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ABSTRACT

This study was conducted to reveal the thoughts of 2nd-year
students studying in preschool teaching and child development
undergraduate programs about plays. A case study, one of the
qualitative research designs, was used in the study. 72 students,
41 from preschool teaching and 31 from child development
undergraduate programs, participated in the study. The thoughts
of undergraduate students about plays were collected with the
help of a semi-structured interview form prepared by the
researcher. Students were asked questions about what plays are,
why children play, what they provide to children, the role of plays
in education, factors affecting plays and negative aspects of plays.
The study was designed as a qualitative case study. Data were
collected through a semi-structured interview form with open-
ended questions and analyzed using content analysis. According to
the results of the study, undergraduate students defined plays as
fun and a teaching tool. In addition, they emphasized that children
play to express themselves. They stated that plays support
children's developmental areas. They stated that permanent
learning can be achieved by using plays in education, but
educators should make appropriate preparations in planning and
implementation. They emphasized that the main affecting factors
plays are the environment and the content and type of plays.
Undergraduate students stated that children playing digital games
too much can cause addiction and that this situation can be a
negative aspect of plays. The results were discussed within the
framework of the literature and suggestions were made.
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INTRODUCTION

Play is a universal language. However, there are different views, theories, and research on the
definition of play (Brooker, 2010; Gaskins et al. 2007). It is said that play arises spontaneously,
changes, matures, and deepens with age, and is also influenced by experience. In the literature
on early childhood, play is defined as a child-centered activity, free from external rules, generally
initiated and directed by the child, and including elements of imitation and imagination (Fleer,
2011; Rubin et al. 1983; Sutton-Smith, 2001).

Play plays a significant role in the acquisition of various skills by supporting many areas
of children's development, including cognitive, social, emotional, physical, sexual, and language
development (Ginsburg, 2007; Zembat & Yilmaz, 2020). Especially in early childhood, children
are observed to have a very high learning speed, explore their environment with great curiosity,
and see everything as a field of research for them. In this intense learning process, children
experience a natural learning experience by fulfilling their needs to move, touch, experiment,
think, and feel through play. This process increases children's intrinsic motivation towards
learning and allows them to experience a sense of competence. During play, children have the
opportunity to develop life skills such as social interaction, problem-solving, communication,
decision-making, and self-regulation. The impact of play on children's learning and development
is extremely effective and lasting, surpassing the contributions that can be achieved through
other means (Miller & Almon, 2009; Whitebread et al. 2012).

Children use both gross and fine motor skills intensively while playing. They perform
gross motor movements requiring jumping, leaping, running, pushing, pulling, carrying, balance,
strength, endurance, and flexibility, as well as fine motor movements such as cutting, holding,
tying, attaching, disassembling, squeezing, gluing, and sewing. These movements support
children's physical development. Children frequently perform these movements during their
play (Hosgor, 2010). Play allows children to learn social values, rules, and responsibilities. In this
process, children face the consequences of their actions and receive positive or negative
feedback. Thus, they realize which behaviors are acceptable and which are not. Experiences
such as acceptance or rejection by society are concretely experienced through friendships
during play (California Department of Education, 2010; Lockhart, 2010). In addition to being an
enjoyable process for children, play teaches them that approved behaviors should be reinforced
and that undesirable behaviors should be controlled and regulated (Tugrul, 2017).

While playing, children acquire new knowledge by using their existing information; they
blend old knowledge with new information, make interpretations, and thus advance their
knowledge construction processes. This process is quite exciting for children and offers them
the opportunity to understand the world (Nwokah et al. 2013; Tugrul et al., 2014b).
Furthermore, they actively use mental skills such as problem-solving, planning, self-regulation,
and evaluation during play (Whitebread et al. 2012).
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Play, which is important for children, is a crucial part of their education. Play-based
educational activities facilitate easier motivation in learning environments and provide
opportunities for lasting learning (Pellegrini & Smith, 2007). It has been emphasized that
children make sense of information more effectively in a free environment, interact with their
surroundings, and concentrate their attention by actively participating, as behaviors and skills
emerge in this environment (Oktay, 1999; Tezel Sahin, 1993).

Theorists working on play in the field of child development have also drawn attention to
the developmental importance of play (Frost, 2010). Jean Piaget (1962) considers play as a
reflection of the child's cognitive development and classifies plays according to the
developmental stages of children. According to him, play is a cognitive process that progresses
from the sensorimotor stage to symbolic play and rule-based play. Lev Vygotsky (cited in
Haktanir, et al. 2013) evaluates play in a socio-cultural context; he argues that in play
environments where the child assumes social roles and creates symbolic meanings, the child
experiences the "zone of proximal development," and thus cognitive development is supported
through social interaction. Mildred Parten (1932) classified play behaviors according to their
levels of sociability and revealed the gradual role of play in the child's social development.
According to her, play is a process that extends from independent play played alone to
cooperative social play. Smilansky (cited in Riley, 1973), influenced by Piaget's theoretical
framework, classified plays as functional, structural, dramatic, and rule-based; she particularly
emphasized the importance of dramatic play in terms of language development and social role-
taking.

These theoretical approaches reveal how play supports different aspects of child
development and make the question of how individuals working or studying in the field of early
childhood education understand play even more important (Fisher et al. 2008). The perspectives
of preschool teacher candidates and child development undergraduate students on play directly
affect their professional competence, their interaction with children, and how they will use play-
based teaching approaches. Therefore, examining students' thoughts on play is a fundamental
step in creating quality educational environments that support children's play experiences.
These theoretical perspectives not only explain the developmental functions of play but also
provide a conceptual framework for understanding how educators and prospective teachers
perceive, interpret, and implement play in educational contexts.

Beyond theoretical discussions, a growing body of research has focused on teachers’ and
prospective teachers’ beliefs about play and how these beliefs influence classroom practices.
Studies indicate that while teacher candidates generally value play and acknowledge its
developmental benefits, they may experience difficulties in translating this theoretical
understanding into pedagogical practice (Lynch, 2015; Pyle & Danniels, 2017). In particular,
prospective teachers often conceptualize play as a natural and beneficial activity for children,
yet tend to prioritize academically oriented or teacher-directed activities in instructional
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contexts (Pyle et al., 2018). This discrepancy highlights the importance of examining how
undergraduate students define play and position it within educational processes.

Play is a natural part of a child's life. According to Huizinga (1995), play is a universal
phenomenon that appeals not only to children but also to adults. For someone playing,
participating in, or witnessing play, there may be different definitions, schemas, patterns, or
places associated with it. Compared to children, teachers and educators may have different
perspectives on the definition of play. It can be said that they find play developmentally
beneficial, fun, educational, and a means of self-expression, and they see it as a method (Giren,
2016; Glnes et al. 2012; Tugrul et al., 2014a). Educators' thoughts on loving and supporting play
during their education, and making it a part of the educational process, influence children's
desire to learn and their creativity, increase their motivation, and promote positive behavior
and harmony with their environment (Bateson & Martin, 2013; Zembat & Yilmaz, 2020).

Recent discussions in early childhood education have emphasized the distinction and
balance between free play and structured, play-based learning. While free play is associated
with children’s autonomy, creativity, and self-regulation, guided or structured play has been
highlighted as a pedagogical approach that intentionally supports learning outcomes without
undermining the playful nature of the activity (Pyle & Deluca, 2017; Weisberg et al., 2016).
Research suggests that educators’ perceptions of play significantly shape how they design
learning environments and the extent to which they integrate play into instructional practices.
Therefore, understanding undergraduate students’ perceptions of play is critical for evaluating
how future educators may approach play pedagogy in practice. In this context, examining how
undergraduate students conceptualize play provides important insights into the development
of their pedagogical understanding of play-based learning.

It is of great importance to train educators who correctly understand children's
interaction with play in their developmental processes and who can prepare appropriate
educational environments accordingly. By revealing how students define play, the meanings
they attribute to it, the place of play in education, and their level of awareness regarding its
potential negative effects, contributions are made to evaluating the content and practices of
teacher training programs. It is known that in preschool education and child development
undergraduate programs, the importance of play is emphasized throughout the education, and
students can gain experiences that can influence their perspectives on play (Hyvonen, 2011).
These undergraduate programs offer courses such as early childhood play development and
education, traditional plays in early childhood, play and play materials, and children and play,
which provide theoretical foundations of play and incorporate applications and experiences
(YOK, 2018). At the same time, these courses can ensure that undergraduate students have a
positive perception of play; enabling them to both support play in its free form and to use it
effectively in structured educational activities. It is considered important to examine the
perceptions of preschool teacher candidates and child development undergraduate students
regarding play, especially those taking the course "Play Development and Education in Early
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Childhood Education," which discusses the theoretical and practical framework of play. This is
because the thoughts, opinions, and perspectives that both teacher candidates and child
development students develop regarding play can be reflected in their practices and subsequent
professional lives (Bergen, 2002). Teacher candidates who take the play course gain the skills to
guide children without interfering in their play, conduct developmental assessments, and enrich
play environments (Edwards, 2017). This positively affects not only individual development but
also classroom management and the quality of learning. The differences in teachers'
perceptions of play and how they are reflected in classroom practices are well known (Lynch,
2015). Therefore, play education should be an integral part of pedagogical knowledge at the
undergraduate level.

Moreover, existing research has primarily focused on in-service teachers, while studies
examining the perceptions of undergraduate students in preschool teacher education and child
development programs remain limited, particularly in terms of how these students define play,
associate it with developmental domains, and position it as an educational tool. Theoretical
perspectives on play, such as those proposed by Piaget, Vygotsky, and Parten, provide important
conceptual foundations for understanding children’s play behaviors; however, previous
research indicates that theoretical knowledge alone does not guarantee effective pedagogical
use of play in educational settings (Edwards, 2017; Hyvonen, 2011). In this context, examining
how undergraduate students interpret and internalize these theoretical frameworks is essential.
Drawing on these theoretical perspectives and empirical discussions, the present study
examines undergraduate students’ perceptions of play in relation to its developmental
functions and pedagogical role in early childhood education.

In this regard, fostering positive thoughts about play can help them both support free
play and use it more effectively in educational activities. Play is an important activity, method,
and tool that supports children's physical, mental, emotional, and social development.
Therefore, correct learning, perspectives, and experiences regarding play education are
acquired during undergraduate education. Accordingly, this study aims to examine the
perceptions of preschool teacher education and child development undergraduate students
regarding play and to explore how undergraduate education shapes these perceptions. In line
with this this study seeks to answer the following research questions:

e How do preschool teacher education and child development undergraduate students
define the concept of play?

e How do undergraduate students perceive the role of play in early childhood education
and child development?

e How do undergraduate students associate play with different developmental domains?

METHOD
This study was conducted with the permission of the xx University Education Sciences Ethics
Committee, numbered 12/25 and dated 30.12.2024. A qualitative research design was used in
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this study. The research was conducted as a case study. A case study is a research model that
focuses on why and how questions and on real life, where researchers have little possibility of
intervening in events and phenomena (Merriam, 2013; Yin, 2003). A case study design was used
in this study because it aimed to conduct a detailed analysis of the phenomenon of play within
defined boundaries.

Participants

The participant group of this study consists of second-year undergraduate students in preschool
education and child development at xx University. Since the study group was selected based on
the research problem, participants were chosen using purposive sampling according to the
criterion of taking a play course. (Merriam, 2013). The reason for including both undergraduate
programs in the study was that the play course was offered in the fall semester and that
students were acquiring new skills related to play. A total of 72 undergraduate students
participated in the study: 41 from the preschool education program and 31 from the child
development program. The students were taking the play course for the first time. There were
no male students in the child development program. There were eight male students in the
preschool education program. The average age of the participating students was 22.

Data Collection Tool and Process

In this study, data were obtained using a semi-structured interview method in line with the
research objective. The aim of the interview method is to gather in-depth information. An
interview is an activity to understand the feelings and thoughts of individuals included in the
research about a topic or situation (Berg and Lune, 2015). The use of the interview method in
this study aims to gain in-depth insight into the thoughts of undergraduate students about play.
An interview form prepared by the researcher was used in the interview method. The form
includes questions to determine demographic information (age, gender, prior course
experience) and six open-ended questions. Demographic information was used to more clearly
define the group characteristics of the participants in the study. In the open-ended questions
aimed at obtaining thoughts about play, all dimensions were included in a way that reflects the
basic framework of play. The questions were submitted to the opinion of two experts with
doctoral degrees in the field of preschool education, and after being finalized, they were
transferred to a digital environment. Participants were informed that participation in the
research was voluntary and that the information they provided would only be used for scientific
research. The researcher met with the students in the classroom, provided them with a link to
the digital form, and waited for them to complete it. The students completed the form within
20-30 minutes.

Data Analysis

The findings obtained from the study were analyzed by identifying themes and codes within the
framework of content analysis methodology. The information obtained from the digital form
was converted into documents and analyzed using the MAXQDA 2020 software. Content
analysis is a systematic qualitative analysis method frequently used to analyze interview-based
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data by organizing verbal or written responses into meaningful units, codes, categories, and
themes (Creswell, 2013; Elo & Kyngas, 2008). Through this process, data that are similar and
related to each other are grouped together and interpreted within the framework of specific
concepts and themes allowing participants’ views to be systematically defined (Karatas, 2015).
In content analysis, participant statements were limited to codes determined according to their
semantic integrity. This method enables researchers to interpret participants’ views by
identifying recurring patterns and underlying meanings within qualitative data (Miles &
Huberman, 2014). In the analysis process, conducted an initial reading to become familiar with
the data and created a draft code scheme containing the given responses. After coding
according to the draft scheme, the researcher performed a more in-depth reading and re-coded
the data. During this process, codes were added to or removed from the draft scheme. The
students' statements were reviewed again, and the suitability of the determined codes was
determined. Each student was given a number related to their department. Preschool education
students were assigned codes PTC1, PTC2, ... and child development undergraduate students
were assigned codes CD1, CD2, ... The data were arranged in this order. The reliability of the
research was ensured by consulting expert opinions (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In the analysis
of the data, another expert independently analyzed the data set in addition to the researcher.
Conflicting situations were discussed again, and an attempt was made to reach a common
conclusion. Inter-researcher agreement was found to be 82%.

FINDINGS
This study, which examined the thoughts of students enrolled in preschool teacher training and
child development undergraduate programs about play, presents the findings together. Content
analysis was conducted, and the codes in the responses were used as the basis. In this case, the
number of statements made is greater than the number of students.

Undergraduate students were asked questions about their general thoughts on gaming,
the reasons why children play and the benefits gaming provides to children, and the resulting
codes are shown in Table 1 (see appendix).

According to Table 1, undergraduate students were asked the question "What is play?",
and when the responses were converted into codes, the most frequent answer was that play is
an enjoyable and fun activity. Students frequently defined play as activities that are educational,
supportive of development, rule-based, allow children to express themselves, and in which they
participate voluntarily. Looking at the programs, both programs touched upon similar points.

However, undergraduate child development students more frequently answered that
play is a way to release energy, provide relaxation, and is a tool used for problem-solving. Some
examples of the undergraduate students' answers are presented: "Play is important in a child's
life. Children support various aspects of their development through play. Physical, social,
sensory, personality, and psychomotor development are examples of this" (PTC15, supportive of
development). "It is generally an activity that helps us have a good time and have fun" (CD23,
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enjoyable/fun). "Play is an activity that a child constructs according to their own personality,
and in this way, reveals their true personality” (PTC8, self-expression). The fact that
undergraduate students primarily describe play as an enjoyable and developmental activity
indicates that they generally have an accurate and positive understanding of play. However, the
limited emphasis placed on planning, instructional goals, or the educator's role suggests that
students tend to conceptualize play primarily at a descriptive level rather than as a structured
pedagogical process. This situation may be attributed to the dominance of theoretical
perspectives on play in undergraduate education and limited opportunities to experience how
play can be systematically integrated into teaching practices.

According to Table 1, the most frequent answer given by students to the question "Why
do children play?" was that children play to get to know and express themselves. This was
followed by statements related to making sense of life, understanding, needing things, and
showing emotions. Looking at the answers from a program perspective, the answer "learning
by doing and experiencing" did not appear among child development students. Some of the
answers from undergraduate students are presented: "Play is the language of emotions in
children. They show their emotions in play" (PTC1, emotion transfer). "Play and children cannot
be considered separately; children meet their needs in many areas through play and use their
excess energy in play" (CD12, needs). The students' frequent emphasis on self-expression as the
rationale for play reflects their awareness of the emotional and social dimensions of play. This
finding is consistent with child-centered theoretical perspectives; however, the relatively
limited emphasis on adult support or guided interaction suggests that students may not yet fully
recognize the educator’s role in actively scaffolding these processes within play-based learning
environments.

According to Table 1, students most frequently answered the question "What does play
provide/gain for a child?" with "It contributes to development." The most common answers to
this question were that it facilitates the child's learning about life, that it is a teaching method,
that it supports personality development, and that it helps solve problems. No significant
differences in answers were found among undergraduate programs. Some of the answers given
by undergraduate students are as follows: "Play is a learning tool for children. They learn many
things by playing" (CD30, teaching method). "Play is preparation for life, therefore children can
develop the skills they learn in play later in life" (PTC32, teaches life). "Play is indispensable. It
nourishes the child's sense of discovery, enables them to learn and ask questions” (CD7,
solves/discovers problems). While students associated play with multiple developmental
domains, their explanations largely remained general and outcome-oriented. Rather than
describing how play supports learning processes, students focused on what play provides. This
pattern suggests a gap between students’ knowledge of developmental outcomes and their
understanding of the pedagogical mechanisms through which play facilitates learning.
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The answers to the students' questions about the place of play in education, the factors
influencing play, and the potential negative aspects of play are presented in Table 2 (see
appendix).

According to Table 2, students were asked the question, "What is the role of play in
education?" Students evaluated the use of play in education from both positive and negative
perspectives. In their responses, students stated that using play in the educational process can
make learning easier and more enjoyable for children, ensure active participation and retention,
and support development. As negative aspects of using play in education, students mentioned
the inability to plan and implement plays appropriately, the potential for technological game
tools to create addiction in children, the possibility of children being excluded from the play,
and insufficient resources. Some of the responses given by undergraduate students are as
follows: "If there is play in education, learning becomes easier and faster, it increases children's
participation in the activity, and we can make a difficult process like learning simpler thanks to
play" (CD22, easy learning). "It is an effective method. If designed correctly, it is very effective.
However, teachers who do not have knowledge about how to plan and implement plays can
negatively affect the process" (PTC20, lack of planning/implementation). The emphasis on the
need for proper planning and implementation indicates that undergraduate students are aware
of the potential risks of poorly designed play-based activities. However, these concerns also
suggest limited pedagogical confidence in managing play as a teaching method. This finding
points to a gap between students' positive beliefs about play and their readiness to implement
play-based pedagogy effectively in educational settings.

According to Table 2, the most frequent answer to the question "What factors influence
play?" asked of students was related to the need for a safe environment. Other factors
influencing play were identified by students as the content of the play, the child's
developmental level, adult intervention, the presence of toys, adult attitudes, rules, and
voluntary participation. No change was observed in the factors influencing play between the
programs. Some of the undergraduate students' responses are presented: "Play materials that
increase creativity and toys that children adopt cause play to last longer" (PTC18, material/toy).
"External interventions are very important while children are playing. Interventions that
negatively affect the child's imagination should not be made, and the child's enthusiasm should
not be dampened " (CD2, adult intervention). While adult intervention was frequently cited as
an influential factor, students did not provide detailed information on how or when such
interventions should occur, or how educators could balance guidance with children's autonomy
in play. This suggests that while students may possess general theoretical knowledge about
factors influencing play, they may struggle to translate this knowledge into deliberate
pedagogical strategies. From a teacher training perspective, this finding indicates a need for
more practice-oriented learning experiences that support students in developing reflective and
contextually sensitive approaches to facilitating play.
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According to Table 2, the most frequent answer to the question "Do you think gaming
can have a negative impact?" asked of undergraduate students was that addiction can develop
due to excessive screen exposure while playing digital games. According to undergraduate
students, the inappropriateness of the play to the developmental level, inactivity due to
prolonged screen time, playing symbolic plays with inappropriate content, the presence of
overly competitive plays, and the content of digital games are seen as negative effects of gaming
for children. Differences were observed in the responses among the programs. For child
development undergraduate students, learning incorrect information from a playmate and not
being able to participate in plays for a child with special needs were answered as negative
situations. Some examples of the responses given by undergraduate students are presented:
"Children with special needs being excluded by their friends in the plays they play can negatively
affect them" (CD19, disability status). "While playing with peers, they may give the child
incorrect information and frighten them" (CD10, learning incorrect information from a peer).
Students’ predominant focus on the negative effects of digital games, particularly addiction and
excessive screen time, indicates a heightened awareness of current challenges in early
childhood education. Nevertheless, the relatively limited reference to the educational potential
of digital games suggests that students’ perspectives may be shaped more by societal concerns
than by pedagogical discussions on the balanced and purposeful use of digital play.

Figure 1 shows the most frequently occurring codes in the responses of undergraduate
students in preschool education and child development.

Figure 1
The most commonly used codes.

en oyable/ (n.o,lblt / fun

acqunsmon of soc:al skulls/values
for educatnonal/trammg pUrposes i

1 toy rule-based game level/too many rules
thecontem/typeohhe ame as a part of giving m

Supports development is the teaching method

funlearning screen hme/addnctlon
age/devaeiopmental level W\th fUleS educatorfall attitude
inappropriate for developmental level/age easier learning
learns about life

self-expression/self-awareness

According to Figure 1, the most frequent response given by undergraduate students
regarding play concerns its relationship with development. The fact that it is an enjoyable and
fun activity, and that it serves an educational purpose, was also frequently emphasized. The use
of play by children as a way for self-recognition and expression was also among the responses.
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DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This study examined the views of undergraduate students in preschool education and child
development regarding play. The findings show that students made multi-dimensional
evaluations of play, including its definition, developmental contributions, role in education,
environmental effects, and potential negative aspects. While the theoretical knowledge
acquired in their undergraduate programs was reflected in their responses, it was observed that
their views remained superficial in some areas and needed to be deepened in terms of practical
application. This superficiality may also be related to the changing meaning of play across
generations, as current students tend to associate play with entertainment and leisure more
than with its pedagogical and developmental dimensions (Tugrul et al., 2014b).

From the perspective of teacher education, these findings suggest that undergraduate
programs should move beyond emphasizing the developmental benefits of play at a theoretical
level and provide structured opportunities for students to experience, analyze, and reflect on
play in practice. Application-based components such as guided play observations, play planning
workshops, and micro-teaching activities focused on play-based learning may help teacher
candidates deepen their understanding of play as a pedagogical process rather than merely an
enjoyable activity.

In particular, engaging students in analyzing video-based play scenarios, designing play
activities aligned with developmental goals, and reflecting on the role of adult intervention
during play can support the development of pedagogical judgment. Such practices may enable
teacher candidates to better understand when and how to guide play without limiting children’s
autonomy. Additionally, incorporating reflective discussions that link play experiences to
theoretical frameworks may strengthen the connection between theory and practice in
undergraduate education. These application-oriented approaches can contribute to preparing
future educators who are not only aware of the value of play but also competent in
implementing play-based pedagogy effectively in educational settings.

Students frequently described play as a “fun” and “educational” activity. This aligns with
Frobel’s definition of play as a child’s natural way of learning (Seving, 2004) and Montessori’s
view linking play to children’s developmental needs (Kayih, 2010; Lillard, 2013). Huizinga (1995)
emphasizes the pleasurable aspect of play, while Lazarus defines play as a spontaneous activity
that brings happiness (Isenberg & Jalongo, 2006). The findings indicate that students have
partially internalized theoretical knowledge, but most of the definitions do not encompass the
holistic functions of play.

Students viewed play as a means of self-expression for children and a natural part of life.
This approach parallels Vygotsky's view that play is a means of learning social roles and
internalizing cultural values. Furthermore, the fact that the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child defines play as a right (1989) supports this finding. It is a well-established fact
in the literature that children can express their emotions through play and feel free in this
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process (Kogyigit et al. 2007; Wong et al., 2011). This awareness among the students indicates
that they are beginning to understand the child-centered approach.

The findings indicate that students are aware of the developmental contributions of play,
but express these contributions at a generalized level. Piaget and Vygotsky's theories of play
clearly reveal the role of play in cognitive development. In the literature, play is defined as a
process that supports cognitive, social, emotional, language, and motor development (Onur &
Giiney, 2004; Ozdogan, 2009). The superficiality of the students' responses may stem from the
fact that, as Broadhead (2006) points out, prospective teachers' skills in observing and analyzing
learning opportunities in the play process are not sufficiently developed.

Students emphasized that play is a tool that provides lasting learning in education;
however, they pointed out the necessity of proper planning and implementation for effective
use. This finding is consistent with studies that highlight the importance of striking a balance
between structured and free play (Howard & Mclnnes, 2012; Lillard, 2013). However, students'
knowledge of instructional planning appears to be limited. This situation indicates the need to
strengthen the application-based content related to play in undergraduate programs (Wood,
2014).

Students identified the environment, type, and content of play as the most important
factors influencing play. Within the context of Bronfenbrenner's ecological approach, a child's
social, cultural, and physical environment directly shapes their play experience
(Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Furthermore, the type and content of play are key variables
determining their contribution to developmental areas (Pilten & Pilten, 2013). The findings
indicate that students possess theoretical knowledge on this point, but are limited in their ability
to conduct in-depth analysis.

Students focused on the negative effects of digital games, drawing attention to problems
such as addiction and social isolation. The literature indicates that excessive and uncontrolled
use of digital games can create addiction and behavioral problems in children (Isikoglu Erdogan,
2019), but that they can also provide educational benefits through content and duration
management (Palaiologou, 2016). These views of the students show that their awareness of
digital games is high, but their knowledge level regarding the positive uses of digital games
remains limited.

This research examines the thoughts of undergraduate students in preschool education
and child development programs regarding play, providing important data on how
undergraduate students approach the concept of play. Although play is a critical element in
early childhood, both developmentally and pedagogically, students' knowledge and awareness
levels regarding this concept have been addressed in different studies. Saracho and Spodek
(2003) emphasize that play is a fundamental element in the training of prospective teachers,
both in its developmental and educational aspects. Sherwood and Reifel (2010) revealed that
prospective teachers' knowledge levels regarding the concept of play are quite variable and that
this awareness develops through the educational process. Kogyigit and Baydilek (2015) state
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that the perceptions of preschool teacher candidates regarding the concept of play vary and
that this awareness is shaped by their experiences in the program. Educators who take a course
on play are able to better understand children's needs and design learning processes more
effectively. This directly increases the quality of play-based practices in early childhood
education.

This study contributes to the literature by providing empirical data on how prospective
teachers define play, which developmental domains they associate it with, and how they
conceptualize play as an educational tool. Furthermore, the findings offer valuable insights into
how the attitudes and knowledge levels of preschool teacher candidates and child development
undergraduate students regarding play may influence their future professional practices. In this
respect, the study constitutes an important data source for educators, researchers, and
program developers.

Overall, it appears that students' views on play largely align with accurate information,
but these views need further support with examples, theories, or applications in some
dimensions. Play plays a critical role in children's cognitive, emotional, social, and physical
development. Play is a natural way for children to learn. Students' views on this subject are an
important tool for understanding the world of children and developing play-based learning
strategies. The responses of undergraduate students indicate that they have an accurate
perspective on play.

Limitations
This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings. First,
the study was conducted with undergraduate students from a single university, which limits the
generalizability of the results. Second, the data were collected through self-reported responses
based on students’ subjective evaluations; no classroom observations or practical applications
were included in the study. Therefore, the findings primarily reflect students’ theoretical
knowledge and perceptions of play rather than their actual teaching practices. Additionally, the
gualitative design of the study does not allow for causal interpretations. These limitations
should be taken into account in future research.
Recommendations for Future Research
Following this study conducted with undergraduate students, some recommendations were
made:
¢ Since undergraduate students' knowledge of plays is mostly at a theoretical level, more
play-based teaching and applications (e.g., play design, play-based teaching strategies)
should be integrated into programs.
e To measure the level of awareness of the play among undergraduate students, pre-test
and post-test applications supported by quantitative research can be conducted.
e By comparing the perspectives of students who have and haven't received play
education, the impact of undergraduate programs can be assessed more clearly.
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e Longitudinal studies can be conducted with individuals in post-graduation professional
life to examine the use of play-related skills acquired during undergraduate studies.

REFERENCES

Bateson, P. & Paul M. (2013). Play, Playfulness, Creativity and Innovation. Cambridge
University Press, United Kingdom. https://doi.org/10.1017/CB09781139057691

Berg, B. L., & Lune, H. (2015). Sosyal bilimlerde nitel arastirma yéntemleri. (Cev. Aydin H.).
Konya: Egitim Yayinevi.

Bergen, D. (2002). The role of pretend play in children's cognitive development. Early
Childhood Research & Practice, 4(1), n1l.

Birlesmis Milletler (1989). Cocuk Haklarina Dair S6zlesme. http://www.sck.gov.tr/wp-
content/uploads/2020/02/%C3%87ocuk-Haklar%C4%B1na-Dair-
$%C3%B62zle%C5%9Fme.pdf

Broadhead, P. (2006). Developing an understanding of young children's learning through play:

the place of observation, interaction and reflection. British Educational Research
Journal, 32(2), 191-207. https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920600568976

Brooker, L. (2010). Learning to Play, or Playing to Learn? Children’s Participation in the
Cultures of Homes and Settings, in L. Brooker & S. Edwards (Eds) Engaging Play, pp. 39-
53. Maidenhead: Open University Press.

California Department of Education, (2010). California Preschool Curriculum Framework.
Volume |, Sacramento.

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five
approaches (3rd ed.). Sage.

Edwards, S. (2017). Play-based learning and intentional teaching: Forever different?
Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 42(2), 4-11.
https://doi.org/10.23965/AJEC.42.2.01

Elo, S., & Kyngds, H. (2008). The qualitative content analysis process. Journal of advanced
nursing, 62(1), 107-115. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569.x

Fisher, K. R., Hirsh-Pasek, K., Golinkoff, R. M., & Gryfe, S. G. (2008). Conceptual split? Parents'
and experts' perceptions of play in the 21st century. Journal of applied developmental
psychology, 29(4), 305-316. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2008.04.006

Fleer, M. (2011). Kindergartens in cognitive times: Imagination as a dialectical relation
between play and learning. International journal of early childhood, 43, 245-259.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13158-011-0044-8

Frost, J. L. (2010). A history of children's plays and play environments: Toward a contemporary
child-saving movement. Routledge.

Gaskins, S., Haight, W. & Lancy, D.F. (2007) The Cultural Construction of Play, in A. Goncu & S.
Gaskins (Eds) Play and Development: evolutionary, sociocultural, and functional
perspectives, pp. 179-202. New York:Lawrence Erlbaum.

tpicd.org TPICD 2026, 6(1):40-59


http://www.sck.gov.tr/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/%C3%87ocuk-Haklar%C4%B1na-Dair-S%C3%B6zle%C5%9Fme.pdf
http://www.sck.gov.tr/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/%C3%87ocuk-Haklar%C4%B1na-Dair-S%C3%B6zle%C5%9Fme.pdf
http://www.sck.gov.tr/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/%C3%87ocuk-Haklar%C4%B1na-Dair-S%C3%B6zle%C5%9Fme.pdf
https://doi.org/10.23965/AJEC.42.2.01
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2008.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13158-011-0044-8

Firat, Z. S. 54

Ginsburg, K. R., & Committee on Psychosocial Aspects of Child and Family Health. (2007). The
importance of play in promoting healthy child development and maintaining strong
parent-child bonds. Pediatrics, 119(1), 182-191. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2006-
2697

Giren, S. (2016). Okul 6ncesi egitimi 6gretmenlerinin “okul 6ncesi donem ¢ocugu icin oyun”

kavramina iliskin metaforlari. Egitimde Kuram ve Uygulama, 12(1), 372-388 ISSN: 1304-
9496.

Gunes, G., & Tugrul, B. (2012). A play, tens of teachers and hundreds of their ideas about child
who doesn’t play. Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences, 47, 2025-2030.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.06.943

Haktanir, G., Gller, T., Sahin, F., Yilmaz, A., & Kalkan, E. (2013). Zihin Araglari, Erken Cocukluk
Egitiminde Viygotsky Yaklasimi. Ani Yayincilik.

Howard, J., & Mclnnes, K. (2012). The impact of children’s perception of an activity as play
rather than not play on emotional wellbeing. Child, 38(1), 1-6.

Huizinga, J. (1995). Homo Ludens: Oyunun toplumsal islevi lizerine bir deneme (4. Baski) (M. A.
Kiligbay, Cev.). istanbul: Ayrinti Yayinlari.

Hyvonen, P. T. (2011). Play in the school context? The perspectives of Finnish teachers.
Australian Journal of Teacher Education (Online), 36(8), 49-67.
https://doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2011v36n8.5

Isenberg, J. P. & Jalongo, M. R. (2006). Creative thinking and arts-based learning (4.edt) New

Jersey: Merrill Prentice Hall.

Istkoglu Erdogan, N. (2019). Dijital oyun poptiler mi? Ebeveynlerin ¢ocuklari icin oyun
tercihlerinin incelenmesi. Pamukkale Universitesi E§itim Fakiiltesi Dergisi (PAU Journal
of Education), 46,1-17. https://doi.org/10.9779/pauefd.446654

Kahyaoglu, H. (2014). Play as seen by children and pre-school teachers in Turkey. Procedia -
Social and Behavioral Sciences, 152, 149-153.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.09.172

Karatas, Z. (2015). Sosyal bilimlerde nitel arastirma yontemleri. Manevi temelli sosyal hizmet

arastirmalari dergisi, 1(1), 62-80.

Kayili, G. (2010). Montessori yénteminin anaokulu ¢cocuklarinin ilkégretime hazir
bulunusluklarina etkisinin incelenmesi. [Yiiksek lisans tezi, Selcuk Universitesi].

Kogyigit, S., & Baydilek, N. B. (2015). Okul dncesi donem cocuklarinin oyun algilarinin
incelenmesi. Van Yiiziincii Yil Universitesi E§itim Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 12(1), 1-26.

Kogyigit, S., Tugluk, M. N., & Kok, M. (2007). Cocugun gelisim slrecinde egitsel bir etkinlik
olarak oyun. Atatiirk Universitesi Kazim Karabekir E§itim Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 16, 324-342.

Lillard, A. S. (2013). Playful learning and montessori education. American Journal of Play, 5(2),
157-186.

Lockhart, S. (2010). Play: An Important Tool for Cognitive Development. Extensions Curriculum
Newsletter from HighScope, 24(3), 1-8.

tpicd.org TPICD 2026, 6(1):40-59


https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2006-2697
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2006-2697
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.06.943
https://doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2011v36n8.5
https://doi.org/10.9779/pauefd.446654
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.09.172

55 Investigation of Preschool Education and Child Development

Lynch, M. (2015). More play, please: The perspective of kindergarten teachers on play in the
classroom. American journal of play, 7(3), 347-370.

Merriam, S. B. (2013). Nitel Arastirma Desen ve Uygulama icin Bir Rehber. (S. Turan, Cev.)
Editori). Ankara: Nobel.

Miles, M. B. & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative Data Analysis. Second Edition, Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Miller, E., & Almon, J. (2009). Crisis in the kindergarten: Why children need to play in school.
Alliance for childhood (NJ3a).

Miller, E., & Kuhaneck, H. (2008). Children’s perceptions of play experiences and the
development of play preferences: a qualitative study. American Journal of Occupational
Therapy, 62, 407-415. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.62.4.407

Nwokah, E., Hsu, H. C. & Gulker, H. (2013). The Use of Play Materials in Early Intervention the
Dilemma of Poverty. American Journal of Play. 5(2), 187-218.

Oktay, A. (1999). Yasamun sihirli yillari: Okul 6ncesi dénem. Epsilon.

Onur, B., & Gliney, N. (2004). Tiirkiye’de ¢cocuk oyunlari: arastirmalar. Ankara: Ankara
Universitesi Cocuk Kiltiirii Arastirma ve Uygulama Merkezi Yayinlari.

Ozdogan, B. (2009). Cocuk ve oyun cocuda oyunla yardim (5. Baski). Ankara: Ani Yayincilik.

Palaiologou, I. (2016). Children under five and digital technologies: implications for early years’
pedagogy. Journal European Early Childhood Education Research, 24(1), 5-24.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1350293X.2014.929876

Parten, M. B. (1932). Social participation among pre-school children. The Journal of Abnormal
and Social Psychology, 27(3), 243. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0074524

Pellegrini, A. D., & Smith, P. K. (Eds.). (2005). The nature of play: Great apes and humans.
Guilford Press.

Piaget, J. (1952). Play, dreams and imitation in childhood. Routledge.

Pilten, P., & Pilten, G. (2013). Okul ¢agi ¢ocuklarinin oyun kavramina iliskin algilarinin ve oyun
tercihlerinin degerlendirilmesi. Mersin Universitesi E§itim Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 9(2), 15-31.

Pyle, A., & Danniels, E. (2017). A continuum of play-based learning: The role of the teacher in
play-based pedagogy and the fear of hijacking play. Early education and
development, 28(3), 274-289. https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2016.1220771

Pyle, A., & Deluca, C. (2017). Assessment in play-based kindergarten classrooms: An empirical

study of teacher perspectives and practices. The Journal of Educational
Research, 110(5), 457-466. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220671.2015.1118005
Pyle, A., Deluca, C., Danniels, E., & Wickstrom, H. (2020). A model for assessment in play-

based kindergarten education. American Educational Research Journal, 57(6), 2251-
2292. https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831220908800

Riley, S. S. (1973). Some reflections on the value of children's play. Young Children, 28(3), 146-
153.

tpicd.org TPICD 2026, 6(1):40-59


https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.62.4.407
https://doi.org/10.1080/1350293X.2014.929876
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2016.1220771
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220671.2015.1118005
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831220908800

Firat, Z. S. 56

Rubin, K.H., Fein, G.G. & Vandenberg, B. (1983) Play, in P.H. Mussen (Ed.) Handbook on Child
Psychology, 4th edn, vol. iv, pp. 693-774. New York: John Wiley.

Saracho, O., & Spodek, B. (Eds.). (2003). Contemporary perspectives on play in early childhood
education. |AP. https://doi.org/10.1108/978-1-60752-527-1

Seving, M. (2004). Erken ¢ocukluk gelisimi ve editiminde oyun. Morpa Yayinlari: istanbul.

Sherwood, S. A., & Reifel, S. (2010). The multiple meanings of play: Exploring preservice
teachers' beliefs about a central element of early childhood education. Journal of Early
Childhood Teacher Education, 31(4), 322-343.

Sutton-Smith, B. (2001). The ambiguity of play. Harvard University Press.

Tezel Sahin, F. (1993). Ug-alti yas grubu ¢ocuklarinin anne babalarinin ¢ocuk oyun ve
oyuncaklari hakkindaki gorislerinin incelenmesi [Yiksek Lisans Tezi, Hacettepe
Universitesi].

Tugrul, B. (2017). Diinya oyunun gliclinde uzlasti simdi bu glici cocuklarin yararina kullanma
zamani: Hadi Turkiye... Journal of Early Childhood Studies, 1(2), 259-266.
https://doi.org/10.24130/eccd-jecs.196720171228

Tugrul, B., Aslan Metin O., Ertiirk, G. & Altinkaynak, 0.S. (2014a). Anaokuluna devam eden alti
yasindaki ¢cocuklar ile okul 6ncesi 6gretmenlerinin oyun hakkindaki gérislerinin
incelenmesi. inénii Universitesi EGitim Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 15(1) 97-116.
https://doi.org/10.17679/iuefd.05509

Tugrul, B., Ertiirk, H. G., Ozen Altinkaynak, S. & Giines, G. (2014b). Oyunun Ug Kusaktaki
Degisimi. The Journal of Academic Social Science Studie, 27, 1-16.
https://doi.org/10.9761/JASSS2388

Weisberg, D. S., Hirsh-Pasek, K., Golinkoff, R. M., Kittredge, A. K., & Klahr, D. (2016). Guided
play: Principles and practices. Current directions in psychological science, 25(3), 177-
182. https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721416645512

Whitebread, D., Basilio, M., Kuvalja, M., & Verma, M. (2012). The importance of play. Brussels:
Toy Industries of Europe (TIE).

Wolfgang, C. H. (2004). Child Guidance Through Play Teaching Positive Social Behaviors (Ages
2-7). Pearson Education, Boston.

Wong, S. M., Wang, Z., & Cheng, D. (2011). A play-based curriculum: Hong Kong children’s
perception of play and non-play. The International Journal of Learning, 17(10), 165-180.
https://doi.org/10.18848/1447-9494/CGP/v17i10/47298

Wood, E. A. (2014). Free choice and free play in early childhood education: Troubling the
discourse. International journal of early years’ education, 22(1), 4-18.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2013.830562

Yin, R. K. (2009). Case study research: Design and methods (Vol. 5). Sage.

Yiiksekdgretim Kurulu (YOK) (2018). Ogretmen yetistirme lisans programi.

https://www.yok.gov.tr/Documents/Kurumsal/egitim ogretim dairesi/Yeni-Ogretmen-

Yetistirme-Lisans-Programlari/Okul Oncesi Ogretmenligi Lisans Programi.pdf

tpicd.org TPICD 2026, 6(1):40-59


https://www.yok.gov.tr/Documents/Kurumsal/egitim_ogretim_dairesi/Yeni-Ogretmen-Yetistirme-Lisans-Programlari/Okul_Oncesi_Ogretmenligi_Lisans_Programi.pdf
https://www.yok.gov.tr/Documents/Kurumsal/egitim_ogretim_dairesi/Yeni-Ogretmen-Yetistirme-Lisans-Programlari/Okul_Oncesi_Ogretmenligi_Lisans_Programi.pdf

57 Investigation of Preschool Education and Child Development

Zembat, R. & Yilmaz, H. (2020). Okul 6ncesi donem c¢ocuklarinin oynama egilimlerinin
ogretmenlerinin eglence egilimleri ve gesitli degiskenler agisindan degerlendirilmesi.
Erzincan Universitesi E§itim Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 22(2). 431-446.

APPENDIX
Table 1.
Content analysis results regarding the definitions of play by undergraduate students in child
development and preschool education.

Child Preschool

development education Total
What is a play?
Enjoyable / pleasant / fun 21 32 53
For educational/teaching purposes 20 28 48
Supportive of development 15 16 31
Having rules 10 15 25
Self-expression/awareness of emotions 6 11 17
Voluntarily 6 5 11
Energy release 5 1 6
communication tool 4 4 8
Preparing for/understanding life 4 2 6
Imaginative 3 3 6
Problem-solving / creative thinking 3 1 4
Why is it played?
Self-expression/self-awareness 7 21 28
Giving meaning to life/being a part of life 6 17 23
Need/relief 7 7 14
Emotional connection/emotion transfer 6 4 10
Therapy/treatment process 3 6 9
Learning by doing and experiencing 0 5 5
What does it provide?
It supports development. 38 40 78
He learns about life. 18 23 41
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It is a teaching method. 18 21 39
It provides social skills/value 16 17 33
acquisition/personality development.

Solves/discovers problems 5 8 13
He uses his imagination 5 4 9
Table 2.

Content analysis results regarding factors influencing play among undergraduate students in
child development and preschool education.

Child Preschool Total
development education

Play in education

Positive role

Persistence/attention-grabbing 9 14 23
Easier learning 12 10 22
Supporting the acquisition/development of social skills. 10 12 22
Fun learning 8 13 21
Active participation 9 9 18

Negative role

Lack of goal setting/planning/implementation evaluation 4 5 9
Technological addiction 3 2 5
Child exclusion/anxiety 1 2 3
Lack of resources 1 0 1
Factors influencing the play

Safe environment/surroundings 12 13 25
Play content / genre 9 13 22
Age/development level 14 7 21
Adult intervention 9 9 18
Material/toy 7 10 17
Educator/family attitude 6 6 12
Level of rule-based play/too many rules 5 7 12
Voluntary participation / willingness 4 6 10
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Negative effects of the play

Screen time/addiction 12 13 25
Not appropriate for developmental level/age 10 9 19
Prolonged inactivity/health problems 5 10 15
Symbolic plays with violent/sexual content 4 10 14
Extreme competition 2 10 12
Content of digital games 5 3 8
Physical injury 2 2 4
Learning incorrect information from a playmate 2 0 2
Children with special needs/disability 1 0 1
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