further research needs to be done 

on how to support teachers in incorporating new tools into early learning. 

A final suggestion for further research involves how to incorporate play into British 

Columbia’s curriculum guidelines.  It would be beneficial for students and teachers if play was 

woven into curriculum documents and given the respect it deserves in early childhood education. 

More time needs to be spent on how play can be fit into the various subjects and why it deserves 

a spot in this important document. 
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Appendix A 

                                                                                             FACULTY OF EDUCATION 
Vancouver Island University  

   900 Fifth Street, Nanaimo, 
British Columbia, Canada V9R 5S5 

Tel (250) 740-6221 Fax (250) 740-6463 
http://www.viu.ca/education/ 

Primary Teachers’ Beliefs on the Role of Play in Early Childhood Education 

Please do not identify yourself on this survey and remember that you may choose to not answer 
any question for any reason.  For the sake of this survey, “Play” will be defined as, “Pleasurable 
and enjoyable, imaginative and creative, has no specific goals imposed, is spontaneous, 
voluntary and intrinsically motivating, involves active engagement on the part of the players, and 
is flexible and changing” (Smith & Vollstedt, 1985). 

Please feel free to tell me a few things about yourself. 

Age ______________________ 

Grade you are currently teaching _____________________________ 

Current years of teaching experience ___________________________ 

If you incorporate play into your classroom routines, please briefly describe to me what this 
looks like. (How often a week/day? What kind of activities do the children do?) 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

http://www.viu.ca/education/
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Briefly describe your understanding of play and how it affects students in early childhood 
education?  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

What are your beliefs about play in early childhood education? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Please mark an X under the column that best represents your beliefs about play in early 
childhood education.  

 1 
Not 

Important 
At All 

2 
Not Very 
Important 

3 
Neutral 

4 
Somewhat 
Important 

5 
Very 

Important 

How important do you believe 
play to be on the development 
of social responsibility in early 
childhood education? 

     

How important do you believe 
play to be on the development 
of oral language in early 
childhood education? 

     

How important do you believe 
play to be on building a 
classroom community in early 
childhood education? 

     

How important do you believe 
play to be on the development 
of your own planning in early 
childhood education? (ie. 
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Observing students at play to 
gather information about skill 
level and general development 
levels for the purpose of your 
own planning) 
How important do you believe 
play to be on the development 
of academic success in early 
childhood education? 
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Appendix B                                                                                                     FACULTY OF EDUCATION 
Vancouver Island University  

900 Fifth Street, Nanaimo, 
British Columbia, Canada V9R 5S5 

Tel (250) 740-6221 Fax (250) 740-6463 
http://www.viu.ca/education/ 

 

Participant Consent Form for 

“Primary Teachers’ Beliefs about Play in Early Childhood Education” 

Principal Investigator:  Katie Smith B.Ed, B.A.  Master of Education Student at Vancouver 
Island University,250-723-9311 

Supervisor: Rachel Moll, PhD, Faculty of Education, Vancouver Island University, 250-753-
3245 (x2161) 

Purpose: 

This project aims to conduct some preliminary research in the area of play in early childhood 
education.  By collecting information from Kindergarten and Grade 1 teachers in S.D.70. in 
particular, I am interested in primary (K-1) teachers’ beliefs about play in early childhood 
education. I am hoping that this research will contribute to what is already known about play in 
early childhood education and allow further research in this area. The results of the research 
may also allow for possible Pro-D recommendations on the role of play in early childhood 
education.  

Study Procedures: 

Because you are a Kindergarten or Grade 1 teacher in School District 70 (Alberni), you are 
being asked to participate in this research by completing a short survey. This should only take 
about 5 minutes of your time.  You may choose not to answer any question for any reason.  The 
procedures for this research are as follows: 

1. You will be given a survey to be completed and left in a drop box in your school’s office. 
It is assumed that if you have completed and submitted your survey that you have given 
your consent to participate in this research. 

2. I will return in two weeks time to collect the drop box.  
 

Potential Risks: No known potential risks. 

Potential Benefits: Researchers or other teachers may use this data to further support or reject 
play in early childhood education. 

 

YIU VANCOUVER ISLAND 
UNIVERSITY 
EXPLO RE. DI SCOVER . EXCEL. 
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Confidentiality: 

No names will be recorded during data collection in this study. Study documents will be kept in a 
locked filing cabinet for 5 years at the office of Dr. Rachel Moll, Faculty of Education, at 
Vancouver Island University (1-250-753-3245 ext 2161) . Subjects will not be identified by name 
in any reports of the completed study. Electronic data and results of this study will be stored on 
a secured computer with restricted access (password).  

Contact for information about the study: 

 If you have any questions or desire further information with respect to this study, you may 
contact Dr. Rachel Moll, Faculty of Education, Vancouver Island University at 250-753-3245 (ext 
2161) or the principal investigator; Katie Smith B.Ed, B.A.  Master of Education Student at 
Vancouver Island University, to be reached at Gill Elementary School 250-723-9311 

Concerns about your treatment in the research: If you have any concerns about your 
treatment as a participant in this research, please contact the VIU Research Ethics Officer at 
reb@viu.ca or by telephone at (250) 753-3245 (ext. 2665). 

Consent: 

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary and you may refuse to participate or 
withdraw from the study at any time and for any reason.  By completing and submitting the 
attached survey, you are consenting to participate in this current research. 

 

mailto:reb@viu.ca

