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Abstract

Marston, K. How might stakeholder support be garnered for the implementation of play-based,
explorative, child-initiated learning activities in kindergarten? (2021)

Kindergarten has become a grade level that includes intensive academic demands. The literature
reviewed in this capstone states that pushing academic skills upon early learners when they are
not developmentally ready can be detrimental to their success. The research shows that play has
vast benefits for early learners and should be considered an essential classroom activity. While
this is the case, the time allotted for play during the kindergarten school day is steadily
decreasing. This capstone uses literature along with the creation of a professional development
workshop and stakeholder presentations to answer the question: How might stakeholder support
be garnered for the implementation of play-based, explorative, child-initiated learning activities
in kindergarten? This project provides a research-driven professional development workshop
and stakeholder presentations that advocate for the implementation of play-based learning in
kindergarten classrooms.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Chapter Overview

Children have incredible potential: potential to learn, potential to grow, and potential to

impact others. I believe that current education practices are not meeting the needs of students

and, in many cases, are not helping students reach their full potential. In an era of technology,

standards, curriculum, and expedited learning, students are lacking the time or resources to

organically and deeply learn. Something has been missing. I believe that when early learners are

given choice in developmentally appropriate, play-based activities, meaningful learning can

happen. In order to investigate and promote the important partnership between play and learning,

I am asking: How might stakeholder support be garnered for the implementation of play-based,

explorative, child-initiated learning activities in kindergarten?

Background

My mother was an educator and instilled in me a deep love for learning. She was

passionate about developmentally appropriate practices for children. She created learning

opportunities for me and my sister which allowed us to gain information about the world through

exploration and inquiry. As a preschool educator, she offered these same rich learning

experiences for her students. When it came time to decide what path I would take in my career

journey, I chose to follow in my mother’s footsteps. I became a kindergarten educator and carried

my mother’s passion for play-based learning into my own classroom. In my eight years of

teaching kindergarten, I have noticed some concerning trends. One centers around screen time

usage and the impact upon children’s ability to focus. Another trend centers around the fact that
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students in kindergarten are expected to be reading, writing, and completing other academic tasks

that are not always developmentally appropriate for them. Expectations such as these are set by

the state and district. These trends differ from my own experiences in school. I have always had a

positive relationship with school. From the very beginning, learning was fun for me. The

activities I participated in during kindergarten were mainly theme-based and child-driven. In

today’s educational world, I believe that the social and academic needs of students in

kindergarten are not being met with the current practices that are in place and with current state

and district curriculum requirements.

Defining Terms

For the purposes of this project, the following terms will be defined as follows:

● Play-based learning - According to Danniels and Pyle (2018), “Play-based learning is,

essentially, to learn while at play” (p.1).

● Explorative learning - to learn through exploration and inquiry.

● Child-initiated learning - learning activities chosen and initiated by the student.

Relevance

This topic has great significance for me and for my colleagues at the elementary school

where I teach. Last year, my grade level team and I focused on play-based learning for a

Professional Learning Community (PLC) goal. I also participated in a book study with my team.

The goal through this work was to re-create aspects of the curriculum to better fit the

developmental needs of students. The Importance of Being Little by Erika Christakis speaks to

the need for the kind of work I am trying to do with my students. According to Christakis,

teachers and parents adultify children, asking too much of them and wanting them to conform to
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adult timelines and expectations (Christakis, 2016). I have seen the impacts of this adultification

in my own kindergarten classroom. I believe it is imperative that educators make a shift in

teaching for the sake of students. Educational stakeholders advocating for child-initiated,

play-based learning in kindergarten argue that many kindergarten teachers understand what is

developmentally appropriate for their students but, with intense pressure to push students to meet

academic standards, they are not able to teach in the way they know is right (Little & Vogel,

2016, p. 18).

Rationale

I have chosen to focus on early learning and the importance of play-based, explorative

learning for children in kindergarten classes. Examples of this type of learning include exploring

with various materials, creating games, driving learning through student-selected activities,

role-playing with peers, and fostering questioning and the passion to dig deeper into topics. The

activities can be implemented through free play or through scaffolded instruction and can allow

students to meet academic standards in a way that is developmentally appropriate for them.

Through my project, I will present information about play-based learning to different

stakeholders in early education. These stakeholders include educators, school administrators,

school board members, and parents/guardians. I will be presenting them with this information in

order to emphasize the importance of play-based learning for young children.

This project has the potential to inform change in how young learners are taught.

Students are being pushed to learn academic skills earlier and earlier. As a kindergarten teacher, I

have seen the impact of this push for early learning first hand. The literature gathered in Chapter

Two suggests that play-based learning has the potential to benefit academic and social
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development of young learners. Through this project, I hope to emphasize the benefits of

play-based learning in order to influence how future children explore, create, and to help them

develop as human beings.

Throughout my coursework at Hamline, the importance of student choice and meaningful

student experiences has been a common theme. My project will emphasize the importance of

student choice and play-based, exploratory learning through presentations and a professional

development session for educators and other stakeholders in early learning. A play-based

learning environment is one made rich with materials that offer students multiple opportunities

for indoor and outdoor explorative play each day. During free play, students are given various

materials to engage with such as books, fabric, poles, PVC piping, tires, tape, boxes, sticks,

manipulatives, writing materials, art/craft materials, pots, pans, plants, soil, cups, utensils, etc.

The teacher is present during this time to supervise play and support learning. A key aspect of

this type of learning is the involvement of the teacher. The teacher must be connecting with

students during play, observing choices and making decisions about how to help students go

deeper with learning. The teacher must be on the floor with students, asking questions,

encouraging student-to-student interaction, and offering scaffolded support for reading and

writing. It is important to acknowledge that these play-based learning opportunities can be

implemented in addition to standards-based instruction in reading, writing, etc. This play can

take place during any part of a school day.

This past year, my team began offering students opportunities for open-ended play during

recess and choice centers. Families and community members were contacted and asked to donate

materials with which students could play. Donated materials included large wooden spools,
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flexible piping, wooden discs, and small manipulatives. The kindergarten classes were gathered

and the students participated in a discussion about the materials. First, students discussed what

the materials were made out of and teachers modeled how to use materials safely. Students were

then asked about the possible uses for these objects and materials. Children chimed in with ideas

from race cars to serving platters and from lemonade stands to elephant trunks. When the classes

were told that these materials would be available to use during recess and choice time, cheers

erupted. Unfortunately, time in school was cut short due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and

students only got to use the materials for a few days. What I do know is that for those few days,

students played safely and responsibly with the materials, they collaborated and shared with one

another, they had fun, and they were learning.

Conclusion

The question I have chosen to focus on has the potential to inform future action in my

classroom and in other kindergarten classrooms. When educators step back and look at all that is

expected of 5-year olds in school, it is clear that something needs to change. According to Gray

(2009), children gain knowledge through exploring what makes them curious. Students gain

skills through playful practice. Young learners can teach themselves when given opportunities to

explore, socialize, and play. (Gray, 2009, p. 476).

This capstone question has the potential to impact the engagement and learning of

students at my own school and at other schools in my district. In the past, the kindergarten and

early childhood educators in my district have had the opportunity to meet throughout the year

and to share important information with one another about student learning and school

environments. My hope is that I can lead a professional development workshop with this group
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of educators in order to present them with what I gathered from my research and encourage them

to implement more play-based learning opportunities in their own settings. The potential for this

work is vast - if teachers can impact change for early learners, they may help them academically

and socially as they grow into adulthood.

In Chapter Two, the literature on play-based, child-driven learning is reviewed. In

Chapter Three, details of the project are examined. In Chapter Four, the project is reflected upon

and summarized.
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CHAPTER TWO

Literature Review

We’re told that kindergarten is the new second grade and that pre-schoolers are learning

more preacademic skills at earlier ages than ever before, but talk to their teachers and

they say that children seem somehow… is it possible? … less inquisitive, less engaged,

or, at the least, a little less like the kids we used to know. (Christakis, 2016, p. 29)

Introduction

It seems as though kindergarten students are being asked to do more and more each year.

A study by Brown et al. (2020) found that teachers believe kindergarten has changed to become a

year focused on preparation for the academics and testing that will take place in upper grades.

When expectations such as these are placed upon kindergarten students and educators, school

becomes a process of teaching for the test (p. 12). Instead of decreasing the time students spend

playing in exchange for explicit instruction, change can be made in terms of opportunities for

students’ social-emotional and academic progress through play-based learning (Pyle & Danniels,

2017, p. 285). The question that will be explored in this chapter is: How might stakeholder

support be garnered for the implementation of play-based, explorative, child-initiated learning

activities in kindergarten?

This chapter discusses research surrounding the area of play-based learning. The first

area addressed discusses research completed by Angela Pyle and Erica Danniels (2017)

surrounding the definition and perspectives of play. Pyle and Danniels (2017) presented a

continuum of play-based learning (see figure 1) which provides a clearer definition of play and

play-based practices in the classroom (p. 282). Research surrounding free play, inquiry play,
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collaboratively designed play, playful learning, and learning through games is examined in terms

of how each area relates to the continuum of child-directedness, collaboration, and

teacher-directedness in learning experiences.

The second section discusses the importance of play-based learning activities. One key

area centers around a student’s ability to initiate learning of their choosing that revolves around a

concept or topic of interest. Another important component of play-based learning is the

social-emotional learning that takes place through play and relational interaction. Additionally, a

student’s ability to engage in organic experiences with text and mathematical principles is

explored.

The third section details research surrounding the impact the physical environment has on

play-based learning activities. The first discussion centers around the environment as the child’s

third teacher. The second area focuses on the importance of incorporating open-ended materials

into learning spaces. The next area details the impact of outdoor learning spaces for the

implementation of a play-based learning curriculum.

The next section focuses on the dynamics of teacher engagement in play-based

classrooms. First, the importance of guiding student choice based on student interest is discussed.

The second section details research about the important role educators play in encouraging deep

learning for young students. The next section focuses on the importance of asking open-ended

questions to promote deeper learning. The last section contains a note about class size when

implementing a play-based curriculum.

The final body of research centers around the role of assessment upon play-based

learning. In this section, research surrounding the challenges of assessing students as part of a
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play-based curriculum is examined. The potential for the use of technology-based assessments is

touched on as well.

Defining Play

As referenced in the opening quote by Christakis (2016), children are learning

pre-academic skills earlier than in previous years. In addition to this, the content students are

learning, overall, seems to be accelerated (p. 29). Current education standards have become

designed to teach young learners academic skills as early as possible and this has shifted

classroom learning to a model focused more on teacher-directed instruction where students

simply receive knowledge. Due to this, the amount of time kindergarten students spend playing

during a school day has decreased (Pyle & Danniels, 2017, p. 274). In addition to this, it is

argued that the increased time spent on teacher-directed instruction is not developmentally

appropriate for young learners (Pyle & Danniels, 2017, p. 275). Sahlberg and Doyle (2019)

stated the following:

To the untrained adult eye, it can look like a child who is playing is being frivolous or

wasting time. But to a child, play can seem like the best thing in life, and the very reason

for being. It is, therefore, a natural and highly efficient learning language for children, if

it is properly understood and harnessed. (p. 72)

This section details research about different types of play and their role in the classroom. The

first section discusses child-directed play.

Child-Directed Play

According to Pyle and Danniels (2017), child-directed play is also known as free play.

This type of play is child-led, open, variable, and often involves pretending. (p. 275). Free play is
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often described as enjoyable and engaging. In order for an activity to be considered play, targeted

learning does not necessarily have to take place. Because of this, play and play-based learning

are separate principles (Pyle & Danniels, 2017, p. 286). Sahlberg and Doyle stated that children

need ample opportunities for free play, choice, and projects that allow for self-directed learning,

intrinsic motivation, imaginative experiences, and positive emotions (Sahlberg & Doyle, 2019, p.

114-115).

Adult-Guided Play

Pyle and Danniels (2017) explained that, during adult-guided play, activities can be

initiated by either the child or the adult. However, the child mainly has control over the activities.

During this type of play, children initiate their own activities while adults enhance learning

through playing along, questioning, and demonstrating different ways to interact with materials

(Pyle & Danniels, 2017, p. 275).

The Continuum of Play-Based Learning

It is clear that research needs to be expanded when it comes to the concept of

child-directed play. Researchers and educators need to study the ways in which adults can lead,

collaborate with and expand upon children’s ideas during play in order to facilitate learning (Pyle

& Danniels, 2017, p. 286). In their study of 15 public kindergarten classrooms in three separate

school districts in Ontario, Canada, Pyle and Danniels (2017) found that the degree of teacher

involvement in play represented a continuum. Teachers took on varying roles in play and there

were variations in the kinds of play in which students participated (Pyle & Danniels, 2017, p.

282) (see Figure 1).

Figure 1
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Continuum of Play-Based Learning

Figure 1. Continuum of play-based learning. Adapted [reprinted] from “A continuum of play-based learning: The

role of the teacher in play-based pedagogy and the fear of hijacking play,” by A. Pyle and E. Danniels, 2017, Early

Education and Development, 28, 282. 2017 by “Routledge”.

The following sections detail research about different types of play and their role in the

classroom.

Free Play

In the study done by Pyle and Danniels (2017), free play was the main type of play

observed. In this play, there is little to no teacher involvement as part of the structure of the play

itself. Examples of free play included building, playing with toys such as dinosaurs and cars, and

using sensory materials like sand, water and Play-Doh (p. 282).

Inquiry Play

During inquiry play, children initiate play and teachers respond to student interest

through the extension of said play activities. It is through these play activities that teachers
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integrate related academic learning (Pyle & Danniels, 2017, p. 282). An example of inquiry play

took place in Pyle and Danniels’ (2017) study when a teacher embraced an opportunity, fueled

by student interest, for deeper learning about paper airplanes. The teacher was able to integrate

learning about standard and non-standard measurement so the students could figure out how far

their airplanes traveled. The teacher also integrated learning about the scientific method when

students began to have an issue with the construction of their paper airplanes. The teacher

suggested that students test out different construction methods to determine which would result

in the farthest flight distance (Pyle & Danniels, 2017, p. 282). Inquiry play focuses on extending

student interests and providing opportunities to integrate further learning.

Collaboratively Designed Play

Through collaborative play, teachers determine the academic skills that students will

gain. Teachers and students then work collaboratively to create the structure of the play. This

includes the theme and the resources that are necessary for learning (Pyle & Danniels, 2017), p.

283). In the classrooms studied by Pyle and Danniels (2017), an example of collaboratively

designed play was found in the creation of a veterinary clinic. The students established interest in

animals and inspired the idea for the play in the first place. The play began as a pet shop and

changed into a veterinary clinic. This clinic was a popular choice for students during playtime.

Academic skills were easily integrated through the reading of books to determine treatment of

animals, writing notes for pet parents, and recording future appointments. The teacher’s role

during this play was to provide guidance concerning these academic skills. When students were

wondering if an animal had broken its leg, the teacher suggested the use of an x-ray machine.

She helped students to research x-ray machines using technology and then gave students
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materials to build their own to add to the veterinary clinic. While it seemed the veterinary clinic

initially supported academic growth in areas of literacy, other academic development was

observed through the exploration of x-ray machines, bones, and basic anatomy (Pyle & Danniels,

2017, p. 283).

Playful Learning

According to Pyle and Danniels (2017), during their study, playful learning was required

for certain skills that students were expected to learn but did not appear naturally during play. In

order to teach these skills in a play-based classroom, teachers had to turn to a more structured

approach that supported the learning of targeted skills in a manner that was still playful and

engaging for young learners (p. 284). An example of this type of playful learning happened in

the creation of a flower shop. A teacher in Pyle and Danniels’ (2017) study created order forms

for students to fill out and give to the shopkeeper. Through this activity, the teacher provided

practice with math and literacy skills while still giving students some control over aspects of the

play (p. 284).

Learning Through Games

The most prescriptive and dictated form of play-based learning includes learning through

playing games (Pyle & Danniels, 2017, p. 284). In the Everyday Mathematics curriculum, games

are a central piece to the learning of kindergarten math concepts. Kindergarten students play

games to supplement and practice specific math skills (“The University of Chicago, School

Mathematics Project,” n.d.). Through this type of learning, students are indeed playing, however,

all choice in activity is left to the teacher. According to Pyle and Danniels (2017), the teachers
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they studied used games to try and make the learning of required academic skills more engaging

for their learners (p. 284).

The research surrounding different types of play helps to define play as part of the

capstone question: How might stakeholder support be garnered for the implementation of

play-based, explorative, child-initiated learning activities in kindergarten? While the previous

section detailed the different types of play present in a play-based classroom, in relation to

teacher- and student-directedness, the next section discusses research surrounding specific

play-based learning activities and the significant role of each for young learners.

The Importance of Play-Based Learning Activities

According to Lynch (2015), research has shown that play is beneficial for children’s

development in areas of math, reading, speech, and social skills. It is also known that play helps

students understand how to interact with others. The benefits of play are vast and should be

viewed as an essential classroom activity. Unfortunately, while the benefits of play are widely

known, the amount of time spent playing in kindergarten classrooms is steadily decreasing

(Lynch, 2015, p. 348). As cited in Sahlberg and Doyle (2019), Whitebread (2013) stated that

neurological studies have shown that play creates synaptic growth in the frontal cortex. High

levels of learning and motivation occur in play. When children participate in pretend play, they

are learning literacy skills more effectively than through direct instruction, while children

participating in social play develop social emotional skills that are vital during early learning

(Whitebread, 2013, as cited in Sahlberg and Doyle, 2019, p. 75-76). This section details the type

of learning activities that are part of a play-based curriculum and why each is important for early

learners. The first section focuses on the importance of letting student interest drive learning.
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Student Interest and Choice

According to Weisberg et al. (2013), play should be led by students and children’s

interests will determine how activities and interactions progress (p. 42). Student choice is not

only important for play, it is also imperative to guide discussions and for collaborative learning.

In Christakis’ (2016) text, she references a classroom example of a teacher who used student

ideas to guide a discussion about bones. Her goal was not to teach her students a lesson about

anatomy, but to give them an opportunity to practice critical thinking skills. Just as researchers

collaborate, young learners do as well while elevating discussion to new levels through speaking

with one another. Effective educators keep this conversation flowing because they know that

“each child’s perspective waters the ground of another’s mind” (Christakis, 2016, p. 44). The

most effective way to implement play-based learning centers around collaborative play. Through

this type of play, students make their own choices and the teacher plays along while facilitating

conversation, offering extensions, and varying perspectives (Taylor & Boyer, 2020, p. 129).

When students speak with one another, important social skills are being practiced. The research

surrounding the importance of implementing social-emotional learning in a play-based

curriculum is detailed in the next section.

Social Emotional Learning

There exists a correlation between social-emotional learning and play. During play with

peers, children are able to practice communicating with one another, as well as regulating their

behavior and emotions. Children are able to learn social norms and expectations of play such as

taking turns, sharing, and showing responsibility. Collaboration allows students opportunities to

practice problem-solving and resolving conflict similarly to how this will be done in real-life
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situations (Taylor & Boyer, 2019, p. 129). According to Christakis (2016), Finland upholds three

educational guidelines that are straightforward and fundamental:

● Promotion of personal well-being

● Reinforcement of considerate behavior and action toward others, and

● Gradual buildup of autonomy. (p. 103)

These educational goals indicate that Finnish educators value the development of a child as a

human being. Children in Finland learn through play, movement, and art. These learning

experiences are aimed at enhancing children’s perceptions of themselves (Christakis, 2016, p.

105). According to Christakis (2016), in Finnish classrooms, there is no specific content that

children are required to study. Areas that students study encourage them to think creatively,

critically, imaginatively, and to learn about their emotions. The teacher’s role is to create the

environment required for learning and to support as needed. Interestingly, evaluations are

focused on teacher performance, not upon the children. It is important to note that while Finland

focuses upon the development of the child as a human being, supporting social-emotional

development and child-directed learning, the country ranks at the top of the international

academic assessments in adolescence (Christakis, 2016, p. 104). According to Sahlberg and

Doyle (2019), “Finland arguably has the highest quality and most effective childhood education

system in the world” (Sahlberg & Doyle, 2019, p. 248). This system is centered around playful

exploration in the classroom with the addition of frequent outdoor play sessions. In Finland,

children learn reading and math skills through play, gross motor activities, music, and drama.  It

is important to note that formal education does not begin until children are in first grade. Prior to

that, children spend their time playing while guided by teachers in order to develop
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independence, responsibility, and social emotional skills. In Finland, teachers believe that

meaningful learning happens when curiosity and engagement are blended through play (Sahlberg

& Doyle, 2019, p. 241-242). The next section discusses the importance of implementing

opportunities for students to experience organic learning with text in a play-based learning

environment.

Organic Experiences with Text

While many kindergarten classrooms in the United States are plastered with posters,

words, labels, and signs, this sort of print-rich environment may not necessarily be beneficial for

early learners. In order for children to acquire the skills that will eventually lead to reading

fluently, they must be immersed in a language-rich learning environment (Christakis, 2016, p.

230). This environment is one in which students have access to a vast number of books

(Christakis, 2016, p. 253). In this setting, students are encouraged to become writers by having

constant, informal, play-based access to writing materials. Children are seen as authors and it is

expected that they will need to access writing materials in order to communicate during play - a

menu for their play restaurant, signs for exhibits at their zoo, etc. (Christakis, 2016, p. 236).

These organic learning experiences can be applied to many different content areas. Another area

rich with opportunity for play-based learning is exploration with numbers, counting, and other

mathematical principles.

Organic Experiences with Mathematical Principles

Children need to be given opportunities to create meaning surrounding numeracy. An

example of this would be moving items of a student’s choice across any amount of space. A child

could practice number ordering, one-to-one correspondence, matching, and classification through
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this play activity. This would allow them to progress in their understanding of numbers. Numbers

are an abstract concept and expecting students to gain number sense just by learning the names

of numbers and counting is not developmentally appropriate (Christakis, 2016, p. 93). The

opportunities for number exploration and for students to create understanding about numbers are

vast. According to a study by Kotsopolous et al. (2015), early learners have an understanding of

the concept of length measurement before coming to kindergarten and play-based settings appear

to help foster childrens’ knowledge about measurement concepts over time (p. 537).

The variety and quality of play-based learning experiences that children engage in are of

utmost importance. The research surrounding different ways students learn through play is

essential in answering the capstone question: How might stakeholder support be garnered for the

implementation of play-based, explorative, child-initiated learning activities in kindergarten?

The next section details the significance of the physical environment in a classroom where

play-based learning is implemented.

The Impact of the Physical Environment Upon Play-Based Learning

The set-up of a play-based learning environment needs to be intentional. Students must

be given the materials needed for exploratory play in a safe space that welcomes movement and

creative thinking. This section focuses on how school environments can be shaped to encourage

play-based, explorative, child-initiated learning.

Environment: The Third Teacher

The physical environment is a main tenet of the Reggio Emilia approach to education. In

fact, within this approach, it is said that there are three educators in the classroom at all times: a

teacher, a student, and the environment (Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007, p. 40). This approach
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encourages teachers to focus on all of the different ways that the environment can invite children

to interact with it (Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007, p. 41). One of the main ways a teacher can

invite children to interact with their environment is through the thoughtful presentation of

open-ended materials. The next section details the importance of open-ended materials for

play-based learning.

Open-Ended Materials

The types of materials that are made available to students have a significant impact on

learning and engagement. Teachers should create environments that utilize open-ended materials

so that students can create meaning through their experiences with the materials in various

combinations (Fredriksen, 2012, p. 349). Waters and Maynard (2010) noted that natural materials

that are unique, can come apart, and are easily manipulated are valuable for use in children’s

learning activities (p. 481). Teachers should add materials to the environment that spark

discussion, excite senses, and create feelings of surprise among students. Teachers should also

incorporate realistic items for students to use during open-ended play. The aim is for these items

to spark curiosity, engage imagination, and have many possibilities for exploration

(Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007, p. 42).  When adults play, they might engage in an activity that has

a concrete end product, such as planting a garden. This is one reason that child play can appear

disconnected to some adults. Child play often has no noticeable focus and no real end product.

The emphasis is on the process, not the product (Murphy, 2016, p. 165). Open-ended materials

encourage quality human-to-human interaction. It is important to stay focused on the quality of

the human interaction that students are engaging in and not on the quality of the materials

themselves (Christakis, 2016, p. 171). Often, excellent open-ended learning materials can be
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found in nature. The next section details the research surrounding the implementation of

play-based learning experiences in outdoor settings.

Taking the Classroom Outdoors

A study by MacDonald and Breunig (2018) found that students who participated in an

outdoor, inquiry-based kindergarten classroom were able to engage with their learning in a more

personally meaningful way. Students were able to build connections among content areas, their

surroundings, their learning, and their peers. When students do this, they are able to relate to the

world around them and begin to take charge of their own learning (p. 148). Waters and Maynard

(2010) presented evidence that supports the need for outdoor learning and play spaces for

children. Their study noted the opportunity offered to teachers when interacting with students

outdoors and engaging with their interests. An ideal outdoor learning space contains materials

such as mud, bugs, uneven ground, and mixed vegetation, while having certain areas made for

learning specific content (p. 481). According to McLennan (2018), children are moved to action

when they are personally touched by real-life problems. This is when the most engaging learning

can take place. When her students looked at a tree in their outdoor learning space with a sense of

wonder, it sparked an inquiry-based project that took them down a path of learning that they

forged themselves (McLennan, 2018, p. 22). Sahlberg and Doyle (2019) explain that time spent

playing outdoors promotes a child’s sense of attentiveness, imagination, ability to manage risk,

and curiosity about new discoveries (Sahlberg & Doyle, 2019, p. 81).

The environment a child spends their time in shapes how they learn. When a student’s

environment and materials encourage play, movement, and creativity, deep learning can take

place. The information reviewed in this section about the creation of play-based learning
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environments helps to answer the capstone question: How might stakeholder support be

garnered for the implementation of play-based, explorative, child-initiated learning activities in

kindergarten? The next section discusses teacher engagement and the important role responsive

adults have in shaping young minds through play-based learning.

Dynamics of Teacher Engagement in Play-Based Classrooms

The teacher plays a vital role in encouraging play-based learning, setting up opportunities

for deep exploration, and scaffolding organic learning in literacy and numeracy. This section

focuses on the role of the teacher in the implementation of a play-based curriculum.

Guiding Student Choice Based on Student Interest

According to Christakis (2016), there exists a false belief that learning comes from

outside of the child and must be given to the child by an adult. What we know to be true is that

each child’s brain holds the basis for learning and wherever that child happens to be in their

learning journey is where the curriculum can be found (Christakis, 2016, p. 26). In order for

learning to take place, children must take part in activities that are meaningful and that pique

their interest. In order to find out what is meaningful to a young child, a teacher must take on the

role of an observer (Christakis, 2016, p. 55). Murphy (2016) stated that observing a student’s

interests, choices, frustrations, and passions will provide a teacher with all the curriculum they

could ever need (Murphy, 2016, p. 27). A study by Weisberg et al. (2013) showed that students

who participated in play with responsive teachers improved language skills. Weisberg et al.

(2013) suggested that, because of this, curriculum should be written to support play in a way that

encourages students to learn based on their own interests (Weisberg et al., 2013, p. 49-50). When

students initiate their own learning and choose what they are interested in, deeper learning can
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take place. The next section discusses the importance of creating opportunities for students that

encourage deeper learning.

Encouraging Deeper Learning

In order to help children think more deeply about content and experiences, teachers must

use what is observed about an activity to build upon it and deepen learning for the next

exploration. For example, when teachers look past glue as an art tool simply for pasting paper

together, they can create opportunities for students to explore the properties of glue and other

substances like it. Does it feel different when it is wet and dry? Can it be squeezed in certain

ways to make different shapes? What happens when you use a different tool to manipulate the

glue? (Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007, p. 42). These questions are essential when encouraging

students to think deeper. The next section discusses the importance of teacher observation and

questioning in a play-based learning curriculum.

The Importance of Questioning

Teachers must ask open-ended questions in order to encourage deep learning and

reflection. Offering statements that have no distinct answer can help children become reflective.

This allows the teacher to determine where a child is developmentally and helps to determine

what steps are needed for further learning (Christakis, 2016, p. 57). According to Christakis

(2016), the best way to do this is to get on the child’s level and simply observe. When a teacher

asks a truly open-ended question, it encourages the student to build upon an idea from their own

background knowledge and experiences. When teachers do this, they can lead students to the

zone where optimal learning takes place (Christakis, 2016, p. 56-57).

A Note About Class Size
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It is important to note that this type of organic, scaffolded learning requires teacher

expertise, preparedness, and open periods of time for students to work through activities that

integrate different learning areas (Christakis, 2016, p. 96). For this reason, implementing this

type of learning can be challenging in settings with large class sizes. A study done by Youmans

et al. (2018) found that a play-based learning program could be effectively implemented when

the class size was 20 students or fewer (p.11).

Responsive adults shape learning for children in vital ways through the set-up of the

physical environment, questioning to promote deeper learning, scaffolding instructional support,

and more. Literature about teacher engagement during play-based learning is essential in

answering the capstone question: How might stakeholder support be garnered for the

implementation of play-based, explorative, child-initiated learning activities in kindergarten?

The next section discusses assessment as part of the play-based curriculum and the challenges

that go along with it.

Assessment in Play-Based Learning

In order to gauge students' growth, meaningful and relevant assessments must be

administered during and after learning. This section discusses an assessment strategy used in

play-based classrooms as well as the challenges that accompany assessment practices in the

play-based classroom and the need for further research on this topic.

Pedagogical Documentation

According to DeLuca et al. (2020), pedagogical documentation is an assessment strategy

that is pulled from the Reggio Emilia philosophy. In this approach, educators display

photographs and example quotations that document interests and learning experiences of the
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children in a classroom setting. The teacher then documents their own perceptions based upon

the individual student’s learning (p. 5). In a recent study by DeLuca et al. (2020), parents

interviewed indicated that the documentation was beneficial for their understanding of what their

child was learning. Kindergarten teachers also indicated that the use of this type of

documentation was beneficial in informing future teaching for individual students (p. 5). While

documenting with photographs and quotations can be helpful when assessing student progress in

a play-based learning setting, assessing student learning through play can present challenges.

These challenges are examined in the next section.

Challenges

According to DeLuca et al. (2020), if a teacher does not have specific assessment tools in

place during play-based learning, they risk gathering only a small sample of data or putting too

much emphasis on select areas rather than closely observing the student as a whole learner

(DeLuca et al., 2020, p. 474). Assessment is not an afterthought, but should be deeply connected

and woven throughout curriculum in order to determine learning goals. When assessment is

shaped in this way, collecting and analyzing data can become more challenging than with

traditional assessment models (DeLuca et al., 2020, p. 473). When assessing students in a

play-based learning environment, DeLuca et al. (2020) identified several other challenges. One

challenge was the large amount of time that it takes for a teacher to assess all children in

play-based learning experiences. Another challenge was the difficult task of personalizing

assessments to meet each student’s individual needs. A final challenge noted was the logistics of

collecting and organizing information about student progress during play-based learning (p. 473).

According to Pyle and DeLuca (2017), supporting kindergarten educators as they learn to assess
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play-based learning is critical. If a play-based learning framework is to be implemented in public

education, teachers need training on how to create, analyze, and apply assessment information in

their classrooms (p. 465). DeLuca et al. (2020) stated that as kindergarten education continues to

be explored, educators need to look at how other teachers balance the assessment of student

learning with the importance of playing and interacting with students during learning. In order to

gain insight into the future of assessment in play-based classroom environments, further research

must be done (p. 19).

Technology as an Assessment Tool

A study by Danniels et al. (2020) found that technology-based assessment tools can be

used effectively in play-based kindergarten classrooms. These assessment methods can still be

researched and improved upon in order to promote academic and developmental growth for

children (p. 11).

There are several challenges that teachers face when assessing student learning as part of

a play-based curriculum. If this type of learning is to be implemented in kindergarten classrooms,

more research needs to be done about the best way to assess student progress during and after

learning.

Summary

The research presented in this chapter provided information about play and the dynamics

of play-based learning as it relates to teacher involvement in the classroom. The continuum of

play-based learning (Pyle & Danniels, 2017, p. 282) discussed different types of play including

free play, inquiry play, collaboratively designed play, playful learning, and learning through

games. Each of these types of play was defined and examined in terms of child-directedness vs.
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teacher-directedness. This chapter also examined four different areas surrounding play-based

learning. The first was the importance of play-based learning activities, specifically

child-initiated activities that students are interested in, activities that encourage social-emotional

learning, and activities that offer organic learning experiences with letters and numbers. The

second area was the impact of the physical environment upon play-based learning activities. This

area provided information about the environment as the third teacher, utilization of open-ended

materials, and play-based learning in an outdoor space. The third area was the dynamics of

teacher engagement in play-based classrooms. This section presented information about guiding

student learning based on interest, encouraging deeper thinking, and questioning. The fourth area

focused on the role of assessment upon play-based learning. The research found on assessment in

play-based settings was minimal. While pedagogical documentation proves to be a beneficial

form of assessment for play-based learning environments, many challenges were brought up in

the literature read and the need for further research in the area of play-based learning assessment

is apparent.

The literature in this review helps to provide context for the research question: How

might stakeholder support be garnered for the implementation of play-based, explorative,

child-initiated learning activities in kindergarten?

Conclusion

Chapter Three addresses how ideas from The Importance of Being Little (2016) will be

utilized along with information gathered from the literature review to create presentations and

professional development opportunities that emphasize the need for play-based learning

environments for kindergarten students. The next chapter describes the components of the
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presentations and professional development workshop, the setting and participants of the project,

and a timeline for the project’s completion.
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CHAPTER THREE

Project Description

Introduction

The research discussed in Chapter Two supported the way kindergarteners are fraught

with academic demands. These demands cramp the essentials of play. This research compelled

me to explore the question: How might stakeholder support be garnered for the implementation

of play-based, explorative, child-initiated learning activities in kindergarten?

In this chapter, I describe my project and the different educational frameworks that, along

with my own experiences as a kindergarten educator, have helped to shape it. I describe the

components of a professional development workshop focused on helping teachers learn to

implement play-based learning opportunities in their classrooms. I also describe informational

presentations that emphasize the need for play-based learning for children in elementary school.

The setting and intended audience for my project is discussed as well as a timeline for the

completion of my project.

Project Overview

Throughout my coursework at Hamline, the importance of student choice and meaningful

student experiences was a common theme. My capstone project presented research that

supported the need for play-based learning for young students. This information was presented as

professional development for kindergarten teachers. It was also presented as informational

presentations for school administrators, school board members, and parents/guardians in order to

emphasize the importance of play-based learning, with the ultimate goal of allowing kindergarten

students extended time to explore in a play-based learning setting during their time at school.
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This type of play-based learning environment was modeled using many of Erika Christakis’

ideas from her book, The Importance of Being Little (2016).

The next section discusses the theories and learning frameworks upon which this project

was based. These include aspects of the Reggio Emilia philosophy, the Social Development

Theory, and the Froebelian approach to education.

Research Paradigm and Framework

The topic of play-based learning in kindergarten was on my mind for several years. In

2019, my kindergarten team chose to focus on implementing child-initiated learning activities in

the classroom as part of a professional goal for the year. My team visited a Reggio

Emilia-inspired kindergarten classroom and took away ideas for implementation. The Reggio

Emilia approach includes the design of a learning environment that is filled with rich materials

for open-ended exploration and learning. It also includes the observation and documentation of

learning experiences to influence future learning opportunities (Hong, Shaffer, & Han, 2016, p.

629). The ideas presented by Christakis (2016) in her book, The Importance of Being Little along

with the research detailed in Chapter Two supported the need for this type of learning for young

students. According to Christakis (2016), the key to play-based learning is free choice, intrinsic

motivation, emotional connection, and imagination (Christakis, 2016, p. 146). The goal of my

project was to emphasize the importance of play-based learning to other kindergarten educators,

administrators, school board members, and families. Christakis’ key principles helped to shape

the construct of the play-based learning environment that was being presented to these

stakeholders.

Christakis’ (2016) principles were also grounded in the Social Development Theory and
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education theorist Lev Vygotsky’s belief that play is not just an activity, but a means of

development (p. 79).

Another approach that influenced my capstone project is that of educationalist Friedrich

Froebel. According to Hoskins and Smedley (2019), a Froebelian approach to education is not

prescribed. Instead, Froebel sought to respect children’s ideas and do away with rote learning.

Learning was to be accessed through experiences and play. A Froebelian belief centers around

children’s ability to self-direct play in order to express imagination, creativity, and to understand

the world in which they live (Hoskins & Smedley, 2019, p. 76).

The next section outlines the setting in which this project will be presented as well as the

different groups that make up the intended audience for this project. It is important to note that at

the time of this writing, the project had not yet been presented to various stakeholder groups and

the planned professional development session had not yet taken place.

Setting and Intended Audience

This project will take place across a large, suburban school district in the upper Midwest.

Due to health and safety restrictions present during the COVID-19 pandemic, the professional

development for educators and the presentations for administrators, school board members and

parents/guardians may have to take place in a virtual setting.

The intended audience for this project is large. While the main audience is fellow

kindergarten educators, elementary school administrators, district leaders, and education policy

decision-makers, I also plan to include parents/guardians when sharing research surrounding the

need for play-based learning for young students. Through this project, I hope to convey the

importance of play and explorative learning. I believe that parents and guardians are a child’s
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first and most important teachers. I hope to not only influence change in kindergarten classrooms

across the country, but also to equip parents/guardians with the knowledge that play is vital for

child development and learning.

This project will first be presented to members of one school district community, but it

has the potential to impact stakeholders in other school districts as well. The next sections

describe details about the project and how it will be implemented.

Project Description

The implementation of this project fell into two categories. The first was a professional

development opportunity for kindergarten educators. The second category included presentations

for administrators, school board members, and parents/guardians that aimed to lobby for the need

for play-based learning in kindergarten.

Professional Development

This section details components of the professional development opportunity for

kindergarten educators (see Appendix A). The following ideas will be presented during a

90-minute workshop: the research behind play-based learning, the benefits of play-based

learning, a suggested framework for implementing play-based learning in one’s own classroom,

and video examples of students engaging in play-based learning. This workshop also allows

educators the opportunity to collaborate with other participants and share ideas about how to

move forward with the implementation of play-based learning in their own settings. The

professional development session ends with a question and answer session.

Stakeholder Presentations

In this section, the presentations for school administrators (see Appendix B), school



36

board members (see Appendix C), and parents/guardians (see Appendix D) are described. There

were three different presentations created for these separate stakeholders. All of the presentations

focused on the research behind play-based learning, the benefits of play-based learning, personal

connection and experience from a kindergarten educator’s point of view, details about how these

types of learning environments can be implemented, as well as video examples of students

engaging in play-based learning. These sessions ended with an opportunity for questions and

answers. The next section describes how this project answers my capstone question: How might

stakeholder support be garnered for the implementation of play-based, explorative,

child-initiated learning activities in kindergarten?

Assessment

The assessment of this project is demonstrated in the creation of the professional

development workshop and the stakeholder presentations. The workshop and presentations

answer my capstone question: How might stakeholder support be garnered for the

implementation of play-based, explorative, child-initiated learning activities in kindergarten?

Within each of the components of my project, research was presented in order to advocate for

play-based learning for kindergarten students. Research and ideas were presented to teachers in

order to help them learn about the benefits of play-based learning while also helping them to feel

more confident when implementing play-based learning in their own classrooms. Research

specific to administrators was presented in order to emphasize the impact of play upon a child’s

academic and social growth in school. This information was also presented to school board

members, while emphasizing the costs and benefits associated with embedding play-based

learning opportunities in a child’s school day. Families were presented with information about
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how play impacts a child’s brain development and about the long-term benefits of play upon a

child, both academically and socially. Families were also presented with information about how

to implement play-based learning at home. Each of these presentations focused on creating

advocacy and support for play-based learning in kindergarten classrooms.

In the next section, a projected timeline for the implementation of this project is

presented.

Project Timeline

When I first began teaching kindergarten, I became interested in play-based learning.

This interest became a passion. In the fall of 2019, I read Christakis’ book, The Importance of

Being Little. This book fueled my passion for play-based learning and reinforced the importance

behind it. While I was reading this book, it came time to decide on my capstone topic during my

Action Research course as part of Hamline’s Masters of Education program. I knew I wanted to

focus on play-based learning. In January of 2020, I visited a Reggio Emilia-inspired kindergarten

classroom with my colleagues. This visit, along with conversations and collaboration among my

teammates, inspired the implementation of more play-based learning opportunities in my

classroom. In the spring of 2020, I began researching play-based learning extensively during my

Research Design course as part of Hamline’s MAED program. I completed the capstone paper

and capstone project in the spring of 2021. The professional development session and

presentations for parents/guardians, administrators, and school board members will be

implemented in the summer of 2021.
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Conclusion

Chapter Three outlined the project, setting, participants, intended audience and projected

timeline for completion. I hope that by culminating my literature review in these presentations

and professional development opportunities, the information will inspire these stakeholders to

consider the positive impact of play-based, child-initiated learning experiences for young

children. This is the answer to my capstone question: How might stakeholder support be

garnered for the implementation of play-based, explorative, child-initiated learning activities in

kindergarten? In my final chapter, I summarize and revisit components of this project while

reflecting on my journey through the capstone process. I reveal limitations, implications and how

this work benefits kindergarten students and educators moving forward.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Conclusion

Introduction

I have spent eight years as a kindergarten educator. It seems as though each year brings

higher expectations for five and six-year-old children. At the beginning of my career, Minnesota

began implementing full-day kindergarten for all students. It seems as though this

implementation brought more demands upon both students and teachers. Naptime was taken

away and more requirements for lengthy literature and math blocks were added. As these

changes have come and I have adapted my instruction to fit all academic areas into the day, I

have not given up my students’ choice time. Allowing my students to have time in their day to

explore, socialize, and interact with their environment and peers in a way that they choose is of

utmost importance to me.

The research discussed in Chapter Two supports this belief. As referenced in the previous

chapter, instead of decreasing the time students spend playing in exchange for explicit

instruction, change can be made in terms of opportunities for students’ social-emotional and

academic progress through play-based learning (Pyle & Danniels, 2017, p. 285). According to

Lynch (2015), research has shown that play is beneficial for children’s development in areas of

math, reading, speech, and social skills. It is also known that play helps students understand how

to interact with others. The benefits of play are vast and play should be viewed as an essential

classroom activity. Unfortunately, while the benefits of play are widely known, the amount of

time spent playing in kindergarten classrooms is steadily decreasing (p. 348). It is for this reason
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that I chose to explore the question: How might stakeholder support be garnered for the

implementation of play-based, explorative, child-initiated learning activities in kindergarten?

Chapter Overview

In this chapter, I reflect on my capstone process and how it has impacted me as a

professional and a scholar. I discuss two major learnings I have taken away from this process and

reflect upon the information I gathered as part of my literature review. I describe implications for

this project and how it informs decision makers in educational policy. I discuss limitations that

came about during the process of completing my capstone, as well as ideas for future research

surrounding play-based learning. The method in which I will communicate the results of my

project is discussed, as well as how this project is a benefit to the educational profession.

Major Learnings

Over the course of my capstone process, I have come away with two major learnings.

The first takeaway is that research has shown that play is vital for children’s development.

According to Pyle and Danniels (2017), many researchers and educators recognize the important

role that play has in child development and learning (p. 275). While this is the case, less and less

time is allowed for play during a kindergarten school day. Children need adults to advocate for

play in schools. The second major takeaway from my capstone process is that effectively

implementing play-based learning is challenging. Murphy (2016) explained that a teacher’s job is

to be a facilitator, observing and providing learners with time and materials necessary for

deepening exploration (Murphy, 2016, p. 30). This takes thoughtful reflection, attentiveness,

flexibility, and time on the part of a teacher.
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Connections to Literature

While the research portion of my capstone project was the most intensive and time

consuming area of work, I found it to also be the most interesting chapter to write. I enjoyed

reading through the vast amount of research that exists about play-based learning. When

gathering the research I would include in my literature review, it was important for me to narrow

my focus on certain aspects of play-based learning. The areas I chose to focus on centered

around the definition of play, the importance of play-based learning activities, the impact of the

physical environment upon play-based learning, dynamics of teacher engagement in play-based

classrooms, and assessment in play-based learning.

Reading Christakis’ (2016) book, The Importance of Being Little, continued to ignite my

spark of passion for play-based learning. Her research and ideas are referenced frequently in my

literature review. According to Christakis (2016),

we’re told that kindergarten is the new second grade and that pre-schoolers are learning

more preacademic skills at earlier ages than ever before, but talk to their teachers and

they say that children seem somehow… is it possible? … less inquisitive, less engaged,

or, at the least, a little less like the kids we used to know. (Christakis, 2016, p. 29)

This idea is something I have seen in my own students. It is an important part of why I chose to

research play-based learning and advocate for the need for play-based learning in kindergarten

classrooms. Pasi Sahlberg and William Doyle’s (2019) book, Let the Children Play: How More

Play Will Save Our Schools and Help Children Thrive, also proved to be influential in my

research about play-based learning. Sahlberg and Doyle’s ideas about play resonated deeply with

me. According to Sahlberg and Doyle (2019),
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