PLAY FOR ALL
YOUNG CHILDREN

Chopsticks and Counting Chips

F

Do Play and Foundational Skills
Need to Compete for
the Teacher’s Attention
in an Early Childhood Classroom?

or the Chinese New Year, May’s parents gave her
some sweets to share with her classmates. “Let’s play
Chinese restaurant,” suggested the teacher after the
children finished their snack. Children ran to the housekeeping area and started emptying the cupboards. “But we
don’t have any Chinese food,” remarked Taylor, examining
plastic hamburgers. “No chopsticks,” said Nita holding up
spoons and forks. “Can you pretend you have them?”
asked the teacher. “How about using pencils as chopsticks?” “No, I want to play family,” answered Nita, settling
into a familiar routine of stirring a pot as Taylor began to
place plastic hamburgers on the plates.

WHAT IS HAPPENING HERE? Why don’t the children
engage in a new play scenario? Should we worry about
these children’s apparent lack of pretend play skills
and, if so, how can teachers intervene?
These might not be the most burning questions on
the minds of preschool and especially kindergarten
teachers. In an age of rising expectations and tougher
academic standards, educators are more likely to pay
attention to issues that seem to be more closely related
to school readiness. “I used to have a lot more play,”
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sighs a kindergarten teacher, “and now my principal
does not understand why I want to keep the playhouse
in my room. She thinks children should play at home
and come to school to learn.”

Why play belongs in the early childhood classroom
Would you agree with this principal’s position? At
first it does make sense—most preschool and kindergarten programs run for half-day only, and spending
time on play seems like a luxury. Maybe home is the
place where play belongs. In our own memories we see
ourselves spending a lot of time playing with our
friends, and most of this play did take place outside of
the classroom. At that time it never occurred to teachers that they should provide any kind of support for
children’s play—it
was taken for
granted that most
owadays young chilchildren knew how
to play, and those
dren spend
who did not would
learn from other
children.
These nostalgic
memories are
probably the
graduating from educareason why some
tional toys to video and
teachers and
school administracomputer games.
tors are reluctant

N

less time
playing with their
peers and more
time playing alone,
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to consider play as important a part of the classroom as
other activities. However, when asked to describe how
children play today, most educators agree that play has
in fact changed from what it used to be 30 or even 20
years ago. Nowadays young children spend less time
playing with their peers and more time playing alone,
graduating from educational toys to video and computer games.
When they do engage in sociodramatic play, children
rarely try a new theme, preferring instead to act out the
familiar scenarios of family, school, and doctor. Even
books and TV shows filled with information about
realistic as well as fantasy settings and characters often
fail to inspire children to turn their housekeeping area
into a space station or Santa’s workshop. Teachers (as
well as families) comment that today’s children tend to
rely on realistic toys and props, and they have a hard
time using their imagination to invent a substitute for a
prop they do not have. Children often resort to repeating aggressive actions over and over again instead of
developing involved play scenarios.

“What a wonderful castle!” exclaims the teacher as she
admires a structure Esai and Spencer have just completed
in the block area, “Do you want to play knights and
dragons?” continues the teacher, reminding the boys
about the book they read in class. “I see you have enough
knights in your castle, and it is strong enough to protect
them from the biggest dragon.” The boys seem puzzled.
“We do not have any dragons,” says Esai after a long
pause. Spencer looks around to see if there are some
dragons. He glances at the science area where numerous
boxes of plastic dinosaurs and crocodiles are stacked
under the Reptiles poster. He looks back at the teacher.
“No, we do not have any dragons,” Spencer says.
The home and classroom experiences of many
children may not be sufficient to produce the rich,
imaginative play that has long been considered an
inherent characteristic of early childhood. Many factors
contribute to this state of affairs:
• changes in the social context (children spend more
time in the company of same-age peers who may not be
as effective play mentors as older siblings or friends);
• increasing academic demands of preschool and
kindergarten programs; and
• the tendency of toy manufactures to produce ever
more realistic playthings.
To combat these negative factors, early childhood
teachers would need to support play development at
least at the same level as they support the development
of fine motor skills or phonemic awareness. But it is
hard to expect all early childhood teachers to follow
this advice because, outside of the early childhood
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community, play is not universally recognized outside
to master literacy and math, it also builds the foundaas a medium for learning.
tion of more general competencies that are necessary
“I am finding myself between a rock and a hard
for the children to learn successfully in school and
place,” admits a former preschool teacher who now
beyond.
writes books for the parents of young children. “BeConsidering what we know about the effects of play
cause I work for a publishing
on young children’s learning and
company, I need to meet the
development, the disappearance of
demands of our customers. Howplay from early childhood classtudies show the
ever, being an early childhood
rooms looks even more alarming. As
educator, I know that if I write only
the opportunities for children to
what is in demand, it would not be
engage in high-quality play outside
right for the children. All parents
of school become less and less
want now are worksheets, and they
common, early childhood teachers
want them in their babies’ hands as
might soon be children’s only play
early as possible.”
mentors.
such as memory, selfIn practice, the need to promote
The task of supporting play while
foundational skills in young
making sure children meet school
regulation, distancing and
children and the need to support
expectations may seem impossible,
decontextualization, oral
their play appear to be competing
especially given the constraints of a
for teachers’ time and attention.
typical early childhood program.
language abilities, symBut in theory it should not be this
However, we believe it can be done.
bolic generalization, sucway. Research on play accumulated
During our years of work with
over the past several decades
preschool, Head Start, and kindercessful school adjustment,
makes a convincing case for the
garten teachers, we found that
and better social skills.
benefits of supporting a high
knowing the characteristics of highquality of pretend play. A number
level play and being able to support
of studies show the links between
these characteristics not only
play and many foundational skills and complex cogniresults in better play but also has a positive effect on
tive activities such as memory (Newman 1990), selfthe development of foundational skills, including
regulation (Kraft & Berk 1998), distancing and
cognitive and emotional self-regulation and the ability
decontextualization (Howes & Matheson 1992; O’Reilly
to use symbols. These foundational skills in turn make
& Bornstein 1993; Sigel 1993), oral language abilities
it possible for the children to achieve higher levels of
(Davidson 1998), symbolic generalization (Smilansky &
mastery of specific academic content, such as literacy
Shefatya 1990), successful school adjustment (Fantuzzo
(e.g., Bodrova & Leong 2001; Bodrova et al. in press).
& McWayne 2002 ), and better social skills (Corsario
1988).
In many of the recent studies focusing on the relationThe Vygotskian approach to play
ship between play and literacy, play interventions
Our analysis of play is based on the works of Lev
resulted in an increase of children’s use of literacy
Vygotsky
and his students (Bodrova & Leong 1996;
materials, and their engagement in
Bodrova
&
Leong in press). While Vygotsky’s views of
literacy acts, as well as gains in
play
are
familiar
to the Western educational community
specific literacy skills such as
(e.g., Berk 1994; Berk & Winsler 1995), the work of his
students, Daniel Elkonin in particular, is relatively
unfamiliar in the West.
Elkonin (1 -19 ) is known in this country primarily
through
the use of Elkonin Blocks by Reading Recovery
phonological awareand
other
remedial reading programs. In Russia,
ness (for a review of
Elkonin’s
research
(1978 ) on phonemic awareness is
the research, see
only
part
of
his
legacy;
his study of play is another
Roskos & Christie
substantial
contribution
to the field.
2001). Not only does
Having
studied
learning
in primary grade students
play help children
and
younger
children,
Elkonin
was a strong opponent of
develop skills and
lowering
the
school-entry
age
in
Russia. He argued that
concepts necessary

S

links
between play and
many foundational
skills and complex
cognitive activities
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not only would it not help increase student achievement, it
would also result in pushed down curriculum and the
elimination of play from the lives of preschoolers and
kindergartners. As an alternative he developed a highly
successful curriculum for the primary grades that allowed
elementary school teachers to teach all requisite skills and
concepts without adding more academic content to the
existing preschool and kindergarten curricula.
Elkonin identified four principal ways in which play
influences child development. All four expected outcomes
of play activity are important for preparing the foundations
for subsequent learning that takes place in primary grades
(Elkonin 1977, 1978).

1.

Play affects the child’s motivation. In play,
children develop a more complex hierarchical system of
immediate and long-term goals. In fact, play becomes the
first context where young children demonstrate their ability
to delay gratification —something preschoolers are known
to struggle with in most other situations.

2.

Play facilitates cognitive decentering. The
ability to take other people’s perspectives is critical for
coordinating multiple roles and negotiating play scenarios.
Assigning different pretend functions to the same object
involves cognitive decentering. This newly acquired competency will later enable children to coordinate their cognitive
perspectives with those of their learning partners and
teachers. Eventually this ability to coordinate multiple
perspectives will be turned inward, leading to the development of reflective thinking and metacognition.

3. Play advances the development of mental

representations. This development occurs as a result of
a child separating the meaning of objects from their physical form. First, children use replicas to substitute for real
objects; then they use new objects that are different in
appearance but can perform the same function as the
object-prototype. Finally most of the substitution takes
place in the child’s speech with no objects present. Thus
the ability to operate with symbolic substitutes for real
objects contributes to the development of abstract thinking
and imagination. (It is important to note that Vygotskians
believe that imagination is an expected outcome of play, not
a prerequisite for it.)

4. Play fosters the development of deliberate

behaviors—physical and mental voluntary actions. The development of deliberateness in play becomes
possible because the child needs to follow the rules of the
play and because play partners constantly monitor each
other to make sure that everyone is following the rules. At
first this deliberateness is demonstrated in physical actions
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(for example, a child moves on all fours when playing a
cat or stays still when playing a guard), social behaviors, and changing speech registers in language use.
Later this deliberateness extends to mental processes
such as memory and attention.

adequate support for their play at home or at school
(e.g., Bodrova & Leong 2001; Bodrova et al. 2002). Each
strategy targets one or more characteristics of mature
play. This article shares some of our insights into how
early childhood teachers can promote mature play.

According to Vygotskians, only when all these
outcomes are in place can a young child profit fully
from academic activities. If these foundations are
Helping children create an imaginary situation
missing, the child may experience various difficulties
When children create an imaginary situation, they
adapting to school, be it in the area of social interacassign
new meanings to the objects and people involved.
tions with teachers and peers or in the area of content
As
a
result
they practice operations on meanings that are
learning.
mentally
more
sophisticated than operations on real
The kind of play that helps children develop all four
objects.
It
is
apparent,
however, that the cognitive
foundations is defined by the combination of the
benefits
of engaging in imaginary
imaginary situation children create
actions
depend
on the kinds of
(a scenario), roles for the people
props
and
toys
children
use: Realisand perhaps objects, and rules
tic
and
specific
props
do
not require
n
advantage
of
these
about what the players can and
a
great
deal
of
imagination.
cannot do in the scenario (Vygotsky
nonspecific props is that
A good way for teachers to
1977; 1978). Outside the Vygotskian
support
the development of imagichildren
must
framework, this kind of play is often
nary
situations
is to provide multilabeled sociodramatic play, rolepurpose
props
that
can be used to
play, or pretend play to distinguish
stand
for
many
objects.
For exwhen
interacting
with
it from other playlike activities such
ample,
a
cardboard
box
could be a
as stacking blocks on top of each
their play partners.
computer
in
the
office,
a
sink in the
other or playing games.
kitchen,
or
a
baby
crib
for
a doll in
By the time children turn four,
the
nursery.
An
advantage
of these
they are capable of engaging in this
nonspecific
props
is
that
children
must
use
more
kind of complex play with multiple roles and symbolic
descriptive language when interacting with their play
use of props. However, in reality many preschool- and
partners: Unless they describe what the object stands
even kindergarten-age children still play at the level
for and how it will be used, the other children will find it
typical of toddlers, spending most of their play repeathard to follow the change in meaning of the object from
ing the same sequence of actions as long as they stay in
one play use to the other.
the same role. We use the term immature play to
Another alternative to providing realistic play props
distinguish this play from mature play that should be
is
to encourage children to make their own. For exexpected of older preschoolers and kindergartners.
ample,
instead of using plastic hamburgers and fried
Although mature play does in fact contribute to
eggs
in
a pretend restaurant, children can make their
children’s learning and development in many areas,
own
play
food with playdough and other art materials.
immature play does not provide these benefits.
Some
children
may not be ready to make their own
It seems to us that in many instances when parents or
props
or
to
play
with
unstructured objects. They will
school administrators propose replacing play in an
not
play
unless
there
are
some realistic props available.
early childhood classroom with more academic activiFor
these
children,
teachers
need to introduce symbolic
ties, they are prompted by the fact that the play they
use
of
objects
gradually—both
in the play area and
see in these classrooms is actually happening at an
outside
of
it.
In
the
play
area
the
teacher can start with
immature level. It is hard to argue
realistic
props
to
keep
play
going
and then add other
the value of play that is repetitive
materials
that
are
increasingly
less
realistic. For exand unimaginative.
ample,
a
pretend
grocery
store
can
combine realistic
Following Vygotsky’s principle of
props
(grocery
cart,
scale,
and
cash
register) with some
learning leading development
that
are
generic
(boxes,
plastic
bags)
and some that are
(Vygotsky 1978), we designed a
open-ended
(pieces
of
paper
that
can
be used for play
system of interventions to
money,
coupons,
or
shopping
lists).
scaffold play in children who
for some reason did not receive

A

use more
descriptive language
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Outside the play area, teachers can use additional
strategies to help children create and maintain the
imaginary situation. These can be used during group
time or in a center with four or five children. For
example, teachers can show the children different
common objects and brainstorm how they can use
these things to stand for something different: A paper
plate looks like a Frisbee to one child, a flying saucer to
another, and a pizza to yet another.
After all the children learn how to transform real
objects into pretend ones, the teachers could extend
the game by limiting the choice of props to a specific
play theme. The paper plate would become something
that could be used in a spaceship: an instrument dial, a
steering wheel, or a round window. When playing this
game, it is important to encourage children to use both
gestures and words to describe how they are
using the object in a pretend way. In some
cases, teachers can place the objects used for
the game in the play area so children can use
them in the new ways in later play.

Helping children act out various roles
In mature play the set of roles associated
with a theme is not limited and stereotypical
but is easily expanded to include supporting
characters. Playing hospital does not mean the
only roles are those of doctor and patient. A
nurse, lab technician, dietician, and pharmacist can also participate. Patients can bring
their parents or children with them; they can
be brought by an ambulance driver or the pilot
of an emergency helicopter.
Being able to choose among a variety of
roles decreases the number of disagreements
that are common when several children want
to be the doctor and nobody want to be the
patient. In addition when children get to play
different roles in different scenarios they learn
about social interactions they might not have
in real life (following commands and issuing
them; asking for help and helping others; being
an expert and being a beginner).
The ability of young children to act out
various roles depends on their familiarity with
what people do in different settings, how they
interact with each other, what kinds of tools
they use and so on. Children are not likely to
gain all this knowledge on their own. Teachers
can help children expand the number of
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themes in their play and the number of roles associated
with different play themes.
Field trips, literature, and videos are wonderful
sources for expanding children’s repertoire of play
themes and roles. However, taking children on a field
trip does not necessarily ensure they will incorporate
this new experience in their play scenarios. The most
common mistake is to focus children’s attention on the
things-part of a field trip or video—what is inside a fire
truck or what happens to the letters when they arrive at
the post office. Instead teachers should point out the
people-part of each new setting—the many different
roles people play in these settings and how the roles are
related to each other.
Learning about new roles and the language and
actions associated with each of them helps children
reenact these new experiences
in their play. For example, on a
field trip to a historic train
eachers should
station, without the teacher’s
help, all the children notice is
the large engine. But with the
teacher’s help, they can learn
about the roles of engineer,
stoker, and conductor. They
—the
can talk about the passengers

T

point out the
people-part of
each new
setting
many different
roles people play
in these settings
and how the
roles are related
to each other.

17

PLAY FOR ALL
YOUNG CHILDREN
boarding the train, stowing their luggage on the overhead rack, and giving their tickets to the conductor.
This attention to the people aspect of the field trip
will translate into more complex play back in the
classroom. When the focus is on the objects, children’s
play may be limited by the number of appropriate
props—imagine the difficulty of sharing one engineer’s
hat! However, when the focus shifts to the people and
their roles, children can easily make up for the missing
objects by substituting others or simply by naming
them: Vincent says, “I am the engineer,” as he pretends
to put on his engineer’s hat and then makes gestures as
if he were holding onto a steering wheel.

Helping children plan their play
In mature play, children can describe to each other
what the play scenario is, who is playing which role,
and how the action will happen.

Marcie says, “Let’s pretend that I’m the teacher and
these will be the students and you’ll be a student. Then
we’ll read a book and sing our song together. Maggie
[pointing to a toy bear] will be bad.” “No, I want to be
the teacher,” says Jason. “OK, I’ll read the book first,
and then you’ll be the teacher,” says Marcie.
During this planning period, Marcie and Jason discuss
how to handle the fact that both of them want to be the
teacher. To get children to the point where they can do
this mature planning, teachers have to encourage
children to discuss
• the roles—who they are going to be,
• the theme of the play—what they are going to
play, and
• how the play will unfold—what is going to happen.
Teachers should set aside time to discuss this before
the children enter the center. The children should focus
on what will be played, who will be which person, and
what will happen. At first the teachers will need to do
some prompting, because children are used to discussing what they will play with or which center they will
play in rather than the roles and themes of their play.
Children who are going to the same center should
discuss their plans with each other. We have found that
children begin to use the discussion as a strategy for
play itself. The planning helps children maintain and
extend their roles.
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Do play and foundational skills
need to compete for the teacher’s attention
in an early childhood classroom?
Our research shows that an emphasis on play does
not detract from academic learning but actually enables
children to learn. In classrooms where children spent 50
to 60 minutes of a two-and-a-half hour program in play
supported by teachers’ use of Vygotskian strategies to
enhance play, children scored higher in literacy skills
than in control classrooms (Bodrova & Leong 2001).
Because children could play intensely during their
center time, teachers had more time for meaningful oneon-one interactions with children. Group times were
short and sweet because all of the children were able to
participate and pay attention. There was more productive time to learn, more time to be creative, and more
time to have fun! Teachers commented that there was
little fighting, a lot of discussion, and more friendships
as children had many more positive interactions with
each other than in previous years.

Mr. Drews decided to promote mature play in his
classroom by following up on the Chinese New Year. He
found a book on Chinese restaurants, and he planned a
field trip to a local Chinese restaurant. He asked May’s
parents to come to school to share the food that the
family cooks and eats at home. He helped the children
brainstorm the different restaurant roles—the cook, the
person who seats you, the bus boy, the customers.
Children made their own food out of paper. They
brainstormed the props that worked best. Children’s play
really began to improve. The restaurant play spread from
housekeeping to other play centers as children called in
their orders to the restaurant by phone.
Play does not compete with foundational skills:
Through mature play, children learn the very foundational skills that will prepare them for the academic
challenges that lie ahead.
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Where Did Your Idea
Come From?
Cleta Booth
Three boys, ages four and five, were making
constructions with cardboard boxes and the tubes
from toilet paper and paper towel rolls during free
choice time. Suddenly the boys began running
through the classroom with their constructions,
making “ssshhhhh” noises and announcing that
they were “spraying people with smelly stuff—if you
breather it, you die.” One child who was “sprayed”
started to cry.
When I asked the boys about their play, they
repeated exactly what they had been saying. I
asked them how they got the idea for a machine
that would spray smelly stuff. One of the boys said,
“We just thought it up.” I asked if they had seen or
heard about machines like that, but they said no.
Our classroom rule is that the children can build
whatever they want for the purpose of taking it
home, but they can’t play guns at school. I explained to the children that this rule applied to their
machines because the machines kill people and
because other children don’t like being shot or
sprayed.
The boys’ play took place two days after I’d held
a meeting with families to discuss how we might
handle children’s fears and responses to impending war, so I put a brief description of the play in
the weekly family newsletter. I wonder whether the
boys were acting out ideas about biochemical
warfare, or if I’m reading too much into this.
Cleta Booth is the prekindergarten teacher at the University of Wyoming Lab School. She has participated in
international delegations on early childhood special
education and on play in education. Cleta has published
articles in Young Children on play and project work.
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