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Introduction 

“Play is the Universal Language of Childhood” (author unknown) 

For as long as I can remember, I have always loved exploring and learning through play. 

Throughout my childhood, my family spent a great deal of time interacting, connecting, and 

communicating together through play. I am thankful for the consistent opportunities I had as a child to 

engage in ways that were authentic, meaningful, and powerful to me. Over the years, the importance of 

play has continued in both the personal and professional spheres of my life.  

When I first went to school, I remember feeling like a foreigner in a strange place. I often felt 

uncomfortable, unmotivated, and overwhelmed when experiencing traditional forms of literacy 

learning. When I was not able to perform literacy expectations, I felt like I was not a ‘good student.’ 

Looking back all those years ago, schools predominantly consisted of back-to-basics approaches, 

providing direct instruction of academic fundamentals. At that time, children were often seen as 

passive receivers of knowledge, rather than capable participants in their own learning and in their own 

lives. As a child, I was an active learner, who needed to explore through hands-on, interactive 

experiences. Literacy is a significant aspect of being a confident learner in the classroom. 

Consequently, for many years I felt like a ‘bad student’ and a failure at school. Throughout my 

teaching career, students continue to reveal unique strengths and diverse needs – and I do not want any 

child to feel the way that I did. Now as a teacher, I ask myself, what kind of literacy learning 

experiences do I want to share with my students? 

Over the years, there have been surges towards increasing academic standards in Kindergarten, 

which puts pressure on educators to push children to reach literacy and other academic curricular 

milestones. This drive has caused divisions and tensions between academic learning and 

developmentally (and contextually) appropriate practices, such as play. While examining early 
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childhood language and literacy education this term, I realized that I would like to continue to explore 

literacy and play. Many educators, parents, and researchers agree that play is vital for children. There 

is also consensus regarding the significance of literacy development in the early years, for later 

successes in learning and in life. Can we use play to support children’s early literacy growth?  

This paper will explore play and literacy, in a Kindergarten classroom context. For the purpose 

of this paper, I will use the term play-literacy learning to refer to play-based approaches to literacy 

development. Furthermore, I will use the term literacy in a broad sense, inclusive of diverse forms of 

literacies, languages, and communication. Some guiding questions include: What is play and play-

based learning? How can play be used to ignite literacy learning? How can play-literacy learning be 

used to support the diverse contexts of all children? What is the role of the environment in play-

literacy learning? What is the role of the educator in play-literacy learning? What does a child-

centered, play-based, literacy-rich Kindergarten program look like? The organization of this paper will 

consist of (Part 1): Literature Review; (Part 2): Professional Implications; and (Part 3): Conclusion.  

Review of the Research Literature 

In a literature review, I will explore play-literacy learning, in a Kindergarten context. I have 

organized the review into the following five themes: (1) definitions of play and play-based learning;    

(2) the role of play in literacy learning; (3) the role of the child in play-literacy learning; (4) the role of 

the environment in play-literacy learning; and (5) the role of the educator in play-literacy learning.   

Definitions of Play and Play-based learning 

Definitions of play and play-based learning have been a popular topic of discussion and debate 

for years. Play approaches view play as an essential part of childhood learning and life. Notions of play 

often include aspects of personal choice, intrinsic motivation, elements of control or power, 
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opportunities to be nonliteral, components of uncertainty or risk, and overall feelings of enjoyment 

(Mraz, Porcelli & Tyler, 2016). Forms of play are open and unlimited, including many types of play 

such as imaginative play, socio-dramatic play, creative play, constructive play, exploratory play, rough 

and tumble play, and risky play. Play-based learning approaches view play and learning as connected 

and complementary, providing children with opportunities to learn while at play. Collecting 

information regarding meanings and actions of play and play-based learning contributes to research 

and guides practices and policies. Continuing to understand play and play-based learning is important 

in developing effective and appropriate experiences for children. This reflective process can continue 

to evolve perspectives of play, enrich practices, and enhance programs to support children’s literacy 

learning.   

Pyle and Danniels (2017) offered some working definitions of play and play-based learning. 

This study explored play-based learning, in 15 public Kindergarten classrooms, in Ontario, Canada. 

The results of this study identified five different types of play, situated along a continuum, ranging 

from child-directed, to collaborative, to teacher-directed play. The types of play included free play, 

inquiry play, collaboratively designed play, playful learning, and learning through games. The 

conception of this play continuum shows that open, inclusive, and holistic approaches work to use a 

diverse range of play-based experiences to support children’s learning, growth, and development.   

Pyle, DeLuca and Danniels (2017) offered further insights into definitions of play and play-

based learning when they provided a comprehensive review of research on play pedagogies. This 

review analyzed 168 articles that addressed play-based learning for children aged four and five. The 

authors explained that two distinct types of play are typically explored in research and literature: child-

directed free play and teacher-directed play-based learning. They also stated that some research 

referenced a third type of play that is collaborative, mutually-directed, by both students and educators. 
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Free-play gives children opportunities to freely choose and engage in a variety of play activities 

without guidance from adults. Collaborative play allows educators to be involved during student’s play 

to capitalize on potential learning opportunities. Teacher-directed play engages students in 

intentionally planned, purposeful play-based learning opportunities, with adult support. Pyle, DeLuca 

and Danniels pointed out that these types of play are defined by who has the locus of control during the 

activity, rather than the nature of the activity. As a result, all three types of play can involve a diverse 

range of activities and resources, manipulatives, materials, and props. According to this review, 

research indicates that these types of play are beneficial strategies of providing children with rich 

learning opportunities.       

The Role of Play in Literacy Learning   

The role of play in supporting children’s growth has also been a popular topic of discussion and 

debate. Extant research provides evidence that play-based early childhood programs can support 

children in both development and learning. How does this data relate to language and literacy? In 

relation to development, Mraz et al. (2016) explained that extant research shows that play is beneficial 

for children’s growth within the five developmental realms: physical, cognitive, language, social, and 

emotional. When looking specifically at language acquisition, this book reported research that 

indicates that play supports children’s overall language development, as it can advance verbal skills, 

increase vocabulary, and improve language comprehension. With respect to emergent literacy, the 

authors stated that some research suggests that many skills children develop through play transfer to 

pre-literacy skills, including symbolic forms that are relevant in reading and writing.  

In the review by Pyle, DeLuca and Danniels (2017), their analysis revealed that there are two 

distinct perspectives concerning the role of play: play for developmental learning and play for 

academic learning. The authors pointed out, that this division indicates that there are different 
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perceptions about the values and benefits of play. They also explained that this binary view of play 

calls for a need to move away from simple, static, and closed notions of play - towards more complex, 

dynamic, and open ones. The divisive themes that emerged from this overview suggest several 

important implications and recommendations for play-pedagogies. Primarily, there is no need to 

dichotomize notions of play, as it can support both developmental learning (i.e. cognitive, language) 

and academic learning (i.e. literacy). In addition, play-literacy should be viewed as broad, dynamic, 

and complex so that practices are inclusive, diverse, and holistic. Furthermore, integration of diverse 

types of play experiences are compatible and complementary rather than contesting and opposing. This 

review revealed that more research is required to explore best practices of play-literacy, in the 

Kindergarten classroom.    

Pyle and Bigelow (2015) examined three teachers’ approaches to integrating play-based 

learning in their Kindergarten classrooms, in three schools, in Ontario, Canada. Data collected from 

each classroom was analyzed to create three unique representations. The results showed three distinct 

themes: (1) “play as peripheral to learning”; (2) “play as vehicle for social and emotional 

development”; and (3) “play as vehicle for academic learning” (Pyle & Bigelow, 2015, p. 3). The 

findings of this study revealed a relationship between play-learning beliefs and practices. Educator 

beliefs about the roles (purposes) of play are directly related to implementation of play (practices) in 

the classroom. The themes that emerged in the study modeled specific strategies of integrating play-

based learning; including providing play-literacy opportunities during free-time, using play-literacy 

experiences to help develop language skills, and facilitating play-based practices to focus on academic 

literacy learning. The study pointed out that a variety of strategies can be used in order to create a 

dynamic Kindergarten Program. In terms of future directions, the authors called for a need for further 

research to determine how to use these play-based approaches to support developmental and academic 

learning.  
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Pyle, Prioletta, and Poliszczuk (2018) explored the integration of play-based pedagogies and 

literacy learning, in 12 Kindergarten classrooms, in Ontario. Two different groups of teachers emerged 

from the data analysis. One group was the ‘play and development group’ who dichotomized play and 

learning. The other group was the ‘integrated play and learning group’ who combined play and 

learning. Educators in the play-learning combined environments believed that play was important for 

children’s literacy learning. As a result, they incorporated a diverse range of strategies to facilitate 

play-literacy learning. Furthermore, these educators took active roles by collaborating and supporting 

children’s literacy engagement during play. In these Kindergarten classrooms, there was evidence of 

students participating in play-literacy experiences, demonstrating that play and literacy can be 

integrated effectively. The authors provided some recommendations for educators, which included: (1) 

using a diverse range of strategies and activities for play-literacy integration; (2) encouraging students 

to integrate literacy and play; (3) facilitating literacy-rich environments with resources and materials; 

and (4) taking an active role by participating with students to support literacy during play.  

An article by Roskos and Christie (2011) called for a need to focus on the potential of play-

literacy pedagogies, as they explored the question: “Does play make a difference in early literacy 

development” (abstract). The authors explained there is significant evidence that there is a critical 

cognitive connection between play, language and literacy: “[a]t the crux of the play-literacy connection 

is language” (p. 89). The focus of this article was sociodramatic play, which is the most mature form of 

play, and the type of play that is most closely related to emergent literacy behaviours. Roskos and 

Christie explained that sociodramatic play can be a powerful way to support literacy, as it consists of 

symbolic representation, social interaction, role-play, imaginative use of language, and sustained play 

activity. In addition, language use in sociodramatic play contributes directly to cognitive skills needed 

for literacy. The authors stated that it is vital to develop research designs to study the complexities of 

children in play contexts so that play-literacy can be pushed into new and dynamic directions.  
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The Role of the Child in Play-literacy Learning 

It is widely accepted that Kindergarten program planning should be linked to students, their 

families, and their lives to inspire authentic and meaningful play and learning opportunities. 

Sociocultural approaches call for an integration of children’s identities, contexts, and funds of 

knowledge into play and learning. Play-based pedagogies can be used to recognize and respond to each 

child’s unique experiences as they make sense of language, literacy, and the world around them. Play 

can motivate children to interact critically with literacies as they make, challenge, and reconstruct 

meaning. In addition, play-literacy learning can invite children to make connections between home, 

school, community, and other spheres of participation. More research is required to explore how to use 

play-literacy experiences to access children’s funds of knowledge and empower them to be active 

participants in their own learning. 

Children’s ideas, interests, and inquiries can be incorporated into play-literacy experiences to 

inspire authentic learning. Hedges, Cullen, and Jordan (2011) defined the term children’s interests as 

“…children’s spontaneous, self-motivated play, discussions, inquiry, and/or investigations that derive 

from their social and cultural experiences” (p. 187). This study explored the nature of children’s 

interests in relation to children’s experiences and funds of knowledge. It also examined how teachers 

work to construct curriculum by realizing and engaging with children’s interests and inquiries. This 

study took place in two early-childhood settings, in New Zealand. Findings from this study indicated 

that children’s interests and inquiries are inspired by their funds of knowledge, which are formed 

during participation in everyday life experiences. As a result, educators need to move beyond basic 

notions of the “…well-resourced, child-centered, play-based environment to interpret and respond to 

children’s interests” (Hedges et al., 2011, p. 186). The authors recommended that educators engage 

more actively and authentically with children, families, and communities in order to gain deeper 



Play-literacy Learning in Kindergarten  
Carla Montie April 8, 2020   
 8 

understandings of their contexts. More research is needed to explore how interest-based approaches 

can honour children’s ideas, interests, and inquiries and connect them to play-literacy in the classroom.  

The Role of the Environment in Play-literacy Learning  

Research tells us that play-based classroom environments can provide a supportive atmosphere 

for children’s overall growth, health, and wellbeing. Furthermore, research indicates that play-based 

environments can provide rich learning contexts for literacy development. Environments that utilize 

play-literacy pedagogies offer children opportunities to connect, interact, and learn with others and 

with the world around them. Play-literacy environments invite the freedom and flexibility for children 

to engage with meaning in powerful ways. Play-literacy settings set the stage for open and accessible 

learning experiences, as children can explore using universal languages and practices of play, despite 

personal, social, and cultural factors. Given the potential of play, I wonder: Can play-based learning 

environments enhance Kindergarten literacy programs? If so, how can the classroom environment be 

used as a ‘third teacher’ to facilitate play-literacy learning? 

Stegelin (2005) reviewed a variety of research-based reasons to support play-based learning 

environments, and found that it is important to set up rich play-based settings in the classroom to allow 

children to engage in rich literacy events. Stegelin (2005) offered four strategies to help create a 

healthy play-literacy learning environment including; use of literacy props, integration of art activities, 

emphasis on environmental print, and incorporation of playful literacy activities. Stegelin called for the 

use of literacy props, which are developmentally appropriate resources, artefacts, materials, and 

writing tools. Literacy props include puppets, stuffed animals, dramatic-play items, books, markers, 

signs, and paper; and can be placed in play-learning centers to increase the quantity and quality of 

literacy experiences in the classroom environment. Stegelin also called for integrating art activities into 

the classroom environment to promote literacy learning, including drawing, painting, pretend printing, 
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and letter stamps. In art contexts, children are provided with opportunities to represent letters, invent 

words, and create imaginary worlds through artistic forms. In addition, Stegelin recommended setting 

up print-rich environments to facilitate play-literacy experiences that encourage alphabet awareness, 

expand vocabulary, and promote understanding that print has meaning. Educators can provide 

environmental print in the classroom, including maps, menus, signs, posters, newspapers, magazines, 

and many types of books. Furthermore, Stegelin stated that incorporating diverse literacies helps 

expose children to a range of literacy features, genres, purposes. Some examples include poetry, songs, 

chants, rituals, repetitive activities, oral storytelling, role-play, drama, and making kinesthetic 

connections. An important point made in this paper is that children are coming from positions in 

society that may advantage or disadvantage them. Therefore, it is essential to offer play-based 

experiences within the classroom environment to give all students access to literacy building skills.  

The Role of the Educator in Play-literacy Learning  

Educators have the challenge of supporting diverse groups of children, in their classrooms. Play 

can be a powerful way for educators to provide children with opportunities to build literacy skills in a 

relevant, meaningful, and motivating context. A play-based learning environment is an essential 

component of a high-quality Kindergarten literacy program. However, is a literacy-rich setting enough 

to ensure learning occurs through play, or is adult support needed? If adult support is required for play-

literacy learning to occur, what is the role of the educator? Does this role vary, based on the activity?  

A study by Pyle, Prioletta, and Poliszczuk (2018), found that adult involvement is required to 

ensure children engage in play-literacy learning. The study examined 12 Kindergarten classrooms, in 

Ontario; and discovered two separate perspectives of the educator’s role in play. One perspective was 

that play is beneficial for oral language development but not for learning literacy skills; therefore, the 

educator should have a passive role in play. Another perspective, was that play is an important way to 
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support literacy learning; therefore, educator involvement is necessary during play. Pyle et al. (2018) 

recommended integrating diverse types of play into the classroom, ranging from child-directed to 

teacher-directed contexts, in order to target literacy skills. More research is needed to explore the 

different roles educators can take to best support students engaging in diverse play-literacy activities.  

In another study by Pyle and Alaca (2018), research was conducted from Kindergarten 

children’s perspectives on the connectedness of play and learning. Ten Kindergarten classes were 

selected, in Ontario, Canada. Results indicated that children’s understandings of connections between 

play and learning were related to teacher presence in play. “In classrooms where opportunities to 

engage in varied types of play were provided, the students expressed the perspective that play and 

learning were connected” (Pyle & Alaca, 2018, p. 1071). The study recommended that educators take 

on an active role in play-based learning experiences to encourage children to see play as a learning 

opportunity. This study suggested that educators should talk to children about the connections of play 

and learning so that they are aware of and open to learning through play. Educators can promote play-

literacy connections by explicitly communicating the values, purposes, and roles of play in literacy 

learning. This study makes a valuable contribution to research on the topic, as it includes children’s 

perspectives. However, more research is needed to understand children’s views and experiences of 

play-literacy learning.  

Although, some studies have shown that play-based approaches to learning can lead to positive 

literacy outcomes. One study yielded stark results regarding children’s success accessing play-literacy 

learning opportunities. Neaum (2018) explored young children’s engagement with literacy provisions 

during child-directed play. Research for this study took place in a nursery, consisting of low socio-

economic demographics, within a primary school, in the northeast of England. This study showed that 

despite providing children with play-based literacy-rich environments during free play, their language 
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and literacy interactions were limited. While, these findings are discouraging, perhaps they warrant 

further investigation into the role of educator involvement to stimulate and support children’s literacy 

learning through play. For example, in this study, the educators offered literacy resources for the 

children to use in play; however, they did not take active roles in the play. In addition, it is important to 

consider other possible factors affecting these results, including the young age and developmental 

stage of the children, the socio-economic status of the children, a possible lack of exposure to previous 

play-literacy experiences, or a possible absence of awareness of play-literacy connections.  

Professional Implications 

Benefits of Play-literacy learning  

High quality Kindergarten programs can teach children to think critically and creatively so they 

can succeed in an increasingly complex and constantly changing world. Play-based learning can be 

viewed as an open and unlimited process, as it inspires children to gain knowledge and continue to 

build on a path of life-long learning. Play-based pedagogies can offer children opportunities to explore 

notions of playing to learn and learning to play. Such as, playing to learn about literacies and learning 

to play with literacies. Play-learning experiences encourage children to be active participants in their 

own learning, as they interact with others; create and innovate meaning; challenge and re-imagine the 

world around them. Educators can support children by providing them with rich and diverse play-

literacy experiences, which are naturally engaging and motivating. When establishing play-literacy 

pedagogies, it is important for the educator to take on a holistic, inclusive, and balanced approach by 

considering unique contexts of children and their families. This process includes reflecting on a range 

of factors such as strengths and needs; interests and inquiries, languages and literacies; and other social 

and cultural aspects. 
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Play-Literacy Pedagogies in the Kindergarten Classroom 

Inspired by play continuum (Pyle & Danniels, 2017) and The Play Today B.C. Handbook (2019, p. 18) 

Type of Play Free Play Inquiry Play Collaborative Play Playful Learning Learning Games 

Locus of 

Control 

Child-directed 

Play  

(Child has control) 

Child-initiated and 

teacher supported 

play 

Mutual Child and 

teacher 

collaborative play 

Teacher-guided 

support within 

children’s play 

Teacher-directed 

play  

(Adult has control)   

Role of the 

Educator 

There is little 

intervention. 

The educator 

focuses on 

observing and 

reflecting. They 

Work to facilitate 

time, space, and 

literacy-rich 

materials and 

environments. 

There is some 

involvement to 

support play.  

The educator works 

to extend child 

initiated ideas, 

interests, and 

inquiries; through 

questions, 

provocations, and 

explorations. 

There is a 

moderate level of 

involvement in 

collaboration.  

The educator 

designs learning 

experiences that 

incorporate 

targeted literacy 

skills into 

children’s play. 

Involvement 

guides and 

supports play.  

The educator helps 

children focus on 

targeting literacy 

skills in playful 

learning 

experiences 

integrated with 

children’s play. 

There is a high 

level of planning 

and involvement.  

The educator 

carefully plans and 

provides 

prescribed play-

learning activities 

focusing on 

specific literacy 

skills. 

Examples  

of Play-

literacy 

Activities 

- House center 

- Stuffed animals 

- Dress up center 

- Building centers 

(Lego, blocks) 

- Train and tracks 

- Cars and roads    

- Loose parts 

- Provocations  

- Sensory tubs 

(sand, rice, slime) 

- Playdough letter 

formation  

- Glow-finger, 

flashlight or finger 

puppet book look  

- Art station  

- Creation station  

- Office       

- School 

- Library  

-Veterinarian 

clinic  

- Hospital or clinic 

- Restaurant 

- Grocery store 

- Pet store 

- Writing Station  

- Reading nook 

- Listening station  

- Card making 

- Book making 

- Painting 

- White boards 

- Salt/sand trays 

for letter formation 

- Alphabet bingo 

- Letter matching 

- Fishing for letters 

- Magnet letters on 

baking sheets 

- Letter puzzles  

- Word family or 

rhyming word 

matching games 

 

Local Frameworks and Supporting Documents   

As research continues to make contributions, perspectives of play continue to evolve and so do 

early learning practices, policies, and supporting documents. There are several frameworks in British 

Columbia that support and guide play pedagogies in early learning environments, including the B.C. 

Early Learning Framework (2019) and The Play Today B.C. Handbook (2019). The B.C. Early 

Learning Framework (2019) states that play is essential to children’s growth, well-being, and learning. 

This framework calls for educators to broaden meanings associated with play to enrich perspectives 
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and enhance practices, in order to create high quality learning programs. “Play can be individual, 

collective, spontaneous, planned, experimental, purposeful, unpredictable, or dynamic….Play is an 

approach to inquiry, a way to research the world. By providing diverse materials and experiences, 

educators create spaces for experimentation and transformation” (p. 24). This framework describes 

communication and literacies as living inquiries; which are ongoing, constantly evolving, multifaceted, 

non-linear, and dynamic. The framework offers pathways for engaging students with communication 

and literacies, including using multiple modes of communication; connecting culture, family, 

traditions, and knowledge; working to extend vocabulary, symbols, and written language; using sound 

and word play; and integrating technology (p. 66). Some examples include play dance, movement, 

construction, art, music, storytelling, and technology (p. 80). British Columbia educators are fortunate 

to have such a comprehensive map to direct their pedagogies.   

The Play Today B.C. Handbook (2019) is a practical guide for offering high quality, play-based 

learning opportunities for children in the early years and beyond. This handbook shows educators how 

to effectively integrate play and learning experiences, routines, and behaviours into classroom 

environments. The document suggests that educators can work to negotiate a balance of play and 

learning by providing a diverse range of experiences along the play-learning continuum. The handbook 

explains that high quality programs provide important aspects of equal access, student participation, 

and support systems. In terms of providing equal access, this handbook recommends making language 

and literacy assessable to children by offering multiple forms of engagement and expression to ensure 

children with diverse needs succeed. Strategies to providing an inclusive program, include adapting the 

environment, incorporating technology, or modifying activities. In relation to participation, the 

handbook recommends a number of approaches, including teaching through routines, teaching through 

play, and varying amounts of direct instruction. With regard to supports, the handbook recommends 

that infrastructures are put in place to support children, families, and educators; including resources, 
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policies, professional development, opportunities for collaboration. British Columbia educators are 

fortunate to have such a lively and joyful support document to inspire their practices.   

Challenges of Play-literacy Learning 

In the study by Pyle, Prioletta, and Poliszczuk (2018), educators expressed challenges related to 

implementing play-based approaches to literacy learning. Several challenges that educators identified 

were balance and workload. Educators indicated that they struggle with finding a balance between 

play-based approaches and ensuring children meet literacy curricula standards. Educators also 

expressed feeling overwhelmed by workload when trying to provide a diverse range of opportunities to 

students. Furthermore, educators described issues coping with high student-teacher ratio, as diverse 

student strengths and needs, demand many different learning outcomes. As a result, more research is 

required to determine how to negotiate a balanced Kindergarten literacy program that offers a range of 

rich play and learning opportunities in positive, productive, and manageable ways.  

Conclusion: 

Today, educators are working with children, families, and communities; coming from diverse 

backgrounds and experiences of language and literacy, play and learning. As a result, educators must 

collaborate with children and families to create responsive and inclusive literacy programs that inspire 

play and learning for all. I look forward to future research discoveries regarding the integration of play 

and literacy to guide classroom practices, enhance early learning programs, and inform policies.  
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