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Abstract

This thesis presents the results o f a qualitative, interpretative study o f teachers’ beliefs 

about play pedagogy in infant classes in primary schools in the Republic o f Ireland. The 

introduction o f Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) has 

drawn renewed attention to the importance o f play as a context for young children’s 

learning. This approach has been endorsed in Literacy and Numeracy fo r  Learning and 

Life (DES, 2011), the national literacy and numeracy strategy. However, while there is 

little research on practice in infant classes, such evidence as exists indicates that formal 

teaching in infant classes is widespread. It is envisaged that considerable change in 

practice in infant classes will be required to ensure that the pedagogical approaches in 

infant classes become consistent with best practice as conceptualised in Aistear. To 

underpin this study, literature on teachers’ beliefs and play in schools was reviewed. Data 

was collected through a series o f 6 focus groups, in which teachers discussed their beliefs 

about play in infant classes. The focus group data was analysed thematically, resulting in 

the identification o f  three overarching themes. The findings suggest that teachers value 

children’s play but consider that introducing play into the infant classroom is 

professionally risky. Teachers believe that commitment from all stakeholders, not just 

teachers, is required for successful implementation.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Educational change depends on what teachers do and think  -  i t ’s as sim ple and
as complex as that. (Fullan, 2001, 115)

1.1 Infant Classes in Primary Schools in the Republic of  

Ireland

This is a study o f teachers’ beliefs about play in the infant classes in primary schools in 

the Republic o f Ireland [Rol], Early childhood education [ECE] in the Rol is understood 

as referring to children in the birth to six years age group (National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA], 2009). This includes children in the junior and 

senior infant classes in primary schools. While the compulsory school starting age in the 

Rol is six, most children enter junior infants in the September after their fourth birthday 

(Walsh et al., 2010c; Donnelly, 2007; Clark and Waller, 2007). Children attending the 

infant classes o f primary schools in the Rol, while o f  an age with children in other 

jurisdictions attending pre-school and kindergarten (Walsh et al., 2010c) are very much 

located in the culture o f  the school as an institution based on formal didactic practice 

(Dunphy, 2008; Murphy, 2004b; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development [OECD], 2004).

The Primary School Curriculum [PSC] (Department o f Education and Science [DES], 

1999a) is prescribed for infant classes as for all other classes, and the structure is the 

same for infant classes as for all others. Four to six year olds in the Rol are currently 

taught eleven subjects ‘... with a detailed statement o f content for each subject’ (Bertram 

and Pascal, 2002, 48). While the Introduction to the PSC (DES, 1999b) specifies that



subject boundaries are not relevant for young children, nonetheless curriculum 

implementation for the infant classes appears to be highly subject specific, and is 

evaluated on a subject by subject basis (DES Inspectorate, 2005). Curriculum overload 

and reliance on textbooks emerge as consequences o f the size o f the PSC (NCCA, 2010; 

DES Inspectorate, 2010). The PSC is currently being revised, beginning with the 

Language Curriculum, and the revision is focused on the junior classes (junior infants to 

second class) (NCCA, n.d.a).

Class size in infant classes in the Rol is determined in the same way as class size for all 

classes in the primary school. The teacher; pupil ratios in operation have been described 

as unacceptable and incompatible with pedagogies appropriate for this age group 

(OECD, 2004). The OECD (2004) also noted that teachers are not given teaching 

assistants to support classroom activity, and the teacher is generally the sole adult in the 

room (except in cases where an individual child has been allocated a Special Needs 

Assistant).

This research project has been conducted in the context o f  considerable change in the 

policy landscape surrounding the infant classes in primary schools in the Rol. The 

publication Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) 

introduced a concept o f curriculum quite different to that o f the PSC (DES, 1999a). In 

particular, in ancillary guidelines, Aistear very explicitly emphasises play as one o f the 

key learning contexts for young children, including those in infant classes. An earlier 

policy intervention, Siolta, the National Quality Framework fo r  Early Childhood 

Education (Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education [CECDE], 2006) 

states as a principle o f  ECE that play is central not just to the well-being o f the child, but 

also to learning and development. However, even though both o f these frameworks 

include infant classes in their provisions, neither has been implemented in schools.



The introduction subsequently o f Literacy and Numeracy fo r  Learning and Life: The 

National Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy among Children and Young People 

2011-2020’ o f Education and Skills [DES], 201 la) puts additional focus on

practice in infant classes by highlighting the appropriateness o f play, as described in 

Aistear, as an effective learning medium for young children. The strategy also 

discouraged inappropriately formal methodologies in infant classes. These three key 

policy documents implicitly acknowledge that practice in infant classes in primary 

schools in the Rol need to change. Efforts, such as the Aistear Tutor Initiative (NCCA, 

2012, 17) are underway to effect and support change in practice towards the inclusion o f 

play as a teaching and learning context in the infant classes.

1.2 R a t iona le

The policy context described presents an ever growing imperative to understand the 

factors which underpin practice in the infant classes in primary schools, and this research 

will add to the current body o f knowledge on those factors. Evidence has emerged over 

the past number o f years that the methodologies used by teachers in the infant classes o f 

primary schools in Ireland are predominantly didactic and focused on whole class 

teaching (OECD, 2004; Murphy, 2004a, 2004b; Hayes and O ’Flaherty, 1997). The use o f 

workbooks is widespread in infant classes (Dunphy, 2009b). While little research 

attention has been paid to play in infant classes in the Rol, there is some evidence that a 

majority o f teachers in infant classes are not using play as a context for curriculum 

implementation. In a review o f implementation o f the PSC, 39.9% o f teachers in infant 

classes indicated that they used play ‘hardly ever/never’ and a further 39.1% indicated 

that they used play ‘once or twice a month’ in the context o f the English language 

curriculum (NCCA, 2005, 49). Murphy (2004b) observed that children spent just 18.33%
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o f  their tim e in what can broadly be called play activities and that only a third o f  that 

tim e could be considered cognitively challenging.

W hile there is som e evidence on what teachers in infant classes do, there is virtually none 

on what they think about play. O nly M urphy (2004a, 2004b) has addressed teachers 

thinking about play in a w ider research project on curriculum  im plem entation in senior 

infant classes. In term s o f  curriculum  im plem entation, M urphy (2004a, 83) concluded 

that teachers did not understand play and ‘ ...teach e rs’ instructional practices appear to 

be influenced by their deeply ingrained personal beliefs and understandings rather than 

by the principles o f  the curriculum ’. There is considerable agreem ent in the literature 

that, as Fullan (2001) succinctly  notes, what teachers think m atters, and possibly m atters 

m ore than w hat they do: . .what really m atters in educational settings are the theories,

values and beliefs o f  p rac titio n e rs ...’ (W ood and Attfield, 2005, 118).

The rationale for this study into teachers’ beliefs about play in the infant classes in 

prim ary schools in the Rol is based on the conviction articulated by W ood and Attfied 

(2005). It aim s to provide balance to the evidence on what teachers in infant classes do. 

Perhaps, m ore fundam entally, the rationale for the study is based on the conviction that 

teachers should be represented and given a voice in the research base on practice in infant 

classes. The national policy context for infant classes requires considerable change in 

practice aw ay from didactic, paper based m ethodologies tow ards inform al, play based 

approaches to teaching and learning, and it is teachers who will have to m ake those 

changes. There is no research currently  available on what teachers in the Rol think about 

play, and this represents a m ajor gap in the know ledge base for the process o f  change 

being encouraged. The policy and practice context outlined here situates this study as 

relevant, tim ely, significant and interesting -  a w orthy topic, one o f  the criteria used to 

assure high quality qualitative research (Tracy, 2010). The rationale for the research
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focus on what teachers think also reflects my own background and experiences as a 

teacher and as a teacher educator over the past thirty years, which will be outlined in 

section 1.4.

1.3 Research Question

The overarching research question guiding the study is;

What are teachers’ educational beliefs about play in infant classes in 
primary schools in the Rol?

The sub-questions associated with this overarching question are:

• What do the data indicate are the elements which constitute teachers’ educational 

beliefs about play in schools?

• What do the data reveal about the attitudes, values and perspectives which 

underpin teachers’ educational beliefs about play in infant classes?

• How do these educational beliefs relate to the literature on play in schools?

1.4 Researcher Profile

The research design for this project, detailed in Chapter 4, incorporates a 

phenomenological-hermeneutic approach with particular reference to the interpretation of 

the data. Such an approach is predicated on the researcher being clear about her/his 

position in relation to the object o f the research. Researcher reflection and honesty about 

subjective values, biases, and inclinations is also one o f the criteria through which the 

quality o f the research can be validated (Tracy, 2010), and this section addresses both of 

these requirements.

1 qualified as a primary teacher in 1979, and over the following 23 years taught primarily 

in infant classes in three primary schools, two o f them in areas experiencing significant
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levels o f  socio-economic disadvantage. From 1995 until I left teaching in 2002, 1 taught 

in an Early Start Pre-School (Early Years Education Policy Unit, 2012). Early Start was 

designed as an early intervention in the cycle o f educational disadvantage, and a focus on 

language development and play was an important component o f the work. 1 was a 

member o f the team which developed the Early Start Curricular Guidelines fo r  Good 

Practice (In-Career Development Team, 1998). Subsequently, I was part o f a team 

providing in-classroom support for teachers starting work in the pre-school. This was the 

beginning o f my interest in teachers’ attitudes towards play in the classroom, and the 

challenges they experienced.

During this period, 1 also became involved in delivering in-service continuing 

professional development [CPD] to groups o f teachers involved with Early Start, but also 

to teachers interested in what was then called ‘infant education’. In the years since then, 1 

have had considerable experience o f engaging with teachers through the provision o f 

CPD. The experience o f working with teachers is the impetus for my interest in exploring 

teachers’ educational beliefs about play, as the diversity o f interpretation among 

participants is a constant surprise.

In 2002, I was seconded to the CECDE as part o f the team which developed Siolta, the 

National Quality Framework fo r  Early Childhood Education (CECDE, 2006). 

Throughout the five years 1 spent in the CECDE, my work involved research and policy 

development with reference to the entire ECE sector in the Rol. This changed my 

perspective from being finnly fixed on the classroom and school, to seeing infant classes 

as part o f a continuum o f provision in a child’s life.

In 2007, I left the CECDE and took up a position as lecturer in ECE on the B.Ed. 

programme in the Church o f Ireland College o f Education [CICE]. On joining the CICE,

I began a joint project with the Irish National Teachers Organisation [INTO] to devise a
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way for teachers to introduce play into the infant classroom. The brief was to find out 

what was feasible and likely to be acceptable to teachers in the context o f  large classes, 

crowded classrooms and an overloaded curriculum.

I am a member o f the NCCA Board o f  Early Childhood and Primary, and have been 

involved with the development o f  Aistear. 1 have worked with the NCCA and the 

Association o f Teachers’ Education Centres in Ireland [ATECl] on the Aistear Tutor 

Initiative to promote play pedagogy. I have also recorded a series o f podcasts for the 

NCCA Aistear Toolkit website on similar topics.

I believe that play pedagogy is the most appropriate approach to children’s learning in 

infant classes. At a minimum, I believe it to be a more humane form o f provision than 

formal classrooms and didactic, paper based methods o f  teaching. I identify as a teacher 

and have great respect o f the majority o f my colleagues whom I believe put in 

considerable effort on behalf o f the children. 1 spend most o f my professional life 

promoting, explaining and advocating for play in the classroom. I am pursuing this 

research in order to enhance my own understanding o f teachers’ beliefs and their impact 

on practice, and to contribute to what is a very under-researched area in the Rol .

1.5 Methods

This is a qualitative, exploratory, interpretative study which aims to understand the 

worldview o f the participating teachers in relation to play in the infant classes in primary 

schools in the Rol. Literature on teacher beliefs and play in schools was reviewed to 

underpin the study. Data collection was conducted through a series o f  six focus groups 

involving 48 primary teachers. Focus groups were held in different geographical 

locations, with participants from a range o f school contexts. Sampling was through a 

process o f ‘active solicitation’ (Nassar-McMillan and Borders, 2002) to ensure distance
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between the researcher and the participants. Thematic data analysis (Guest et ai., 2012; 

Braun and Clarke, 2006) was used to systematically analyse the data in six phases. 

Throughout the entire research process, reflective writing in the form o f a research diary 

(including a voice diary), analytic memos and reading notes was used as a research 

method to maintain cohesion through the process.

1.6 Chapter Layout

Chapter 2 presents a literature review on teachers’ educational beliefs, addressing issues 

o f tenninology, the relationship between belief and knowledge, the ways in which an 

individual uses beliefs, how belief systems are structured, the relationship between 

beliefs and classroom practice and, finally, if and how beliefs can be changed. The 

review goes on to consider definitions o f beliefs and specifies the definition applied for 

this study. Finally, Chapter 2 considers the literature on ECE teachers’ educational 

beliefs, and beliefs about play.

Chapter 3 reviews a range o f literature relevant to play in schools. The literature is 

considered in terms o f the compatibility o f play with the school as an institution; time, 

space and class size; stakeholder perspectives; and finally, the relationship between play 

and curriculum. The second section o f  the chapter considers literature related to play, 

teaching and learning, including a consideration o f  how teaching can be conceptualised 

in a play-based approach, and integrated models o f  play pedagogy.

Chapter 4 details the research design for this study, including the approach to 

trustworthiness and ethical issues, and describes the methods used. Chapter 5 presents the 

findings which were identified through the extensive analysis conducted on the focus 

group data. The findings are presented in three themes. These findings are discussed in

8



Chapter 6 in terms o f their implications for the current process o f  change prompted by 

recent policy change.
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Chapter 2: Teachers' Educational 

Beliefs

2.1 Introduction

Within the very considerable range o f literature on teachers’ educational beliefs, 

relatively few authors have been concerned with exploring what the concept o f ‘b e lie f 

might mean or how it might be defined. It has emerged from an extensive review o f a 

range o f literature on teachers’ beliefs that two broad categories can be identified: the 

first is a small group o f  articles which provide overviews o f  teachers’ beliefs (Fives and 

Buehl, 2012; Mansour, 2009; Borg, 2003; Einarsdottir, 2003; Fang, 1996; Kagan, 1992; 

Pajares, 1992; Nespor, 1987). Within this limited number o f  articles. Fives and Buehl 

(2012), Pajares (1992) and Nespor (1987) are specifically concerned with clarifying what 

Pajares (1992) tenns ‘a messy construct’. The remaining articles provide literature 

reviews in a range o f  different educational domains and from a number o f different 

perspectives; for example, Mansour (2009) reviews science teachers’ beliefs with a view 

to determining a research agenda for the sector.

The second, and by far the larger category, is literature which reports on research studies 

conducted on teachers’ beliefs about a broad range o f educational topics. It is noteworthy 

that the literature in this second category draws on the literature in the first category to 

establish the rationale for investigating teachers’ beliefs. In particular, Pajares (1992) is 

cited in over 50% o f the studies reviewed here (in 43 out o f  71 articles). In most o f  these 

articles, Pajares (1992) is cited in conjunction with one or more o f  the following authors; 

Fang (1996), Kagan ( 1992) and Nespor (1987). This would appear to indicate that the
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range o f literature which might support clarification o f the concept o f teachers’ beliefs is 

quite narrow. While there is considerable research interest in teachers’ beliefs, there 

appears to be less interest in defining the concept o f  teachers’ beliefs than in finding out 

what those beliefs actually are.

Nespor (1987) suggested that such an overarching concept was necessary to ensure that 

research on teachers’ educational beliefs could take place within an agreed framework, 

but Fives and Buehl (2012) have recently come to the conclusion that this has not 

happened. The focus o f  much research has been on beliefs about specific educational 

topics (Kagan, 1992), with the focus on the topic itself rather than on establishing a 

common understanding o f  what the term ‘beliefs’ might mean. This chapter will begin by 

considering the literature which is concerned with understanding, characterising and 

defining what ‘beliefs’ might mean in educational research. Borg (2003) noted three 

types o f variability in the literature on teachers’ beliefs, specifically terminological, 

conceptual and definitional, and this section will follow this structure. Section 2.2 will, 

therefore, consider the terminology associated with teachers’ beliefs. Section 2.3 will 

explore the concept o f belief and the ways in which it is understood. There are a number 

o f  ways in which the concept has been clarified and these are considered in turn. The 

concept o f  belief has been understood by distinguishing ‘beliefs’ from ‘knowledge’, by 

identifying the uses o f  beliefs, by describing belief systems, by examining the 

relationship between beliefs and practice and by considering how beliefs change or can 

be changed. Section 2.4 explores definitions o f belief, both general and study specific, 

while the final section, 2.5 focuses on early childhood education [ECE] teachers’ general 

educational beliefs and more specifically, beliefs about play.



2.2 rcrminology

The field o f research on teachers’ beliefs is well established (Fives and Buehl, 2012; 

Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992; Nespor, 1987), but the use o f terminology associated with 

teachers’ beliefs has been the source o f  confusion (Ertmer, 2005; Borg, 2003; Bennett et 

al., 1997), both in conducting and interpreting research in this area. This is a long 

standing problem. Kagan (1992, 66) pointed out that even the generic term ‘ teacher 

b e lie f was not applied consistently in research about teachers’ beliefs. She cites a range 

o f other terms used in the literature, including principles o f practice, personal 

epistemologies, perspectives, practical knowledge and orientations. Pajares (1992, 309) 

identified an even broader range o f  terms used synonymously w ith ‘b e lie f :

... attitudes, values, judgments, axioms, opinions, ideology, perceptions, 
conceptions, conceptual systems, preconceptions, dispositions, im plic it 
theories, explicit theories, personal theories, internal mental processes, 
action strategies, rules o f practice, practical principles, perspectives, 
repertories o f understanding, and social strategy ...

Following an analysis o f the literature on teachers’ beliefs among language teachers in 

the ten years after Pajares (1992) had cited this broad range o f tenns and labels, Borg 

(2003) noted that this situation still pertained. In a review o f  the literature on teacher 

cognition in language teaching, the fo llow ing terms were found; personal pedagogical 

systems, pedagogic principles, theories for practice, routines, conceptions o f practice, 

pedagogical knowledge, and personal practical knowledge. (See Table 2.1 for a selection 

o f the terms used in the literature on ECE teachers’ beliefs.)

Borg (2003) advised that it would be incorrect to assume that such a range o f 

tenninology is indicative o f wide diversity in the meanings attributed to these terms as 

they function more as aliases rather than as identifiers o f  different constructs. However, 

not all researchers take this view that varied tenninology does not necessarily mean
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varied constructs. Tabachnick and Zeichner (1984 in Pajares, 1992, 314) used the term 

‘teacher perspectives’ in a very specific way which was closely defined to distinguish it 

from teachers’ beliefs. The difference here though is that the authors defined the term, 

rather than using it in a generalised, analogous way, and consequently eliminated 

confijsion.

One way to address this terminological confusion is to clarify and specify what is meant 

by the term ‘beliefs’ in the context o f  research on beliefs in any domain so that the term 

could be applied with consistency. This will be considered in a later section on defining 

beliefs (see Section 2.4). Another contribution towards achieving clarity is to use 

terminology which specifies as far as possible the direcfion o f  the research. ‘Teachers’ 

beliefs’ is too general a term as teachers, like all humans, have beliefs about everything 

(Pajares, 1992). It is more accurate to specify that it is teachers’ educational beliefs 

which are o f  interest here, rather than the totality o f  teachers’ life beliefs. Further 

specification o f the focus o f those beliefs is also necessary for temiinological precision. 

Pajares (1992, 315) recommends using the phrase ‘teachers’ educational beliefs about’ a 

particular, definable educational process or entity. Such precision ensures clarity about 

each component o f  the research project. Within this rubric, many o f  what could be 

thought o f  as subsections o f belief (e.g., teachers’ craft knowledge. Day, 2005) could be 

considered instead as the focus o f  beliefs -  beliefs about craft knowledge. In this 

formula, craft knowledge needs to be defined as a concept in itself, distinct from the 

definition o f ‘educational beliefs’. Establishing this ‘about’ relationship between 

educational beliefs and craft knowledge (or any other research topic) helps with 

conceptual clarity, which will be addressed in more detail in Section 2.3

O f course, given the range and diversity o f research on teacher beliefs, the ‘...riotous 

array o f  empirical research...’ (Kagan, 1992, 66), to insist on the use o f  the actual phrase



would be unacceptably rigid and almost certainly impossible to impose. However, the 

principle that educational beliefs should be distinguished from life beliefs and that the 

specific domain o f  interest should be defined using terminology which is itself clearly 

understood, is a sound one (Buehl and Fives, 2009). Therefore, for the purpose o f  this 

study, the precise focus is teachers’ educational beliefs about play in infant classes. The 

specific definition o f ‘educational beliefs’ will be given in Section 2.4. It has been 

pointed out that inconsistencies between beliefs and practice found by researchers may 

be the result o f  misunderstandings between researchers and participants on what the 

tenns used in domain specific research actually mean (Fang, 1996; W ilcox -  Herzog, 

2002). For the purpose o f  this study, the following tenns will be used:

• Attitude, defined as an individual’s disposition, either negative or positive, 

toward a topic, object or phenomenon.

• Value, defined as the worth an individual associates with a topic, object or 

phenomenon.

• Perspective, defined as the individual’s standpoint in relation to a given topic, 

object or phenomenon, and which provides a context for both attitudes and values 

associated with the topic, object or phenomenon.

Commonly understood and applied terminology will support conceptual clarity, which is 

the focus o f the next section.

2.3 Nature o f  Belief

Conceptual clarity requires an explorafion o f the many ways in which beliefs have been 

understood in the literature. Generally, the concept is understood by comparison with 

other conceptual entities (e.g., ‘knowledge’), in specific situations (e.g., the uses o f 

beliefs or their relationship to practice), through descriptions o f  cognitive structures,
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and/or through exploring ways in which beliefs develop and change. The following sub

sections will explore the relationship between belief and knowledge, how beliefs are used 

by teachers, the structures associated with beliefs and belief systems, the relationship 

between beliefs and practice, and finally, whether and how beliefs can be changed.

2.3.1 Belief  and Knowledge

As with the terminology associated with the study o f  beliefs, there is also considerable 

variety in the conceptualisation o f beliefs (Fives and Buehl, 2012; Mansour, 2009; Borg, 

2003; Pajares, 1992). Pajares (1992) expressed concern that an important and legitimate 

area o f  enquiry -  teachers’ beliefs -  was being undermined by a lack o f conceptual 

clarity where the construct o f beliefs was concerned. A key contributor to the lack o f 

conceptual clarity is the lack o f  differentiation between knowledge and belief. Nespor 

(1987) developed a preliminary conceptual framework within which teachers’ beliefs 

could be understood, primarily by showing how beliefs can be distinguished from 

knowledge on the basis o f particular characteristics. He distinguishes between individual 

beliefs about a thing -  object, phenomenon -  and a system o f belief (in which individual 

beliefs are gathered). He proposed a conceptual framework o f  at least four characteristics 

o f belief (existential presumption; altemativity; affective and evaluative loading; and 

episodic structure) and adds another two characteristics o f belief systems which are 

groups o f  individual beliefs (non-consensuality; unboundedness). Nespor (1987) uses this 

framework to distinguish ‘b e lie f  from ‘knowledge’, and suggests that knowledge is 

subject to logic and argument, whereas beliefs are not because o f  these four 

characteristics.

• Existential presumption refers to the way in which contingent, fiuid, random 

and/or incidental characteristics of, for example, a group o f  pupils is solidified in 

teachers’ perceptions into a well-defmed ‘entity’ with objective existence (a



belief). For example, a teacher who believes that learning maths is primarily a 

matter o f practice consequently believes that those who don’t learn have not 

practiced sufficiently and must, therefore, be lazy.

• Altemativity refers to the belief in an ideal reality which may never have existed 

and which is qualitatively different from current reality. Belief in this alternative 

serves to influence what Nespor terms ‘task definition’. For example, a teacher 

who tried to recreate a fun, happy classroom such as she would have liked as a 

child. Even though she had never experienced this, nonetheless she believed it 

possible.

• Affective and evaluative aspects o f  beliefs seem to be the area which most clearly 

distinguishes beliefs from knowledge. Knowing about a thing and one’s feelings 

about that thing are two very different states. Emotion, mood, feelings and 

subjective value judgem ents are contributors to beliefs rather than to knowledge.

• Episodic storage describes the power o f specific events in the life o f an individual 

which impress themselves experientially and which continue to exert influence on 

the individual’s continuing life experience, thus contributing to the range o f  

beliefs held by the individual. (Adapted from Nespor, 1987, 318 -  320)

These four characteristics can be used to distinguish between behaviours and 

explanations o f  behaviours based on beliefs as opposed to behaviours and explanations o f 

behaviours based on knowledge. Belief systems have an additional two characteristics.

• Non-consensuality describes the way in which belief systems are open to 

agreement or disagreement. Nespor (1987) argues that there is a difference 

between knowledge systems and belief systems because knowledge is developed 

on the basis o f  common standards o f evaluation, judgem ent and argument 

(consensuality), whereas belief is not subject to such standards.
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• Unboundedness refers to the appHcabihty o f behefs in circumstances and contexts 

far from those in which the beUefs were formed in the first place. Knowledge, 

Nespor suggests, is applied in more specific ways in more defined contexts. 

(Adapted from Nespor, 1987, 320 -3 2 1 )

Hermans et al. (2008) identified two characteristics o f  beliefs which are somewhat more 

expansive than N espor’s (1987) cited above, but ultimately acknowledge similar traits. 

First, beliefs are an individual teacher’s conceptions about the best way to teach and the 

optimum ways in which students learn (Nespor’s existential presumption). These 

conceptions are located in the individual’s wider personal belief system which is an 

amalgamation o f  eclectic constructs felt to be true (affect and evaluation). Second, beliefs 

are developed early in life through experience (episodic storage) and are relatively 

resistant to change (non-consensuality). Hermans et al. (2008) do not enter the debate 

about the distinction between beliefs and knowledge but their recognition o f the power o f  

beliefs to resist change will be discussed in a later section.

Pajares (1992), on the other hand, concludes that knowledge and beliefs are inextricably 

intertwined. However, the power o f  beliefs in an individual’s life is such that new 

experiences, information or phenomena are filtered through beliefs (Lombaerts et al., 

2009). Beliefs, therefore, w'ould appear to have a role in detemiining an individual’s 

knowledge base. Nespor (1987) would argue that knowledge and belief are based in 

different domains, but acknowledges that there is some level o f interaction between 

them. Pajares (1992, 312) demonstrates how the two are intertwined; drawing on 

Anderson (1983, 1985) and Paris et al. (1983), he cites three categories ofknow ledge:

• Declarative knowledge ( ‘w hat’);

• Procedural knowledge ( ‘how ’);

• Conditional knowledge ( ‘w hen’ and ‘w hy’).
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He argues that an individual will not accept knowledge unless s/he believes it. However, 

this position is open to argument as, following Nespor (1987), it could be possible to 

distinguish between declarative knowledge being based on phenomena subject to 

external consensus (i.e. the time o f day in a given location or the infonnation in an 

authoritative textbook) and procedural and conditional knowledge in which there are 

many ways to conduct a particular process or solve a particular problem (i.e. a teacher 

will draw on beliefs when faced with uncertainty and contingency).

Pajares (1992) also presents the argument that belief is an evaluative and judgmental 

component o f  knowledge. In the end, he describes as artificial any distinction between 

knowledge and beliefs in which the former is based on objective fact and the latter on 

evaluation and judgement. In effect, this rejects N espor’s (1987) position, although it 

should be noted that Nespor (1987) acknowledges that there is likely to be some 

feedback between the various levels o f  thought in which knowledge and beliefs are 

situated. Pajares (1992) concludes that any distinction established between knowledge 

and beliefs will be as a result o f  consensus among researchers about how these are 

defined and conceptualised rather than on the basis o f any distinctions inherent in the 

constructs themselves.

Kagan (1992) has a different perspective on the relationship between knowledge and 

belief than Pajares (1992). Kagan asserts that most o f  a teacher’s professional knowledge 

is more accurately described as belief which has been confirmed as true on the basis o f 

objective proof or consensus. Objective proof and consensus (external to the individual) 

allow for the distinction between fact (synonymous with knowledge) and opinion 

(synonymous with belief). But if  belief is opinion, the question raised by K agan’s (1992) 

position is how then can objectively proven, consensus based knowledge be characterised 

as a kind o f belief?



Kagan (1992) argues that, in teaching, knowledge itself is contingent, consisting o f  a 

cluster o f  alternative models for practice. For example, in terms o f  subject content and 

methodologies, teachers must make decisions among alternatives. When faced with these 

alternatives [similar to Nespor’s (1987) ‘entangled dom ains’], the teacher must make 

choices; choices are made on the basis o f beliefs. (This point will be addressed further in 

Section 2.3.2 on the uses o f beliefs in teaching.) There are similarities with Pajares’ 

argument (1992) that beliefs underlie knowledge and act as a filter for new information. 

However, there are nuanced differences in these arguments as Nespor (1987) and Kagan 

(1992) would seem to characterise knowledge as somehow existing objectively to be 

chosen or not chosen on the basis o f what beliefs the individual has, whereas Pajares 

(1992) seems to view beliefs as a filter through which knowledge passes, and is accepted 

or rejected in the process. Kagan (1992) subscribes to the filter image, but sees this 

process occurring only after an individual has accepted the information in the first place. 

The form the new knowledge takes is dependent on the individual’s particular filtering 

system, leading to highly individualised interpretations o f  what are generally regarded as 

objectively established ‘facts’. This is proffered as an explanation o f  the development o f 

personalised pedagogies (Choi and Ramsey, 2010; Mansour, 2009).

More recently, Ertmer (2005, 28) accepts the distinction between knowledge and beliefs 

in which knowledge is characterised by fact and belief by ‘suppositions, commitments, 

and ideologies’. Einarsdotter (2003) goes so far as to state that that position is common to 

most definitions o f teachers’ beliefs. Ertmer (2005) also views beliefs as the more 

fundamental o f the two constructs in that once a new fact or proposition is encountered, 

the individual is free to believe it or not. Verification o f  a proposition does not appear to 

be significant in whether a belief is or is not adopted (La Paro et al., 2009b). The
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conviction o f truth associated with a beUef, as characterised by N espor’s (1987) ‘non- 

consensuahty’ feature, appears to be independent o f  verification.

Fives and Buehl (2008) take the opposite view o f the relationship between beliefs and 

knowledge. They agree with Pajares (1992) in clarifying the relationship between beliefs 

and the domains about which teachers hold beliefs, and provide a careful definition of 

personal epistemology (which they are careful not to call ‘teachers’ epistemological 

beliefs’). However, they argue that beliefs are part o f  knowledge, specifically teachers’ 

educational beliefs are part o f  teaching knowledge which they define as ‘... all that will 

assist one in engaging in the practice o f  teaching’ (Fives and Buehl, 2008, 137).

Meehan (2007) also holds that beliefs are a form o f  knowledge. She subsequently focuses 

on categories o f  knowledge despite the stated purpose o f  the research to explore the 

beliefs o f  ECE teachers (Meehan, 2007), further emphasising the conceptual and 

terminological fluidity extant in the literature. Various categories o f  knowledge are 

itemised but how beliefs (as another form o f knowledge) interact with these categories is 

not considered. Any o f  these categories o f  knowledge (e.g., pedagogical content 

knowledge) could be the subject o f teachers’ beliefs ‘about’ (Fives and Buehl, 2008; 

Pajares, 1992). This is expanded in the discussion o f  naive and informed beliefs 

(Meehan, 2007, 23); naive beliefs are not grounded in theoretical knowledge whereas 

infonned beliefs are. This could be interpreted as similar to earlier distinctions between 

knowledge and beliefs (Nespor, 1987; Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992) on the basis o f fact 

and opinion. It could also be a case o f ‘... simply different words meaning the same 

thing’ (Pajares, 1992, 309) but therein lies the confusion.

Mansour (2009) posits a circular relationship between knowledge and beliefs in which

beliefs function as an organiser o f  infonnation, creating priorities for action. In this

interaction between beliefs and knowledge, knowledge influences be lie f This is similar
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to other descriptions o f the relationship between knowledge and beliefs in which beliefs 

act as a filter for new information (Lombaerts et al., 2009; Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992), 

and the new information combines with pre-existing belief structures to change those 

structures because they have been accepted as compatible (Nespor, 1987).

Sakellariou and Rentzou (2011, 1382) subscribe to the position that beliefs are the 

dominant structure but that teachers’ educational beliefs can be categorised in two ways:

• Implicit beliefs: ideas that teachers have about instruction which have developed 

from personal experience gained on the basis o f  ‘know how ’.

• Explicit beliefs: ideas which teachers have developed on the basis o f their 

engagement with teacher education courses and professional development.

This particular conceptualisation has the benefit o f  consistent application o f the term 

‘beliefs’ while still accommodating ideas about knowledge and differentiating between 

different modes o f thought, implicit and explicit.

The argument about the relationship between knowledge and beliefs is so entangled that 

it begs the question o f whether it is at all necessary or usefiil to disentangle them (Borg, 

2003; Pajares, 1992). All o f the literature cited above engages with the debate about the 

distinction between beliefs and knowledge on the basis that articulating such distinctions 

is necessary for conceptual clarity. However, Borg (2003) does not regard this particular 

debate as necessary or productive. While acknowledging efforts which have been made 

to disentangle knowledge and beliefs, he concludes that this is at best problematic; while 

clarity demands some effort at establishing the distinction, ultimately these constructs are 

so intertwined in the individual’s mind that any efforts to separate them are unlikely to 

succeed (Borg, 2003). One solution to this problem is to step back from the level o f 

belief and knowledge to the broader concept o f  teacher cognition. Teacher cognition is
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m ultidim ensional, encom passing what teachers know, believe and think, and em bracing 

the com plexity  o f  teachers’ m ental lives’ (Borg, 2003, 86). At this conceptual level, it 

becom es unnecessary to get involved in ‘un tang ling’ debates, but this m ay well be at the 

cost o f  conceptual precision (Pajares, 1992).

Borg (2003) identified a range o f  psychological constructs which, in addition to beliefs 

and know ledge, fit w ithin the concept o f  teacher cognition: theories, attitudes, im ages, 

assum ptions, m etaphors, conceptions and perspectives. He offers no defin itions o f  these 

constructs and does not discuss the relationships betw een them . In this w ay, Borg 

bypasses the com plexity  inherent in this pot-pourri o f  philosophical and psychological 

constructs. W hile the intention to m ove the debate on from  what are undoubtedly 

intricate argum ents to a focus on what teachers actually  believe is understandable, it 

am ounts to ignoring tenninological and conceptual problem s, which is quite different to 

reaching consensus on shared m eanings (Pajares, 1992).

In sum m ary, the distinctions betw een beliefs and know ledge centre on beliefs being 

characterised by personally  invested values with affective connections in contrast to 

know ledge w hich is characterised by externally  validated consensus. The two are 

interrelated and interactive but both this interactivity  and the characterisation is 

contested. For the purposes o f  this study, this distinction is applied; educational beliefs 

are held to be the overarching category and know ledge is subject to interpretation on the 

basis o f  those beliefs.
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2.3.2 Uses of Beliefs

According to Nespor (1987), beliefs are used primarily to do two things.

• Task definition which means that a teacher will make decisions about what has to 

be done (how the teaching task is framed) based on beliefs; the corollary o f  this is 

that two teachers could approach the same task but frame it in different ways, 

leading to different behaviours in carrying out the task. The implication is that to 

understand why teachers teach in a particular way, we have to understand the 

beliefs used to frame that work.

• Facilitation o f  memory processes: N espor’s (1987) description is based on models 

o f cognitive processing and draws on the episodic storage characteristic o f 

beliefs. The affect associated with memories is more easily accessed when the 

individual is trawling memory in search o f  cognitive resources with which to 

address the teaching task. It is the memories most powertlilly associated with 

affect that are privileged over those with less powerful affective associations. 

Consequently, it is those memories (which could be seen as cognitive resources) 

which are used. This, it is suggested, is how beliefs influence the application and 

organisation o f knowledge and information relevant to the task in hand. (Adapted 

from Nespor, 1987,322/323)

Nespor (1987) argues that beliefs (because o f  their existential presumption and 

unboundedness) are powerful in teaching because teaching is such a highly entangled set 

o f processes. Teachers position themselves on what feels like solid ground -  their beliefs, 

explicit or implicit (Sakellariou and Rentzou, 2011) -  in order to be able to deal with 

what feels like shifting sand. As Kagan (1992, 65) puts it: ‘In a landscape without 

bearings, teachers create and internalise their own m aps’. Vartuli (1999) characterises the
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classroom context as stressful and uncertain, and suggests that extemporaneous decision 

making in that context draws on a teacher’s beliefs.

Fang (1996) reiterates the description o f  teaching as an entangled domain, constantly 

presenting teachers with dichotomous choices and dilemmas. He sees these dilemmas 

and complications as factors influencing the inconsistencies between teachers’ beliefs 

and their practices, as distinct from N espor’s (1987) argument that beliefs are teachers’ 

most effective points o f reference in highly contingent situations. Bennett et al. (1997,

21) refer to this as ‘situated know ledge’ or ‘know how ’, teachers’ beliefs about what 

does and does not work in particular teaching situations.

van der Schaaf et al. (2008) propose that teachers may use beliefs in approaching their 

teaching either deliberately or spontaneously. The situations in which teachers 

deliberately draw on their beliefs are characterised by intense motivation in terms o f  goal 

setting and decision making about subsequent behaviour. This is similar to what Nespor 

(1987) refers to as the control or metacognitive aspect o f  thought processes. What van 

der Schaaf et al. (2008) refer to as spontaneous uses o f beliefs occur in more routine 

situations, ‘ ... the level consisting o f  the largely automatized and procedural processes 

o f perception which take place without conscious attention’ (Nespor, 1987, 322). In 

considering the contingencies o f  the classroom context in which teachers must constantly 

be both responsive and decisive, Mohamad (2006) refers to ‘frames o f  reference’ which 

teachers use to guide their decision making and to structure their teaching. These ‘frames 

o f  reference’ constitute a theory which enables teachers to predict what will and will not 

work in the classroom context, in much the same way as Bennett et al.’s (1997) ‘know 

how ’ fiinctions.

Fives and Buehl (2012) summarise the functions o f  beliefs as filters, frames and guides.

Echoing Pajares (1992) on beliefs acting as a filter for new knowledge, Fives and Buehl
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(2012) argue that beliefs influence perception and interpretation. With Nespor (1987), 

they assert that the individual draws on beliefs to define the nature o f a problem, thereby 

guiding the individual to action towards problem solving or other tasks.

In reference to the previous discussion on the relationship between beliefs and 

knowledge, Wong et al. (2009) have noted that it is not just the situated teaching context 

w'hich is contingent, and likely to give rise to the need for filters, frames and guides. 

Knowledge in the constructivist (or more accurately the socio-constructivist) tradition is 

described as tentative and evolving, which suggests that beliefs may also be mobilised as 

teachers’ engage with new knowledge and information. This will be discussed further in 

the section on changing beliefs.

2.3.3 Structure of Belief Systems

Generally, the term used in the literature in this field refers to teachers’ beliefs, implying 

that an individual belief exists in some sort o f  arrangement with other beliefs. There are, 

indeed, references throughout the literature to belief systems (Mansour, 2009; Lara- 

Cinismo et al., 2008; Ertmer, 2005; Fang, 1996; Rusher et al., 1992; Pajares, 1992) or 

belief sets (W ong et al., 2009). Rokeach (1968 in Ertmer, 2005) described an individual’s 

belief system in terms o f a series o f concentric circles. At the core are beliefs which 

anchor the system, which have been developed through personal experience and relate 

most closely to the individual’s sense o f se lf  There are four subsequent concentric 

circles o f ever widening dimensions, but also o f  increasing weakness as they move away 

from the core beliefs. The closer a belief is to the core o f the system, the stronger it is and 

the more resistant to change (Mansour, 2009; Ertmer, 2005; Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992). 

This resistance to change is an important characteristic o f  core beliefs as it supports the 

individual’s self-understanding, understanding o f  others and o f the world (Pajares, 1992), 

giving a sense o f  certainty, warranted or not, in complex situations.
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Ertmer (2005) noted that even though Rokeach did not refer to educational beliefs in this 

model, it could be applied to educational beliefs. This suggests that the model can be 

both applied to an individual’s totality o f  life beliefs o f which educational beliefs will be 

part, and also to that set o f  beliefs associated with education. This differs somewhat from 

an interpretation o f the interaction o f  topic specific beliefs within the main belief system 

in which topic specific beliefs are defined as belief clusters (van der Schaaf et al., 2008; 

Pajares, 1992). Examples o f belief clusters based on the planned behaviour model are 

found in van der Schaaf et al.’s (2008) study o f teachers’ beliefs and practice in portfolio 

assessment. They identify three belief clusters which they consider to have an impact on 

teachers’ goals and intentions:

• Behavioural beliefs -  the expected effects o f  particular behaviours;

• Subjective nonns -  the expected support from other relevant personnel;

• Control beliefs - expectations about the context which will constrain or enable the 

planned teaching behaviours.

While Bennett et al. (1997) do not use the tenn belief clusters, they present their findings 

about teachers’ theories in a concept map which clusters specific elements o f  thinking 

around six key interconnected areas o f  teachers’ thinking, van der Schaaf et al. (2008) 

argue that belief clusters are not necessarily interconnected and may, in particular 

contexts, be incompatible. In drawing on beliefs in the ways described in section 2.3.2, a 

resolution will have to be reached between conflicting beliefs; van der Schaaf et al.

(2008) argue that the most important beliefs will be prioritised on the basis o f  the context 

as perceived by the teacher. In Rokeach’s model (Ertmer, 2005; Pajares, 1992), 

importance will be determined by connectedness to core beliefs.

These belief clusters about a particular thing or situation fonn both attitudes and values

which are described as belief substructures (Pajares, 1992). Attitudes generally connote a
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particular disposition towards a given focus (Choi and Ramsey, 2010), whereas value 

connotes the worth the individual places on that focus, van der Schaaf et al. (2008, 1693) 

identify a range o f  belief clusters about teaching that are . context related and exist 

predominantly as tacit knowledge that cannot easily be articulated’. There is some 

confusion about Pajares’ (1992) description o f belief clusters in relation to Rokeach’s 

belief system as Pajares (1992, 319) describes it.

... [C]lusters o f  beliefs around a particular object or situation form 
attitudes that become action agendas. Beliefs within attitudes have 
connections to one another and to other beliefs in other attitudes, so that 
a teacher’s attitude about a particular educational issue may include 
beliefs connected to attitudes about the nature o f society, the community, 
race, and even family.

This would appear to suggest that attitudes form an intermediary structure within the 

belief system between clusters o f  beliefs and the five levels o f beliefs in Rokeach’s (1968 

in Pajares, 1992) model. In Borg’s (2003) model o f  teacher cognition, beliefs and 

attitudes are accorded equal status as psychological constructs within the broader model. 

For the purposes o f this research, beliefs and their associated attitudes and values are 

considered to exist in clusters around a given topic, in this case play in the infant 

classroom, and to relate both to other belief clusters and to a wider belief system.

2.3.4 Beliefs and Practice

In this highly contested area in which there is little agreement about terminology and 

concepts, it is noteworthy that there is considerable agreement that teachers’ educational 

beliefs are a significant factor in the practice o f  teaching.

One question which arises is how teachers’ educational beliefs come to have an impact in 

practice. Some o f  the ways in which teachers use beliefs in teaching have been described 

in section 2.2.2. but there are a number o f different explanations for the route into 

practice. One explanation is that teachers’ beliefs influence their teaching intentions, and
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it is via these intentions that teachers’ educational beliefs influence practice (Sakellariou 

and Rentzou, 2012; van der Schaaf et al., 2008). However, this sequence o f beliefs —» 

intentions —► teaching behaviours does not account for the inconsistencies which have 

been found between teachers’ beliefs and their actual practice (Borg, 2003; Wilcox- 

Herzog, 2002; Fang, 1996), and between beliefs and intentions (Sakellariou and Rentzou, 

2011). The complexities o f the classroom can intervene between teachers’ beliefs and 

intentions and their practice (Fang, 1996), and parental pressure has also been found to 

be a constraint on teachers (Stipek and Byler, 1997).

Bennett et al. (1997) posit a model o f  the route o f  influence from teachers’ 

theories/beliefs through to actual practice. In this model, teachers’ educational beliefs go 

through a series o f  stages and processes before finally emerging in practice. Teachers’ 

theories influence a teacher’s general teaching orientation which is indicative o f the 

teacher’s pedagogical priorities. This general teaching orientation is then filtered through 

a set o f  mediating factors which Bennett et al. characterise as constraints. The constraints 

which intervene between general teaching orientation and teaching intentions can emerge 

at classroom, school, local, and national level. It is only after this first set o f  constraints 

have been negotiated that teaching intentions emerge. These teaching intentions can be 

further constrained by, for example, more interpersonal aspects o f  teaching such as the 

challenge o f  engaging with diverse groups o f children (Dunphy, 2009a) and/or the 

amount o f time available (Anderson et al., 2004). What is then observable in the 

classroom will bear a mediated relationship to an individual teacher’s beliefs, and the 

congruence between the beliefs and the pracfice will depend, according to this model, on 

the mediating factors, be they constraining or enabling.

Anderson et al. (2004) have identified four broad categories o f  constraints on teachers: 

teachers’ intra-personal characteristics; student characteristics; school culture; and
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system requirements. In terms o f the last o f  these, Mansour (2009) asserts the importance 

o f  the socio-cultural context in which teachers work as influential both in forming 

teachers’ beliefs and in influencing their practice, and laments the lack o f  attention paid 

to contextual constraints on teachers. He describes the socio-cultural context for teaching 

as the interaction o f the cultural, political, economic and social structures o f  a given 

society with the educational system. These ‘fram es’ are outside the control o f  the teacher 

and can have a limiting effect on practice. Meehan (2007) also reports on similar 

constraints which she characterises as extrinsic factors impacting on the relationship 

between beliefs and practice. The internal school context can also exert an influence on 

teachers, favouring practice which is not compatible with teachers’ own beliefs on 

appropriate practice in ECE classrooms (Stipek and Byler, 1997).

McMullen (1999) urges attention to teachers’ personal characteristics and traits as these 

can also impede teachers practicing according to their beliefs. Hall and Higgins (2002) 

have identified the impact o f individual locus o f control on ECE teachers’ efforts to 

introduce new practices into the classroom. Brown (2005) explored the importance o f 

teachers’ beliefs about self-efficacy in the teaching o f  maths in the ECE classroom, but 

her study found a contradiction between the teachers’ beliefs about self-efficacy, about 

maths instruction and maths instruction practices. In a study o f  ECE teachers’ beliefs 

about appropriate practices in comparison to their school Principals’ beliefs. Rusher et al. 

(1992) found considerable potential for dissonance between the beliefs o f  policymakers, 

Principals and teachers. They emphasise the importance o f agreement among these key 

players about the most appropriate educational provision for young children.

However, there are suggestions that mediating factors do not necessarily always have to 

be characterised as constraints, although there is relatively little reference to enabling 

mediating factors in the literature. Mansour (2009) identifies circumstances in which the
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mediating factors enable teachers’ beliefs to progress into practice when the contexts 

referred to above are compatible with teachers’ beliefs. Fang (1996) found evidence o f 

consistency between teachers’ beliefs about literacy and their approaches to literacy 

teaching, indicating that mediating factors -  according to Bennett et al.’s (1997) model -  

enabled consonance between the various stages and processes o f  the belief-action route. 

In a study o f teachers’ beliefs about play (Quance et al., 2008), enabling factors were 

identified by teachers who were able to implement their beliefs about the value o f play. 

These enabling factors identified were:

• Reformed curriculum;

• Previous experience;

• Colleagues (teachers, support personnel, Principals);

• Philosophy o f  the school. (Quance et al., 2008, 13)

It should be noted, however, that the enabling factors are the same ones cited as 

constraints in other circumstances, so it is not these factors per se but the nature o f  these 

factors which will determine their role in mediating beliefs into practice. Bullock (2011), 

in a study o f  teachers’ beliefs about learner self-assessment found that constraints, 

whether real or imagined, were immaterial and that it was teachers’ perceptions that were 

the crucial contributor to actual practice.

Two issues emerge from the consideration o f the role o f mediating factors between 

teachers’ beliefs and their practices. First, the degree to which teachers are able to teach 

in a way which is compatible with their beliefs. Second, the degree to which teachers’ 

beliefs are compatible with the requirements o f best practice designated in some external 

way. Where teachers with beliefs compatible with developmentally appropriate practice
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[DAP] meet constraints, this is likely to have the effect o f increasing their level o f 

didactic practice in order to assuage the source o f the constraints (Quance et al., 2008).

As Kagan (1992) has pointed out, inferring teachers’ educational beliefs from 

observations o f practice in the kind o f scenarios described above is ineffective. Teachers 

can do the same thing for very different reasons depending on their experience o f the 

mediating stages and the degree to which these mediating stages constrain or enable the 

teacher to act on his/her beliefs.

2.3.5 Changing Beliefs

Teachers’ beliefs are characterised by resistance to change, particularly those beliefs in 

which the teachers are especially invested (La Paro et al., 2009b; Lombaerts et al., 2009; 

Hermans et al., 2008; Ertmer, 2005; Hall and Higgins, 2002). This has implications for 

educational innovation (Lombaerts et al., 2009; Ertmer, 2005) because ‘[i]f teachers’ 

beliefs do not match the goals and assumptions o f  educational innovations, resistance is 

likely to occur’ (W ong et al., 2009, 2). The beliefs that are most difficult to change are 

held to be those which relate most closely to core beliefs which tend to be those related 

to the individual’s sense o f  self (Ertmer, 2005; Pajares, 1992). It is difficult to determine 

from the literature how those most strongly held beliefs can be identified, but it is 

suggested that knowledge based beliefs are more readily changed than affect based 

beliefs (Ertmer, 2005). Knowledge based beliefs have been characterised as explicit 

beliefs and affect based beliefs as implicit (Sakellariou and Rentzou, 2011). This would 

suggest that different approaches to changing different types o f beliefs would be 

required. This is complicated by the lack o f  clarity, discussed in section 2.3.1, in 

conceptual differentiation between beliefs and knowledge. The position adopted here is 

that new infonnation or knowledge, once encountered, is either accepted or rejected on
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the basis o f existing behef systems and clusters; if  accepted, it is then filtered to become 

part o f the individual’s idiosyncratic personal pedagogy (Mansour, 2009).

While acknowledging that belief change is intricate and not easily achieved, this is not to 

say that it is not possible in certain situations. Nespor (1987) argued that implicit beliefs 

are not subject to the reasonableness o f  argument and that when change happens it will 

be akin to a conversion or a gestalt shift. Pajares (1992) describes a model o f 

assimilation and accommodation o f  new beliefs, similar to Piagetian models o f learning, 

and suggests that assimilation is more usual than accommodation; i.e. new information is 

assimilated into existing beliefs with beliefs evolving rather than changing. 

Accommodation is a last resort o f  a belief system as beliefs resist new knowledge that 

challenges existing beliefs to such an extent that the new knowledge is not ‘assim ilable'. 

This explanation is consistent with the understanding o f the relationship between belief 

and knowledge outlined above.

The question then arises o f how to change implicit beliefs when this is required in pursuit 

o f educational innovation. In a study o f  the evolution o f  beliefs about mathematics 

among a small group o f pre-kindergarten teachers, Herron (2010) noted that the 

evolutionary process was facilitated by the teachers’ recognition that they needed to 

change their approach and their practice. Bennett et al. (1997) also observed the 

evolution both in beliefs and practice among the group o f  teachers participating in their 

study. This change was an unintended outcome o f the research process. One aspect o f  the 

research method used was to bring the teachers together to discuss their practice, and 

these gatherings led to the teachers reflecting on their practice, which in turn led to 

changes in both beliefs and practice. This would suggest that an alternative exists to 

N espor’s (1987) ‘conversion’ or ‘gestalt shift’ model o f  change in beliefs. Making the 

implicit explicit through reflection is posited as one route to changing teachers’ beliefs
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(Hermans et al., 2008; Ertmer, 2005; Brownlee et al., 2001; Bennett et al., 1997) but 

there are others. Studies o f  pre-service teachers have indicated that teacher education 

courses can change students’ beliefs, either through engagement with the course material 

and learning context (Choi and Ramsey, 2010) or through experience in the field (La 

Paro et al., 2009b; Ertmer, 2005).

It has also been suggested that, if  teachers can be persuaded to introduce new practices 

into existing practice, that this can also lead to changes in beliefs (M ansour, 2009;

Ertmer, 2005; Hall and Higgins, 2002). In a project designed to investigate how 

technology could be incorporated into ECE classrooms. Hall and Higgins (2002) found 

that supporting changes in practice by identifying effective and appropriate activities 

with computers that are consistent with teachers’ existing beliefs about teaching and 

learning will help change teachers’ attitudes towards ICT, encouraging them to use new 

approaches. Ertmer (2005, 32) questions the equation in which changes in beliefs precede 

changes in practice and suggests a three pronged approach to change:

• Personal experiences;

• Vicarious experiences;

• Socio-cultural influences.

Acknowledging the risk involved for teachers in changing their beliefs in a given 

domain, Ertmer (2005) suggests that teachers require an enhanced sense o f  self-efficacy 

in terms o f  personal experience o f  the innovative practice. In tcnns o f  technology, for 

example, this could mean offering teachers opportunities to use technology for more 

efficient completion o f  existing routine and commonplace tasks. From these early 

personal experiences in which the innovative practice is carefully aligned with existing 

practice, additional innovation can develop incrementally. Ertmer (2005) suggests that
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these personal experiences will need to be enhanced through opportunities for reflection 

on the change.

What Ertmer (2005) terms vicarious experience refers to teachers’ opportunities for 

observing other teachers engaging in the innovative practice in question. Vicarious 

experience carries both new information and motivation for the observer. She suggests 

that logistical difficulties in facilitating teachers to observe other teachers can be 

addressed through video, online footage or other electronic means. Socio-cultural 

influences, in Ertmer’s (2005) model, can be characterised as differing levels o f 

mediating factors between beliefs and practice, similar to Bennett et al.’s (1997) position. 

Ertmer (2005) recommends that teachers engage with others in professional learning 

communities as a supportive context for change.

Educational innovation is dependent on teachers and their beliefs (Hermans et al., 2009, 

81). ‘It is only when the micro level [the individual’s view o f themselves, their practice 

and technology] issues are taken into account that effective change is likely to take place’ 

(Hall and Higgins, 2002, 317, parentheses added). The complexity o f  teachers’ beliefs 

require a range o f approaches to change incorporating attention both to beliefs 

themselves through reflection and professional engagement, and to practice through 

sensitive support for the introduction o f  new practice in a way that enhances teachers’ 

self-confidence.

2.4 Definitions of Beliefs

Having explored the nature and significance o f  the concept o f  beliefs, particularly as they 

pertain to teachers, it is timely to attempt to offer a working definition o f the concept. 

However, defining what is meant by the term ‘beliefs’ continues to prove very difficult 

(Einarsdottir, 2003; Vartuli, 1999), or perhaps more accurately, reaching agreement on a
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single consistent definition continues to prove difficult (Fives and Buehl, 2012). It is 

currently no easier to identify a definition o f  beliefs which is generally agreed upon than 

to find agreement about terminology or conceptualisations o f ‘b e lie f , as discussed in the 

previous section (Fives and Buehl, 2012). There are two types o f definition extant in the 

literature on teachers’ beliefs. The first type is an overarching definition o f  teachers’ 

educational beliefs and the second type refers to definitions which are provided for 

particular studies.

2.4.1 Overarching Definitions of Teachers’ Educational Beliefs

Kagan (1992, 65/66) offers the following definition: ‘Teacher belief is ... generally 

defined as pre- or inservice teachers’ implicit assumptions about students, learning, 

classrooms, and the subject matter to be taught’. Implicit assumptions can be understood 

within N espor’s (1987) framework o f  belief characteristics. As discussed in Section 

2.3.1, Nespor (1987) proposed that individual beliefs have at least four characteristics, 

and that collections o f beliefs (belief systems) have at least two additional characteristics. 

These characteristics offer an expanded understanding o f  what ‘assum ptions’ could mean 

in the context o f  beliefs. ‘Existential presum ption’ describes how contingent, fluid 

characteristics o f  a situation, object or person become resolved into fiiTn, fixed 

understandings -  immutable assumptions. ‘A ltem ativity’ refers to an individual’s 

conviction that there is an ideal alternative to current reality and, it could be argued, the 

assumption that this ideal is achievable even though the individual has never actually 

experienced it. The ‘affective and evaluative aspects’ o f  beliefs, the feelings teachers 

have about or associate with aspects o f their work, can help clarify assumptions teachers 

might demonstrate; for example, a teacher who loves a particular subject or activity 

might assume that the pupils will love it too and perhaps find it difficult to empathise 

with those who don’t. Finally, Nespor (1987) concludes that beliefs are grounded in
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particular episodes or events in the individual’s life -  ‘episodic storage’ -  which 

powerfully colour subsequent memories and Nespor (1987, 320) connects this to ‘... the 

fact that teachers learn a lot about teaching through their experiences as students thus 

influencing assumptions about teaching. The ‘assumptions’ to which Kagan (1992) refers 

can be understood within Nespor’s (1987) framework as solidified contingencies and 

idealised alternatives which are emotionally invested and given legitimacy through 

personal experience.

The second half of the definition indicates the range of contexts about which teachers 

hold educational beliefs, echoing Pajares’ (1992) injunction that conceptual precision in 

the study of teachers’ beliefs is enhanced when the phrase ‘educational beliefs about’ is 

applied. Kagan’s (1992) categorisation o f these contexts could be seen, perhaps, as 

incomplete. If we consider Pajares (1992) inventory of the range o f teacher beliefs about 

the teacher qua teacher, such as self-efficacy, self-esteem, self-concept and locus of 

control, it may be that Kagan’s (1992) definition needs another ‘about’ category. Such a 

category is a less concrete entity, perhaps, than actual students or physical classrooms, 

and more akin to the subjective experience o f ‘learning’. Kagan (1992) indeed focuses on 

teachers’ self-esteem (as well as content-specific beliefs) as one o f the key variables of 

teachers’ beliefs. These categories o f beliefs refer to what could be considered as 

teachers’ beliefs about themselves as teachers. A teacher’s educational beliefs are part o f 

that individual’s belief system(s) about everything (Pajares, 1992) and about themselves 

as a person. Beliefs about oneself as a teacher do not necessarily coincide with beliefs 

about oneself as a person, as the individual’s belief system can accommodate 

inconsistencies (Rokeach, 1968 in Pajares, 1992). Therefore a definition o f teachers’ 

beliefs needs a reference point to the personal experience of being a teacher, of teaching. 

It might then be more inclusive o f the full range o f teachers’ educational beliefs to
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rephrase Kagan’s (1992) definition as follows; teacher educational belief is generally 

defined as pre- or in-service teachers’ implicit assumptions about teaching, students, 

learning, classrooms, and the subject matter to be taught.

While the majority o f  studies o f teachers’ beliefs about various aspects o f  ECE do not 

provide any definition o f  beliefs (see Table 2.1), Kagan’s (1992) definition has been 

adapted elsewhere in the literature. Abu-Jaber et al. (2010, 65) expanded K agan’s 

definition as follows: ‘Teachers’ beliefs are implicit assumptions about students, 

learning, classrooms, teaching strategies, curriculum, pedagogy and educational 

programs’. They offer no explanation for the expanded categories, van der Schaaf et al. 

(2008) noted that current definitions o f  beliefs focus on teachers’ assumptions and they 

maintain this focus. They cite Artzt and Armour-Thomas’ (1998) definition o f  teachers’ 

beliefs as ‘. .. an integrated system o f personalized assumptions about the nature o f a 

subject, its teaching and learning’ (van der Schaaf et al., 2008, 1692). This is a narrow 

definition o f  educational beliefs as it limits the focus to subject areas as opposed to a 

broader range o f  educational categories. However, it does, yet again, emphasise beliefs as 

‘assum ptions’.

La Paro et al. (2009b, 22) proffer the following; ‘A belief can be defined as a conviction 

o f  truth o f a proposition without its verification. That is, beliefs are generally considered 

to be subjective mental interpretations based on perceptions, reasoning or 

com munication’. This particular definition does not account for the implicit or tacit 

quality o f beliefs that has been noted earlier (Ertmer, 2005; Fang, 1996; Kagan, 1992). 

Rokeach (1968 in Roberts-W alter, 2007, 27; Pajares, 1992, 314) defines beliefs as ‘any 

simple proposition, conscious or unconscious, inferred from what a person says or does, 

capable o f  being preceded by the phrase, ‘1 believe that . . . ” . This particular definition is
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incompatible with the view that teachers’ beliefs cannot be inferred from what teachers’ 

do because teachers do similar things for very different reasons (Kagan, 1992).

Choi and Ram sey’s (2010, 314) definition follows the ‘about’ model but rather than 

assumptions, they use the term ‘repertoire o f  general knowledge’. This definition is quite 

general in that it is not about educational beliefs but life beliefs that focus on ‘objects, 

people, events and their characteristic relationships’ (Choi and Ramsey, 2010, 314). 

Dunphy (2009a, 7) draws on Einarsdottir’s (2003) review o f literature on ECE teachers 

beliefs for the following definition; ‘... [A] broad definition o f beliefs is that o f ‘tacit, 

often unconsciously held attitudes teachers have about schooling, teaching, learning, 

students, classrooms and the academic material to be taught’. The categories about 

which teachers hold beliefs are similar to K agan’s (1992), and the definition carries the 

same characteristic o f  implicitness. However, as discussed earlier in connection with 

belief clusters (see section 2.3.3), attitudes actually derive from beliefs and it is perhaps 

not entirely precise to use the tenn ‘attitudes’ as a synonym for ‘belief', as Dunphy 

(2009a) does. An attitude implies a disposition towards a particular topic, whereas an 

assumption connotes the ‘taken for granted’ quality o f belief

Fives and Buehl (2012, 473) challenge what they refer to as the ‘common perspective’ 

that teachers’ beliefs are implicit. Drawing particularly on Dewey (1933/1986), they 

argue that beliefs must have a conscious underpinning in order to be maintained. They 

further argue that research methods which rely on teachers verbally expressing their 

beliefs may result in those beliefs being made explicit. The literature on changing beliefs 

also suggests that teachers can be aware o f  beliefs on the basis o f previous reflection or 

because o f  experience o f changed practices, either their own or, vicariously, colleagues’ 

changed practices (Ertmer, 2005). Bennett et al.’s (1997) description o f  the unintended 

effects o f  their research into teachers’ thinking, in which making that thinking explicit
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led to changed perspectives, suggests that Fives and Buehl’s (2012) argument has 

currency. They conclude that ‘[a]ttempts to access teachers’ implicit beliefs may well 

bring these conceptions into the explicit realm, thereby changing the nature o f the beliefs 

under exam ination’ (Fives and Buehl, 2012, 474). They refer to teachers stating, 

espousing, and/or articulating beliefs o f which they are aware.

For this reason, the following expanded version o f  K agan’s (1992) definition will be used 

to frame this study: teacher educational belief is generally defined as pre- or in-service 

teachers’ implicit assumptions and/or explicit statements about teaching, students, 

learning, classrooms, and the subject matter to be taught.

However, as evidenced by efforts to define the concept, any definition o f  teachers’ 

educational beliefs will be highly contingent and subject to qualification. The 

relationship between implicit assumptions and explicit statements is likely to be complex 

and shifting, with implications for the collection and analysis o f  data (Fives and Buehl, 

2012; Einarsdottir, 2003). However, this working definition means that the research can 

take cognisance o f  both implicit and explicit beliefs as they are identified in the data, and 

the definition has the benefit o f being inclusive.

2.4.2 Study Specif ic Definit ions

Table 2.1 provides an overview o f a range o f  studies o f teachers’ beliefs about a variety 

o f  topics in ECE.

I al i ie 2.1 I erni s  an d  (Ictl i i i tions used  in rc sc arc h  on I X ’t. t eacl icrs'  hel iefs

S o ur ec 1 cr ins used Def lni t ion
. lun» a n d  J in ,  2014 a I’c rccp t ions .  belief ,  co n eep ls ,  \  iew.s. N o  d efu i i t io n  p rov ided .
J i inu  a n d  . l in,  20141) [*erceptions Nc' d e fu i i t io n  p ro \  ided.
Uiojas -C'ortc /  ct al.,  
2013

l ie l ie t ’s, th ink  abinit. idet 'k)gy, 
im plici t  tlieories. pe reep tion ,  
ep is lem olo ii ica l  iiaradignis .  th ink ing .

N o  d ef in i t io n  p r o \  ided.

S h e n v o o d  a n d  Keifel ,  
2013

Mehci's, p e r s p e c t i \e s ,  v is ion ,  b e h e f  
SN'stenis. tl iinkinti. \ iews.

N o  def in i t ion  p r o \  ided.

39



Sakellariou and  
R cnt/ou , 2012

Beliefs, implicit theories, working 
philosophies, theories o f  practice, 
assumptions.

‘Beliefs can be defined as "the 
implicitly held assumptions 
about people  and e \  ents that 
indiv iduals bring to a particular 
know ledge domain" (Kagan.
1992, p .75) ' ‘For the puipose  o f  
this study, the temi ‘be liefs’ 
w as operationally  defined to 
refer to the self-reported 
working  philosophies or 
theories o f  practice held by the 
students w hom  the researchers 
e.xamined'. (p. 2)

Sakellariou and  
Rentzou, 2011

Beliefs, implicit theories, personal 
constructs, assum ptions, explicit 
theories.

‘[Beliefs] are defined as 
personal constructs that can 
provide an understanding o f  a 
teacher 's  practice ...  Also, 
according to Kagan (1992), 
teachers ' beliefs are their 
assum ptions about their 
students, classrooms and 
academ ic materials to be 
tau g h t’, (p. 1) 'F o r  the purpose 
o f  this study, the term 'be l ie fs '  
was operationally  defined to 
refer to the self-reported 
working philosophies or 
theories o f  practice held by the 
students w hom  the researchers 
e x am in ed ’, (p. 2)

I.i and Rao, 2011 Beliefs, values, utiderstandinti. No definition provided.
Kim and Kcmple,  
2011

Beliefs. No definition p ro \  ided.

Abii-Jaber ct al., 2010 Beliefs, be lie f  systems, cognitive 
constructs, values, cognitive styles, 
perceptions, implicit theories.

‘T each e rs ’ beliefs are implicit 
assum ptions about students, 
learning, classrooms, teaching 
strategies, curriculum, 
pedagogy and educational 
p rog ram s’, (p.65)

I^oguc and Harvey, 
2010

Views, attitudes, perceptions. No definition provided.

van der Aalsvoort et 
al., 2010

Attitudes, cognitive know ledge base, 
beliefs, reflections, subjective 
theories, thinking, tacit knowledge, 
mental schemata.

‘T eachers ’ beliefs are derived 
from tacit know ledge that 
intermingles with disciplinary 
know ledge provided by the 
teaeher-edueation curriculum ', 
(p. 350)

Sherw ood and Reifel,  
2010

Beliefs. No definition provided.

Man and Ncnharth-  
Pritchctt, 2010

Beliefs. N o definition provided.

Herron, 2010 Beliefs, perceptions. No definition provided.
Choi and Ram sey,  
2010

Beliefs, attitudes, practical 
knowledge.

‘T eachers ’ beliefs arc defined 
as a repertoire o f  general 
know ledge o f  objects, people.
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events and their characteristic 
relationships’ , (p. 314)

\N ong ct al., 2009 Heliefs, conceptions, system o f 
beliefs, notions, cognition, be lie f set.

No defin ition provided.

Lynch, 2009 [Reliefs, attitudes, knowledge, 
priorities.

No defin ition provided.

Lara-Cinisnio ct al., 
2009

Beliefs, be lie f systems. No defin ition provided.

Diinphy, 2009a Attitude, opinions, belief, thinking, 
theories, values.

‘ . . . a  broad defin ition o f  beliefs 
is that o f  ‘ tacit, often 
unconsciously held attitudes 
teachers have about schooling, 
teaching, learning, students, 
classrooms, and the academic 
material to be taught 
(Einarsdottir, 2003, 115-6)'. (p. 
7)

I.a Paro ct al., 2009b Beliefs, be lie f systems, be lie f 
structures.

'A  be lie f can be defined as a 
conviction o f  truth o f  a 
proposition w ithout its 
verifica tion ’ , (p. 22)

Ilsii-Sniith, 2009 Perceptions, beliefs, theories. ‘ Beliefs include knowledge ..., 
attitudes ..., perceptions ..., 
values, images ..., expectations 
..., preconceptions ..., teachers' 
personal history-based lay 
theories ..., and im plic it 
theories', (p. 39)

Moon and Rcifel, 
2008

'I'h inking, beliefs, practical 
knowledge, im plic it theories, 
understanding, assumptions, images, 
values, conceptions.

No defin ition provided.

Qiiance ct al., 2008 Beliefs, be lie f systems. No defin ition provided.
l.ara-Cinismo ct al., 
2008

B e lie f systems, beliefs, conceive o f No defin ition provided.

Lee and Cinshurg, 
2007a

Beliefs. No defin ition provided.

Meehan, 2007 Beliefs, im plic it theories, knowledge 
in action.

‘ Beliefs are a form o f 
know ledge both personal and 
professional', (p. 22)

IJn i and 1 orr, 2007 Beliefs, theory o f  practice, tacit forms 
o f know ledge.

No defin ition provided.

I.ee, 2006 Beliefs, think. No defin ition provided.
Morgan and 
Kennewell, 2006

Views, perceptions, personal 
philosophy.

No defin ition provided.

Mohamad, 2006 Beliefs, informal theories, thinking, 
conceptualise, frames o f  reference, 
theory, assumptions.

No defin ition provided.

M cM nllcn ct a!., 2006 Beliefs, philosophies. No defin ition provided.
Sharpe ct al., 2005 Beliefs, values, attitudes. No defin ition provided.
Hedges and Cullen, 
2005

Professional knowledge, beliefs. No defin ition provided.

Robson and 
Hargreaves, 2005

Perceptions, believe. No defin ition provided.

Brown, 2005 Im plic it beliefs, conceptions, beliefs. No defin ition provided.
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\  icws. p references ,  atti tudes, 
ju d g e m e n ts ,  ideo logy , d ispos it ions ,  
implici t  and  explici t  theories,  
perspectiv  es, ru les o f  unders tand ing .

Foote ct al., 2004 Beliefs ,  know ledge. N o  de t ln i t io n  provided.
Iziinii-Ta\ lor et al., 
2004

P erspec tives ,  unders tand ings ,  
concep ts ,  think.

N o def in i t ion  prov ided.

S an ao a \a ra p u  and  
W ong, 2004

V iew s. N o  def in i t ion  prov ided.

Miller and Smith, 
2004

r^eliefs. v iews. N o  def in i t ion  p ro \  ided.

Phillips, 2004 Beliefs ,  implici t theories ,  atti tudes, 
p r incip les .

’I 'or  th is  s tudy, bel ie fs  w ere  
u n d ers to o d  to  m ean  ‘an 
in d iv id u a l 's  ju d g e m e n t  o f  the 
tru th  or  falsity o f  a proposition  
that can  on ly  be  inferred  from a 
co l lec tive  u n d ers tand ing  o f  
what h u m a n  be ings  say  and  d o ' .  
(Pa jares .  1992, p .316)". (p. “̂ 2)

Hall and Higgins, 
2002

Beliefs ,  th ink ing ,  p edagog ica l  beliefs. N o  def in i t ion  provided .

Brett ct al., 2002 Beliefs ,  \  iews. N o  def in i t ion  provided .
W ood and Bennett, 
2001

Theories, though t  p rocesses . N o def in i t ion  provided .

Smith and Croom , 
2000

Implicit tiieories, a t t i tudes,  values. N o  def in i t ion  provided .

Piotrkowski ct al., 
2000

Beliefs ,  v iews. N o  def in i t ion  provided .

Keating et al., 2000 V alu e s  , a t t i tudes ,  p references ,  
beliefs.

N o  def in i t ion  prov ided.

As can be seen in Table 2.1 above, relatively few studies in the field o f  ECE provide 

specific definitions o f  beliefs within which to frame the research. O f the 46 

representative studies referenced, 32 do not provide a definition o f  beliefs. In general, 

these studies are focused on the topic about which beliefs are held; for example, beliefs 

about epistem ology (W ong et al., 2009); beliefs about mathematics (Herron, 2010; 

Brown, 2005); beliefs about appropriate practices (Han and Neuharth-Pritchett, 2010; 

Lara-Cinismo et al., 2009); beliefs about ICT in ECE (Hall and Higgins, 2002); the 

relationship between beliefs about teaching and observed classroom practices (McMullen 

et al., 2006); beliefs about literacy (Li and Rao, 2011; Lim and Torr, 2007); beliefs about 

music (K.im and Kemple, 2011).  These studies predominantly focus on establishing a
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rationale for the study by stressing the importance o f  teachers’ beliefs rather than on 

detlning beliefs (e.g., Quance et al., 2008; Lee and Ginsburg, 2007a, 2007b; Hedges and 

Cullen, 2005; Smith and Croom, 2000).

O ther studies do not address beliefs as a separate issue but focus on the topic about which 

beliefs are held (e.g., Herron, 2010; Izumi -Taylor et al., 2004; Sanagavarapu and Wong, 

2004). As a general statement about the studies which do not seek to define beliefs, the 

de facto definition appears to be that beliefs equate to the answers the participants give in 

response to the questions asked about a particular topic. This, o f course, is consistent 

with the definition given by Rokeach (1968 in Roberts-W alter, 2007, 27; Pajares, 1992,

314) cited in Section 2.4.1, that a belief is any statement that can be preceded by the 

phrase ‘I believe that . . . ’. Bypassing definitions, but highlighting the importance o f 

beliefs is also consistent with Borg’s (2003) position that trying to disentangle the 

concept o f  belief is not necessarily a productive endeavour. This is particularly so when 

the concept itself is not the focus but rather the context in which particular aspects o f 

practice are being considered. Given that the great majority o f  studies choose not to get 

entangled in the messy process o f  resolving the terminological, conceptual and 

definitional confijsion about beliefs, this appears to be the dominant position. There are, 

however, a number o f  studies which provide study specific definitions and these will now 

be considered.

Sakellariou and Rentzou (2012; 2011) offer overarching definitions o f  teachers’ beliefs 

based on Kagan’s (1992) definition, but take into account Pajares’ (1992) 

recommendation that the specific beliefs in focus should be operationalised as 

specifically as possible. For the purpose o f both studies, this was defined as follows: ‘For 

the purpose o f this study, the term ‘beliefs’ was operationally defined to refer to the self- 

reported working philosophies or theories o f practice held by the students whom the
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researchers exam ined’ (Sakellariou and Rentzou, 2012, 123/4). Both studies focused on 

beliefs (working philosophies or theories o f practice) o f pre-service teachers, about what 

is termed developmentally appropriate practice [DAP], and they acknowledge both 

implicit and explicit dimensions to beliefs. Phillips (2004) similarly studied the beliefs of 

ECE personnel about DAP but worked from quite a different definition which is drawn 

from Pajares (1992); ‘For this study, beliefs were understood to mean ‘an individual’s 

judgement o f  the truth or falsity o f  a proposition that can only be inferred from a 

collective understanding o f  what human beings say and d o ”  (Phillips, 2004, 42).

Outside o f  the literature on beliefs in ECE, M ansour (2009, 26) provided the following 

definition;

... the concept o f  belief is used to characterize a teacher’s idiosyncratic 
unity o f  thought about objects, people, events and their characteristic 
relationships that affect his/her planning and interactive thoughts and 
decisions.

Mansour acknowledges that teachers’ beliefs are personalised to the point o f 

idiosyncrasy, and that an aspect o f  the idiosyncrasy is that teachers can have 

contradictory beliefs. The individual, however, is able to reconcile these contradiction in 

a ‘unity o f  thought’ unique to that individual. The latter half o f  the defi.nition is less clear 

than Kagan’s about the specific areas about which teachers will have educational beliefs 

(Pajares, 1992). To reiterate, based on an extensive review o f the relevant literature, the 

definition o f  beliefs which will best serve the orientation o f  this particular research study 

is: teacher educational belief is generally defined as pre- or in-service teachers’ implicit 

assumptions and/or explicit statements about teaching, students, learning, classrooms, 

and the subject matter to be taught.
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2.5 ECE Tcachcrs’ Educational Beliefs and Beliefs about  

Play

Einarsdottir (2003, 121) stated that [I]t has been difficult to identify a common core 

o f  educational beliefs among early childhood teachers’. She accounts for this difficulty as 

due to the diversity in the field o f  ECE, both in terms o f  settings and in the age range o f 

children from birth to eight years. Before focusing on studies o f teachers beliefs about 

play, some aspects o f the diverse range o f literature on ECE teachers’ beliefs will be 

reported. Table 2.2 provides an introductory categorisation and overview o f the literature 

which is explored in section 2.5.1.
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I ahic 2.2 I.C'K tcachcrs' beliefs h> catc” or>

Beliefs about Specific Learning Domains

Literacy Specific focus Summary of 
fiudimjs

Consistency/inconsistency between beliefs 
and practice

Li and Rao(2011) Chinese kindergarten teachers' beliefs 
about multiple literacies by 
geographical location (questionnaire, 
video footage from classrooms).

Limited understanding o f 
the concept o f ‘multiple 
literacies' among teachers 
irrespective o f 
geographical location.

No link found between teachers' beliefs and practices. The 
gap is attributed to constraints including lack o f training and 
resources. Inconsistent

Lyncii. (2009) Beliefs about print literacy 
development (interviews).

Teachers believed their 
own knowledge about the 
‘best way' was inadequate.

While uncertain about their own expertise and un.sure i f  
their practice constituted "best practice', the teachers 
believed their practice benefitted the children. Inconclusive

I im and Torr(2007) Beliefs about literacy teaching in 
multilingual contexts, including ECE 
teachers freedom to act on those 
beliefs in the classroom (survey, 
including self-reported practices).

The findings indicate that 
almost all teachers viewed 
their primary goal as 
fostering children’s ability 
to communicate and 
express themselves. They 
believed in using an 
eclectic approach rather 
than focusing on one or 
other ‘method’ .

The majority o f respondents felt they could put their beliefs 
into practice and that their beliefs and practices were 
consistent. Inconclusive

Foote et al. (2004) The impact o f ECE teachers’ beliefs 
about literacy on the literacy 
experiences o f children in different 
ECE settings from a New Zealand 
perspective (interviews, child 
observations)

Teachers in all settings 
held similar beliefs about 
appropriate literacy 
practices but held diverse 
beliefs about appropriate 
pedagogical approaches.

Evidence o f both appropriate practices consistent with 
teachers' stated beliefs and more didactic practices. Authors 
suggest that teachers' unconscious beliefs are responsible 
for the inappropriate didactic practices, but this is 
speculation. Inconclusive

M ille r and Smith (2004) The impact o f ECE teacers’ beliefs 
about the literacy curriculum on

Teachers' beliefs 
influenced by previous

In some instances, teachers incorporated practices that were 
inconsistent with their beliefs alongside practices they
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children’s literacy experiences in a 
range o f educational settings 
(interviews, child observations).

experience, but curriculum 
pressure and parental 
expectations exert 
inlluence for more formal 
practices than teachers 
believe to be appropriate.

believed to be appropriate. There was no overall either/or. 
Inconclusive

Mathematics Specific focus Summary of 
fimiinqs

Consistency/inconsistency between beliefs 
and practice

Herron (2010) Evolution o f mathematical beliefs 
among kindergarten teachers 
implementing a new maths curriculum 
(interviews, classroom observations)

Changes occurred in the 
teachers’ beliefs following 
the experience o f 
implementing a research 
based, per-K maths 
programme. The three 
participating teachers were 
volunteers, and therefore 
arguably open to change.

Not addressed.

Dunphy(2009a) Primary teachers’ attitudes towards the 
challenges o f teaching o f maths in 
infant classes, and the aspects o f maths 
pedagogy they would like to develop 
(survey).

Questionnaire identified 
inconsistencies between 
stated beliefs, and a range 
o f constraints that 
teachers’ reported had a 
negative impact on their 
use o f appropriate 
pedagogical practices.

Inconsistencies w ithin stated beliefs and between beliefs and 
practice. However, as these are self-reported, the results are 
inconclusive. Inconclusive

Lee and Ginsburg (2007a) ECE teachers’ beliefs about the 
teaching o f mathematics to four-year- 
old children from low and middle SES 
family backgrounds (interviews).

Some common beliefs 
emerged, but 
fundamentally different 
beliefs emerged about 
pedagogical approach to 
maths in ECE pedagogy.

Not addressed.

Lee and Ginsburg (2007b) ECE teachers’ beliefs about 
appropriate early literacy and 
mathematics practices with children 
from different SES backgrounds 
(interviews).

The teacher participants 
held very different views 
on ECE pedagogy 
depending on the SES 
background o f the children 
they were teaching.

Not addressed.

Brown (2005) ECE teachers’ sense o f self-efficacy. Teachers reported strong No relationship between beliefs and observed practice.
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their beliefs about the importance o f 
mathem atics, and the impact o f  both 
on their m athem atics pedagogy 
(questionnaires, observations in a 
num ber o f  classrooms).

self-efficacy beliefs but no 
consensus on beliefs about 
mathematics pedagogy.

Inconsistent

Religious Education Specific focus Summary of  
findings

Consistency/inconsistency between beliefs 
and practice

Meehan (2007)
ECE teachers" beliefs and practice in 
religious education in Catholic schools 
in an Australian context 
(questionnaire, interviews, classroom 
observation).

The participant teachers’ 
practice was generally 
consistent with their 
beliefs, but the study 
identified a range o f 
factors which both 
constrain and support 
practice.

Consistent

Music Specific focus Summary of  
findings

Consistency/inconsistency between beliefs 
and practice

Kim and Kemple (2011)
Pre-service ECE teachers’ beliefs 
about the importance o f  music, and the 
factors which influence those beliefs 
(questionnaire, small num ber o f 
interviews).

More knowledge about 
music led to stronger 
beliefs about its 
importance in ECE.

Not addressed.

Sharpe et al. (2005)
ECE practitioners beliefs about the 
role o f  music and m ovement in ECE 
pedagogy, and their self-reported 
music and m ovement practices 
(questionnaire)

All settings report 
providing some form o f 
music and movement 
opportunities for children, 
but wide variety in 
provision emerged. 
Practitioners report 
valuing music and 
movement for a variety o f 
reasons, but also report a 
variety o f  constraints on 
practice.

Constraints o f  various types, including lack o f  training, 
impede the provision o f  music and movement in some 
settings. Inconsistent

Beliefs about Children’s Learning and Development
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School Readiness Specific focus Summary o f 
findings

Consistency/inconsistency between beliefs 
and practice

Lara-Cinismo et al. (2008)
ECE teachers’ beliefs about what 
children need prior to entering 
kindergarten, and the differences in 
beliefs which emerge across 
programme types (focus group 
interviews).

Belief systems about 
school readiness 
encompass child, home 
and teacher; ch ild ’s 
readiness refers to social, 
cognitive, physical and 
emotional characteristics.

Not addressed

Piotrkowski et al. (2000)
Comparative study o f ECE teachers’ 
(pre-school and kindergarten) and 
parents’ beliefs about school readiness 
in disadvantaged area (questionnaire).

Parents held remarkably 
similar beliefs, regardless 
o f ethnicity or education. 
Striking diversity in the 
expectations o f preschool 
and kindergarten teachers.

Not addressed

Children's Thinking Specific focus Summary of 
findincjs

Consistency/inconsistency between beliefs 
and practice

Robson and Hargreaves (2005) Perceptions and practices o f ECE 
teachers in relation to 3-5 year old 
children’s development o f thinking 
skills (interviews, child observations).

‘Thinking’ understood 
primarily as a problem 
solving activity 
Practitioners believed 
supporting children’s 
thinking to be an 
important part o f their 
role, but this was found to 
be more im plicit than 
explicit in their planning. 
However, the relationship 
between beliefs and 
practice is not fu lly  drawn 
out as the observations o f 
the children are used to 
illustrate the interview 
data, rather than to 
compare beliefs and 
practice.

Inconclusive
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Children's Self-Concept Specific focus Summary of 
findinqs

Consistency/inconsistency between beliefs 
and practice

Smith and Croom  (2000) The relationship between children’s 
multidim ensional self-concept and 
teachers’ beliefs about 
developm entally appropriate practice 
[DAP] (questionnaire).

Teachers’ beliefs about 
DAP had no predictive 
relationship with girls’ 
self-concept. Stronger 
beliefs in traditional 
m ethodologies related to 
specific aspects o f  boys’ 
self-concept.

Not addressed

Beliefs about Developmentally Appropriate Practice [DAP]

Pre-service Teachers’ 
Beliefs about DAP

Specific focus Summary of 
findings

Consistency/inconsistency between beliefs 
and practice

Sakellariou and Rentzou (2012) Com paring Greek pre-service 
kindergarten teachers’ beliefs and 
pedagogical intentions related to 
child/adult interactions 
(questionnaire).

Students expressed strong 
beliefs in developmentally 
appropriate mteraction 
with children, but do not 
believe in getting involved 
in play. The students’ 
beliefs did not predict their 
intentions in relation to 
pedagogical interactions.

Inconsistent

Sakellariou and Rentzou (2011) Com paring Cypriot pre-ser\'ice 
kindergarten teachers' beliefs and self- 
reported practices related to 
developm entally appropriate practice 
[DAP] (questionnaire).

W hile the participants held 
beliefs that could be 
characterised as both 
developmentally 
appropriate and 
inappropriate, 
developmentally 
appropriate beliefs were 
stronger. W hile the 
participants reported 
implementing DAP, scores 
were stronger for beliefs 
than practices.

Qualified consistency
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La Paro et al. (2009b) Assessing the beliefs o f  pre-serv ice 
ECE teachers' beliefs about children, 
discipline and teaching practices in 
compan.son to the beliefs o f  the 
teacher educators involved in the 
program m e (questionnaire)

The students’ beliefs were 
more aligned with the 
teacher educators’ beliefs 
by the end o f  the degree 
programme.

Not addressed

Teachers’ Beliefs about 
DAP

Specific focus Summary of 
findinqs

Consistency/inconsistency between beliefs 
and practice

Abu-Jaber et al. (2010) Beliefs o f  Jordanian kindergarten 
teacher about DAP (questionnaire).

W hile the teachers showed 
strong beliefs in DAP on 
most domains, nonetheless 
beliefs consistent with 
more didactic practices 
also emerged.

Not addressed

Han and N euhanh-Pritchett 
(2010)

The relationship between ECE 
teachers’ qualification levels and their 
beliefs about developm entally 
appropriate/inappropriate practice 
(questionnaire)

Higher qualifications more 
associated with 
developmentally 
appropriate beliefs, but 
insufTiciently so to be the 
defining variable.

Not addressed

Lara-Cinisnio et al. (2009) ECE teachers’ beliefs about the 
optim um way to work with pre-school 
children in different setting types 
preparing to enter kindergarten (focus 
group interviews).

Practitioners in all setting 
types held sim ilar beliefs 
about the main dim ensions 
o f  optimum practice, but 
considerable variation 
emerged across all setting 
types on the specific 
factors constituting those 
dimensions.

Not addressed

L e e (2006) ECE teachers’ beliefs about 
appropriate or ideal preschool 
pedagogy and the extent to which 
these beliefs are shared among the 
participants (responses to film footage 
stimulus).

Shared patterns em erged 
which crossed diverse 
teaching backgrounds, 
especially in tenns o f  
preschool being a fun 
e.xperience for children 
and a resistance to an 
em phasis on ‘academ ics’

Not addressed
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within the preschool.
M cM ullen et al. (2006) Com parison o f  ECE teachers' self- 

reported beliefs and docum entable 
practice in terms o f  DAP or 
'trad itional’ approaches 
(questionnaire, classroom 
obser\'ations)

General consistency 
between practice and 
beliefs (either DAP or 
traditional)

Consistent

Phillips (2004) ECE teachers’ beliefs about 
appropriate practice in ECE 
classrooms, and the relationship 
between those beliefs and the practice 
observed in their classrooms 
(interviews, classroom  observations)

W hile the teahcers’ beliefs 
were consistent with 
descriptions o f  DAP. those 
beliefs had less impact on 
practice than various 
constraints at school, 
parental and policy level.

Inconsistent

M cM ullen (1999) The characteristic o f  teachers who 
express beliefs in DAP and 
consistently put these beliefs into 
practice, despite experiencing the 
same constraints that other teachers 
cite as constraining their practice 
(questionnaire, classroom 
observations).

Preschool teachers were 
found to hold stronger 
DAP beliefs and to be 
more likely to implement 
them than primary school 
teachers. Holding DAP 
beliefs is the strongest 
predictor o f  implementing 
DAP in the classroom, 
followed by internal locus 
o f  control, personal 
teaching efficacy and ECE 
training.

Consistent

Vartuli (1999) Teachers’ educational beliefs and the 
impact o f  those beliefs on practice, 
and changes in both beliefs and 
practice with rising grade levels 
(questionnaires, classroom  
observations).

While there was 
consistency between 
observed practices and 
expressed beliefs, beliefs 
were considerably more 
aligned with DAP than 
was practice. As grade 
level increased, the 
teachers’ beliefs and 
ob.served practice became 
less aligned with DAP.

Consistency
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Beliefs about Teachers' Professional Characteristics

Subject Knowledge Specific focus Summary of 
findings

Consistency/inconsistency between beliefs 
and practice

Hedges and Cullen (2005) ECE teachers, parents’ and children’s 
beliefs about specific areas o f  teacher 
knowledge, illustrated with observed 
practices (interviews, diaries, field 
notes, curriculum  docum entation).

Subject content knowledge 
was held to be important 
by all groups involved, but 
was underemphasised by 
teachers in the informal 
interactions which were 
the main type o f 
interaction observed. The 
authors are at pains to 
point out that the findings 
relate only to the small 
group involved in the 
research.

Inconsistent

ICT Competency Specific focus Summary of 
findings

Consistency/inconsistency between beliefs 
and practice

Hall and Higgins (2002) The impact o f  ECE teachers’ beliefs 
about com puter/technology use in the 
classroom and how ECE teachers’ can 
be supported to incorporate ICT in 
their practice (survey, collaborative 
action research).

ECE teachers’ beliefs 
about ICT are likely to be 
consistent with their 
overall educational beliefs. 
I'hey may lack confidence 
in their own skills and 
consequently not value 
ICT’s potential as a 
learning and teaching tool. 
Research suggests that if  
activities can be 
introduced which the 
teachers consider 
appropriate, beliefs can 
subsequently be changed. 
Change must occur at the 
micro-level if  it is to be

Consistent
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effective.

Progression and 
Continuity in Teaching 
and Learning

Specific focus Summary of 
findings

Consistency/inconsistency between beliefs 
and practice

W ood and Bennett (2001) ECE teachers’ understanding oF 
progression and continuity in 
children’s learning, and how these 
concepts are niterpreted in terms o f 
national curriculum  policy (teachers’ 
narrative accounts, interviews, 
classroom  observations, discussions 
with children, group interviews with 
participating teachers).

The teachers' theories o f 
progression and continuity 
are consistent with their 
overall theories o f  how 
children learn. W hile these 
theories have an impact on 
practice, they are mediated 
by the national curriculum 
policy framework. The 
teachers respond to the 
constraints in a num ber o f 
ways ranging from 
resistance to adaptation.

Variation between teachers so inconclusive.

Consistency between Beliefs and Practice (Constraints, etc.)

W ilcox-Herzog (2002) W hether there is a link between ECE 
teachers’ beliefs about DAP and their 
actual practice (questionnaire, 
videotaped observations).

No link was found 
between beliefs and 
practice. One possible 
explanation may be 
inconsistent definitions o f  
what constitutes DAP. 
O ther mediating factors 
are also suggested.

Inconsistent

Stipek and Byler (1997) ECE and First Grade teachers beliefs' 
about a range o f  pedagogical and 
policy issues, and their clas.sroom 
practices (questionnaire, classroom 
obervations)

The instrument was 
designed to align the 
teachers' beliefs either 
with DAP or a traditional 
approach to practice, 
rather than an inductive 
approach to establishing 
the nature o f  the teachers’ 
beliefs. The teachers’

For pre-school and kindergarten teachers, their beliefs were 
consistent with practice, but less so for First Grade 
Teachers. Several constraints, m ainly parental expectations 
were cited. Inconclusive
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beliefs were quite evenly 
split between ‘basic skills’ 
and DAP orientations.

Rusher et al. (1992)
Differences in beliefs about child 
development, appropriate curriculum 
and teaching strategies between ECE 
teachers and their Principals (survey).

The teachers and 
Principals generally 
agreed on child-centred 
practices, but differences 
em erged between male 
Principals’ beliefs and 
those o f  the teachers.

Not addressed
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2.5.1 ECE T each er s ’ Educational Beliefs

A range o f  research literature on ECE teachers’ educational beliefs was identified 

through a variety o f search methods. These included using the ‘cited by’ function in 

Google Scholar and a review o f the bibliography o f  each item o f literature as it was 

identified in ‘snowball’ fashion (Lillard et al., 2012). The references chosen have been 

limited to those focused on ECE teachers working with children in the four to eight year 

age group, as this is the age group o f children in infant classes in primary schools in the 

Republic o f  Ireland [Rol]. Because o f the tenninological uncertainty discussed earlier, 

the search was limited to literature which specifically used the term ‘beliefs’. Exceptions 

to this rule are Wood and Bennett (2001) as it draws on similar understandings as 

Bennett et al. (1997) which is relevant to this study, and Dunphy (2009a) which is the 

only study o f  the Irish infant class context which includes an acknowledgement o f the 

importance o f  teachers’ beliefs. In addition, only literature associated specifically with 

ECE practitioners was included in this section.

Research on ECE educators’ beliefs is focused on a number o f areas which can be 

categorised as follows.

• Domain specific beliefs such as literacy (Li and Rao, 2011; Lynch, 2009; Lim 

and Torr, 2007; Miller and Smith, 2004; Foote et al., 2004), mathematics (Herron, 

2010; Dunphy, 2009a; Lee and Ginsburg, 2007a, 2007b; Brown, 2005), religious 

education (Meehan, 2007), music (Kim and Kemple, 2011; Sharpe et al., 2005).

• Children’s learning and development issues such as school readiness (Lara- 

Cinismo et al., 2008; Piotrkowski et al., 2000), children’s thinking (Robson and 

Hargreaves, 2005) and children’s self-concept (Smith and Croom, 2000).
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• Appropriate practices in ECE (Sakellariou and Rentzou, 2012, 2011; Abu-Jaber et 

al., 2010; Han and Neuharth-Pritchett, 2010; La Paro et al., 2009a; Lee and 

Ginsburg, 2007a, 2007b; Lee, 2006; McMullen et al., 2006; Lara-Cinismo et al., 

2009; Phillips, 2004).

• Teachers professional characteristics such as subject knowledge (Hedges and 

Cullen, 2005), self-efficacy (Brown, 2005), ICT competency (Hall and Higgins, 

2002), and understanding o f progression and continuity in learning (Wood and 

Bennett, 2001).

A review o f this selection o f literature reinforces Einarsdottir’s (2003) comment about 

the difficulty o f  identifying any core concepts o f  teachers’ beliefs. There is no consistent 

definition o f what is meant by beliefs and this range o f  literature is subject to the same 

confusion which Borg (2003) noted earlier in relation to the literature on language 

teachers’ beliefs. In addition, the range o f  categories and sub-categories listed above is 

also criss-crossed with a myriad o f  methodological and intennediary issues which render 

the drawing o f  any conclusions problematic.

For example. La Paro et al. (2009b) assessed the beliefs o f pre-service ECE teachers as 

did Sakellariou and Rentzou (2012). However, La Paro et al. (2009b) focused on beliefs 

about children, discipline and teaching practices o f  the students, which Sakellariou and 

Rentzou (2012) investigated teaching intentions among their participants. La Paro et al. 

(2009b) used Q-sort methodology whereas Sakellariou and Rentzou (2012) used Wilcox- 

Herzog’s (2004) ‘Beliefs-intensions’ scale. Other studies with practicing teachers in the 

general category o f  appropriate practices use the DAP (Phillips, 2004) framework ( 

Sakellariou and Rentzou, 2011; Abu-Jaber, 2010; Lee, 2006; McMullen et al., 2006; 

Phillips, 2004), while others do not (Han and Neuharth-Pritchett, 2010; Lara-Cinismo et
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al., 2009). Within the first group who exphcitly reference DAP, considerable diversity 

exists.

Cultural diversity, for example, is an important distinction. Sakellariou and Rentzou 

(2011) conducted their study with Cypriot pre-service teachers, noting the preponderance 

o f  research conducted in the US. Abu-Jaber et al. (2010) describe the very particular 

context for ECE in Jordan and also emphasise the lack o f culturally specific studies in 

Arabic educational and psychological literature. Lee’s (2006) study was conducted in 

Manhattan with an ethnically diverse group o f participants who additionally had a variety 

o f  qualifications and worked in different setting types. McMullen et al.’s (2006) 

participants worked in a diverse range o f  settings in a Mid-western state in the US, while 

Phillips’ (2004) study participants worked together in one school, also in a Mid-western 

context in the US. Culture is a major contributor to an individual’s beliefs (Einarsdottir, 

2003; Pajares, 1992) and studies o f teachers’ beliefs across different cultures have 

identified variations in teacher beliefs that are culturally specific (W ong et al., 2009; 

Einarsdottir, 2003).

Table 2.2 provides an overview and some level o f  categorisation o f the range o f literature 

on teachers’ beliefs about various aspects o f  ECE. Even within the category o f literacy, 

for example, while it would appear that M iller and Smith (2004) and Foote et al. (2004) 

focus on the same topic, the studies used different methods, in different setting types, 

with practitioners with very different educational backgrounds, in different policy 

contexts and in different countries.

An analysis vis-a-vis the consistency or inconsistency between beliefs and practice 

shows that it is equally difficult to identify a core or emerging consensus on the issue o f  

the consistency o f relationships between beliefs and practice in ECE. O f the 34 articles 

reviewed, the issue o f  consistency was not addressed in 13 studies, by far the largest
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category; in eight cases the findings were inconclusive; consistency between behefs and 

practice was found in six cases; and inconsistency was found in seven cases. It may be 

that the high number o f  studies which did not address the issue o f  consistency between 

behefs and practices is a reflection o f  the highly mediated relationship between beliefs 

and practice (see section 2.3.4). In a number o f studies in which beliefs and practice were 

found to be inconsistent, the reasons given were connected to constraints upon the 

teachers’ practice (e.g., Li and Rao, 2011; Sharpe et al., 2005). It was also the case that, 

in some instances, where beliefs and practice were found to be consistent, this was due to 

enabling factors (e.g., Meehan, 2007; McMullen, 1999). W here the findings have been 

termed inconclusive, the reasons include teachers who implemented both consistent and 

inconsistent practices; studies in which the practices were self-reported rather than 

observed by researchers; or studies in which the data about beliefs and practices were not 

compared, but in which the observations o f  practice were used to illustrate interview 

data. Einarsdottir (2003, 126) concluded that:

Research results reveal that teachers who do not practice according to 
their reported beliefs are to a great extent the ones who work in more 
academics oriented programs.

It could be suggested that consistency between beliefs and practice is not always 

desirable. McMullen et al. (2006) found teachers with behefs which favoured traditional, 

didactic practices in ECE (as opposed to DAP) whose practice was consistent with those 

beliefs. Beliefs which render a teacher well disposed towards practices which are at odds 

with widely held ideas o f best practice are not necessarily welcome. Hence the 

importance o f  exploring ECE teachers’ behefs in a wide range o f contexts. Consistency 

between teachers’ beliefs and models o f  best practice are desirable, and teachers’ ability 

to implement best practice consistent with their beliefs must be facilitated.
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Spodek (1987 in Vartuli, 1999, 490) found that early care and education teachers 

generated a greater num ber and greater variety o f  im plicit theories about educational 

decisions than did either the prim ary or kindergarten teachers stud ies’. It would appear 

that continues to be true o f  research in this field.

2.5.2 Teachers’ Beliefs about Play

W ithin the literature on teachers’ beliefs about various aspects o f  ECE, the literature on 

beliefs about play appears to be very lim ited. Q uance et al. (2008) identify two studies on 

teacher beliefs about play; Bennett et al. (1997) and K eating et al.(2000). Hsu-Sm ith 

(2009) identifies a further six: M oon and Reifel (2008); Izum i-Taylor et al. (2004); 

R iojas-Cortez and Flores (2004); Spielberger ( 1999); and K em ple (1996). Additional 

web searches for m aterial citing these articles have identified the follow ing m aterial: van 

der A alsvoort et al. (2010); Logue and H arvey (2010); Sherw ood and Reifel (2010); 

Sanagavarapu and W ong (2004); Brett et al. (2002) and, w ith reference to student 

teachers’ view s on play, M organ and K ennewell (2006). In addition, Sherwood and 

Reifel (2010) identify Ranz-Sm ith (2007) and K lugm an (1996). C ontinuing searches 

identified Jung and Jin (2014a, 2014b); R iojas-C ortez et al. (2013); Sherwood and Reifel 

(2013); and H anney and B issonnette (2011).

Kem ple (1996) noted that despite ever increasing aw areness o f  the contribution o f  play to 

ch ildren’s learning and developm ent, the provision o f  play opportunities was gradually 

reducing, a point reiterated by N icolopoulou (2010) m any years later. Kem ple (1996) 

explored both teachers’ beliefs about the im portance o f  sociodram atic play and their 

practice. Sociodram atic play is defined as a cooperative form o f  dram atic play in which 

children take on different character roles (K em ple, 1996). W hile teachers believed 

strongly in the beneficial role o f  sociodram atic play in ch ildren’s learning and 

developm ent, they w ere less sure that the school Principal shared that b e lie f  This is
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similar to Rusher et al.’s (1992) findings, and again emphasises the school culture as a 

possible source o f  constraints on teachers (see section 2.3.4). However, in this case, the 

teachers believed that they could promote sociodramatic play in their classrooms 

(Kemple, 1996) suggesting that teachers’ personal characteristics, in this case beliefs 

about self-efficacy, can be an enabling factor in the translation o f beliefs into practice. In 

exploring the issue further, Kemple investigated the teachers’ beliefs about the amount o f 

time they were able to give to play in the classroom, cited elsewhere as a possible 

constraint (Anderson et al., 2004). Some teachers’ believed that they were providing 

adequate time and other teachers did not believe so. However, an analysis o f  the time 

spent by all o f these teachers found no difference in the actual time spent (Kemple,

1996). This finding emphasises the significance o f teachers’ beliefs in the provision o f 

play opportunities for children. A caveat must be entered in that this study was based on 

teachers’ self-reported practices, so while the results indicate congruence between beliefs 

and reported practices, the data may be open to further scrutiny.

Bennett et al. (1997) conducted an analysis o f  teachers’ narratives on play and on follow- 

up individual interviews with the participating teachers. Classroom observations were 

videotaped and the video was analysed with the teachers in ‘refiection-on-action’ 

sessions (Bennett et al., 1997, 27). They found that teachers’ beliefs about play could be 

categorised under the following headings:

• The nature and benefits o f  play

• The teacher’s role

• Planning

• Assessment
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• Constraints.

Bennett et al. (1997, 23) developed a conceptual model which describes how these 

clusters o f  theories impacted on what they term the teachers’ ‘General Teaching 

Orientations’, described as teachers’ pedagogical priorities. Their conceptual model then 

goes on to describe the further impact on practice, thus demonstrating the pathways along 

which beliefs relate to practice.

In expanding that conceptual model, the authors designed a concept map o f the clusters 

o f ideas related to each o f  the themes which emerged (Bennett et al., 1997, 138). As a 

group, the teachers believed play to be developmentally appropriate for the children in 

their classes. They reported that play supports holistic development, but also provides an 

antidote to fonnal work. On a more pragmatic level, it occupies the children while the 

teacher is otherwise engaged.

While the teachers made strong connections between play and learning, planning for play 

and learning was seen as problematic because o f its exploratory, open-ended nature. 

Children’s ownership o f  play was seen as paramount to the point where the teachers did 

not want to risk interfering with the children’s intentions, considering child-initiation as a 

defining characteristic o f play. Some tension emerged between this ‘non-interference’ 

approach, a second approach which involved teachers engaging with the children’s play 

in a facilitative way, and a third and more didactic type o f involvement (Bennett et al., 

1997).

Bennett et al. (1997) and Keating et al. (2000) found that practitioners, when given the 

opportunity to reflect on their practice, felt guilt at the mis-match between their beliefs 

and their practice. In the former study, the research process itself led to the identification 

o f dilemmas for the participants and had the effect o f changing their practice (Bennett et



al., 1997). Keating et al. (2000) studied perceptions o f  play in the reception classes in ten 

primary schools. However, unlike Bennett et al. (1997) and Kemple (1996), they 

investigated the beliefs o f  five key stakeholders in each school: the headteacher, the 

reception class teacher, the classroom assistant, the parent, and the child (Keating et al., 

2000). Findings related to teachers’ beliefs indicated that system demands for 

accountability in terms o f  children’s learning created a dilemma for teachers who saw 

this as being at odds with the play based holistic learning that they valued. The type o f 

evidence o f  learning demanded by the system could not easily be drawn from the 

children’s play, thus constraining teachers’ beliefs about play as a valuable context for 

learning. Keating et al. (2000) contextualised the teachers’ dilemma within the debate on 

the perception o f play as somehow the opposite o f  work. In a finding which mirrors 

Bennett et al.’s (1997) identification o f  the pragmatic function o f play, Keating et al. 

(2000, 445) found that play was increasingly accorded an organisational role unrelated to 

its role in children’s learning, ‘... as a way o f keeping children occupied whilst the 

teacher was engaged elsew here’. A second pragmatic function o f  play was identified in 

which play was used as a reward for children who had finished what was designated as 

‘w ork’. These identified functions o f play are inconsistent with the expressed beliefs o f 

the teachers who participated in the study, and were the cause o f  what the authors termed 

‘anguish’ (Keating et al., 2000, 451).

In the studies reported so far, Kemple (1996) focused on sociodramatic play while 

Bennett et al. (1997) and Keating et al. (2000) investigated play in the broader classroom 

context. Brett et al. (2002) inquired into teachers’ beliefs about ‘rough and tum ble’ play 

and play provision for children with special needs. The teachers in the study held beliefs 

about play that were consistent with the literature on DAP (Phillips, 2004) and reported 

that they gave over 50% o f time in the classroom to play activities in recognition o f  its
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importance to children’s learning and development. Because the study was based on self- 

reported practices, a similar caveat must be entered as with Kemple’s (1996) study that 

actual practice might not reflect the teachers’ reports.

‘Rough and tum ble’ play is ‘.... vigorous and active physical play that includes wrestling, 

play fighting, rolling around, chasing, laughing, and scream ing’ (Brett et al., 2002, 72). 

This type o f  play emerged as problematic for the teachers despite their beliefs about the 

importance o f  play in general; while the majority allowed for ‘rough and tum ble’ play, 

believing it to be a necessary part o f  children’s experience and beneficial to their 

development, a significant minority did not allow it. The reasons given related to fears o f 

aggressive behaviour and injury. Brett et al. (2002) conclude that some teachers find it 

difficult to distinguish between ‘rough and tum ble’ play as a particular fonn o f motor and 

social activity, and aggression. The focus o f  Logue and H arvey’s (2010) study was 

ostensibly teachers’ perceptions o f  dramatic play, including ‘rough and tum ble’ play. 

However, only one o f  four research questions included any reference to beliefs, and that 

question referred to the major influences on teachers’ attitudes towards ‘rough and 

tum ble’ play, but did not address the attitudes themselves. Training, childhood 

experiences and the attitudes o f  colleagues were the major influences identified, and 

Logue and Harvey (2010) conclude that teachers experience considerable ambivalence 

towards ‘rough and tum ble’ play, with the most negative attitudes displayed towards play 

fighting.

Spielberger (1999) found that teachers believed that there was a distinction between 

beneficial (good) and harmful (bad) play. Harmful play consisted o f  aggressive 

behaviour, and pretend play around a violent theme, play fighting and weapons. 

Consistent with Logue and Harvey (2010), Spielberger (1999) found that teachers 

routinely applied rules to prevent such behaviours, and interrupted them when they
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occurred. Some teachers did not prevent super-hero or gun play, and this was based on 

their belief that such play was therapeutic for the children, reflecting their lives outside 

the centre.

Brett et al. (2002) also investigated how the teachers adapted play to the needs o f 

children with disabilities. Where adaptations were made, although this did not happen in 

all cases, the teachers focused support on children’s cognitive development and provided 

less support for social development through play. This would seem to suggest that the 

teachers believed that the role o f  play is primarily associated with cognitive 

development, at least in the case o f  children with disabilities. In general, Brett et al. 

(2002) indicate that teachers’ beliefs were in concert with their practices, or that the 

teachers themselves believed this to be so, although as these were self-reported 

assertions, they are open to question.

In contrast to Brett et al.’s (2002) findings about different approaches to cognitive and 

social development through play, Hanney and Bissonnette’s (2011) participants, pre

service and serving teachers, strongly endorsed a belief in the efficacy o f  play in building 

social skills among children, but were less clear about play’s contribution to cognitive 

development. However, despite making strong connections between play and social 

learning, Hanney and Bissonnette’s (2011) participants did not demonstrate 

correspondingly positive intentions about the possibility o f increasing play opportunities 

to enhance children’s prosocial skills. The reasons suggested relate to the strength o f  the 

mandate for didactic approaches to teaching consequent on the prevalence o f high stakes 

testing. Spielberger’s (1999) findings about teachers’ beliefs about the relationship 

between play and learning are consistent with Hanney and Bissonnette’s (2011) study. 

She found that while there was a consistent belief among the six Head Start teachers she 

interviewed that pretend play is beneficial for children’s holistic development, they
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believed that it was more beneficial for social, emotional and language development than 

for cognitive and literacy development.

A significant area o f  interest in terms o f  teachers’ beliefs about ECE is the impact o f 

culture (Einarsdottir, 2003), and there has been some focus on beliefs about play in 

particular cultural contexts. One such study was conducted by Riojas-Cortez and Flores 

(2004). They investigated teachers’ and parents’ beliefs about play in bilingual ECE 

classrooms in Texas. Given evidence that parental pressure has emerged as a constraint 

on teachers’ provision o f play in the classroom (Stipek and Byler, 1997), the parents 

participating in this study believed that play was a fun way for children to learn (Riojas- 

Cortez and Flores, 2004). Findings indicated that parents’ views o f  play were defined 

within their culture, which valued play for enjoyment even if  the cultural ties to 

traditional play were being weakened through acculturation in the new location. The 

authors suggest that, in this particular M exican-American cultural context, children's 

culture can be acknowledged and incorporated by including the games valued by the 

community o f parents.

While a considerable level o f  congruence was found between the teachers’ and parents’ 

beliefs about play, constraints were identified in the school context. An example is given 

o f  a teacher who felt constrained by the fact that the noise her class made during play was 

disruptive for other teachers. Intra-personal constraints were also identified, with one 

teacher experiencing conflict between her beliefs and behaviour. She expressed very 

clearly her inability to explain why she found it difficult to give children control o f  their 

play when she believed that this would be beneficial for their learning (Riojas-Cortez and 

Flores, 2004). The authors conclude that the teachers believed in the value o f  play, but 

for a number o f  reasons were not ready for implementation. They did not regard this as 

an entirely negative position as there was evidence o f teachers engaging in a reflective
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process which would eventually lead to changes in practice. This finding emphasises 

once again the importance o f  investigating teachers’ beliefs and making them explicit 

because even though teachers may know the benefits o f play for child development, 

their own biases become obstacles for the implementation o f  play in their classroom s’ 

(Riojas-Cortez and Flores, 2004, 280).

Sanagavarapu and Wong (2004) examined the issue o f  culturally specific play among 

children from a range o f  cultural backgrounds in Sydney, Australia. The inclusion o f this 

study in this report is tenuous as, while the research was conducted with ECE teachers, 

the focus is on their observations o f  the children’s play rather than on their beliefs about 

that play. The teachers reported observing differences in the play o f  children from 

various cultural backgrounds (Sanagavarapu and Wong, 2004), but appeared not to 

believe that it would be important to explore this with parents. A minority o f teachers 

reported making an effort to incorporate CAP (Culturally Appropriate Play) into their 

settings (Sanagavarapu and Wong, 2004). The finding which makes the study relevant 

here is that the teachers believed that the differences in play were primarily attributable 

to the children’s proficiency or otherwise in English, rather than to cultural distinctions in 

the way the children play.

Izumi-Taylor et al. (2004) reported on a cross-cultural study o f  Japanese and American 

pre-school teachers’ perspectives on play. As with Sanangavarapu and W ong (2004), 

there is no delineation o f what is meant by ‘perspectives’ or what the impact or 

significance o f  such perspectives might be. All participating teachers valued play for 

children’s learning and development, and this was contextualised as being consistent 

with the value placed by both societies on play as evidenced by the regulatory 

frameworks o f both countries (Izumi-Taylor et al., 2004). Differences emerged in the 

emphases on the purposes o f  play across both cultures; Japanese teachers emphasised the
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power o f  play in helping children learn how to live within the cultural nonns o f their 

society in a way that American teachers did not. American teachers emphasised play as 

children’s work which Japanese teachers did not. This may suggest that the oppositional 

characterisation o f play versus work which can operate in Western discourse (e.g., 

Keating et al., 2000) may not be relevant in Japanese society.

Spielberger (1999) conducted her research with a group o f  African-American Head Start 

teachers. She found considerable variety among the participants in terms o f their beliefs, 

attitudes and values. Spielberger (1999) concluded that, not only are there different 

perspectives on play across cultural groups, but also that there are different perspectives 

within cultural groups. As a footnote to this discussion o f  the impact o f culture on play, 

Klugman (1996), in a study o f the perceptions o f play among undergraduate ECE 

students, found that the responses o f participants from African-American, Hispanic and 

Asian backgrounds did not differ materially from the responses o f  the Caucasian 

American students. However, rather than accepting that finding as accurate, Klugman 

(1996) concludes that the questionnaire instrument was insufficiently sensitive to this 

issue, and that additional research on the effect o f  culture on perceptions o f play were 

necessary.

Quance et al. (2008) investigated the beliefs o f teachers working in Grade One 

classrooms with a slightly older age group o f children than in the other studies detailed 

here. It has been noted elsewhere that as grade levels increase, teachers’ beliefs become 

less developmentally appropriate (Vartuli, 1999). Quance et al. (2008) found that the 

Grade One classrooms differed significantly from kindergarten classrooms in that there 

was little evidence o f  provision for dramatic play, centre based play or sand/water play. 

This would suggest a substantial break between practice in ECE classrooms and in Grade 

One classrooms. This was mirrored in the finding that the teachers prioritised ‘basic
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skills’ (Quance et al., 2008, 7) even though they believed in play as a fun way for 

children to learn. While some teachers were able to incorporate play methods in line with 

their beliefs, other teachers described constraints on their beliefs, mainly related to time 

factors and lack o f resources as well as pupil characteristics (Quance et al., 2008). As 

part o f  the study, detailed photographs were taken o f  ten classrooms when the children 

were absent. Following analysis o f  the photographs, no difference was found in the 

classrooms o f those teachers who reported incorporating play into their classrooms and 

the classrooms o f  those who did not (Quance et al., 2008). However, there is no reference 

to the numbers o f  children o f  children each classroom had to accommodate, and this 

might have had an impact on practice. Lack o f  materials was also evident from the 

analysis, but the study suggests that classroom conditions were not the explanation for 

the provision or non-provision o f play opportunities for the children. This is similar to 

K em ple’s (1996) finding about the time allocated to play in that it supports Bullock’s 

(2011) position that contextual m ediating factors are not the crucial determinant of 

practice but teachers’ beliefs about those mediating factors.

Ranz-Smith (2007) also conducted her research in Grade One classrooms, and the 

findings support the view that teachers’ beliefs are the crucial contributors to practice. 

Ranz-Sm ith’s (2007) study was conductcd in two schools, with two teachers in each 

school. In one particular finding, the two teachers in the Site II school defined play in 

similar ways as characterised by child initiation and choice, and occurring spontaneously. 

‘W orking autonomously within the same school setting, they made consequential 

decisions to include (in Janelle’s case) or exclude (in Darcee’s case) play in the 

classroom ’ (Ranz-Smith, 2007, 294). W hile both believed in the beneficial value o f  play 

for children, their practice was very different, indicating that each had responded very 

differently to the context in which they were teaching. ‘Janelle’ and ‘D arcee’ both



perceived an equal number o f  barriers to the provision o f  play opportunities, as well as 

holding similar beliefs about the benefits and appropriateness o f  play. Both teachers 

perceived curricular expectations as a barrier; ‘Janelle’ however, was able to resist this 

particular constraint, saying ‘1 can see all that’s required o f us ... You learn to ignore 

it”  (Ranz-Smith, 2007, 287). This suggests that ‘Janelle’s ’ beliefs about play could be 

characterised as core beliefs (Mansour, 2009; Ertmer, 2005) because o f  the resilience o f 

those beliefs in the face o f  constraints. This is also consistent with M cM ullen’s (1999) 

findings that teachers whose practice is consistent with their beliefs about DAP are 

characterised by robust internal locus o f  control and personal teaching efficacy.

However, ‘Janelle’ claimed that she had had no training in the use o f  play in teaching 

(Ranz-Smith, 2007) whereas McMullen (1999) found that training in ECE was one o f the 

key factors enabling a teacher to implement her/his DAP beliefs. Spielberger (1999) 

concluded that each o f  the six participants in the qualitative phase o f  her study o f 

teachers’ beliefs demonstrated individual approaches and qualities, and she concludes 

that none o f  the participants could be described as ‘typical’ o f the broad range o f  Head 

Start teachers. Spielberger (1999) also concludes, with Ranz-Smith (2007) that the 

relationship between beliefs and practices is fluid, complex, and highly individual. The 

impact o f  contextual factors (either as constraints or as enabling factors) depends on the 

particular configuration or integration o f those factors in the individual’s experience.

One further finding in Ranz-Smith (2007) is o f interest here and that is that all four 

teachers involved in the study perceived the curricular expectations prevalent in their 

areas as constraints on their ability to provide play opportunities in their classrooms. 

However, on analysis o f the relevant documents, Ranz-Smith (2007, 291) found that:

With the teachers’ sense that there was no time for play in the classroom 
because o f  all that was expected o f  first graders these days, it was 
interesting to discover that the first-grade objectives o f  both sites, as
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formally adopted by their respective boards o f education, suggested play 
as a means o f  im plem enting the curriculum.

This raises the issue o f  the relationship between belief and knowledge as discussed in 

section 2.3.1, and the teachers’ beliefs about the curriculum as a constraint could be said 

to be characterised by ‘non-consensuality’ and ‘existential presum ption’ (Nespor, 1987). 

The ‘non-consensuality’ refers to the way in which beliefs can be seen as a matter o f 

opinion, free o f or even opposed to objective knowledge and open to argument. 

‘Existential presum ption’ describes the way in which contingent and incidental 

characteristics o f  a situation, person or object is solidified into a structured entity, a 

‘b e lie f , in this case the teachers’ belief that the curriculum represented a barrier to play 

in the classroom.

Moon and Reifel (2008) investigated one teacher’s situated beliefs about the 

development o f literacy through play in a classroom with a highly diverse population o f 

children in terms o f language. A prime concern w as the development o f English as a 

second language (ESL). The teacher’s beliefs about the value o f play in her particular 

context indicated four main themes. Play:

• Functioned as an international language;

• Promoted a relaxed milieu for the children’s learning;

• Facilitated integrated learning;

• Provided a connection between the children’s first language and ESL (M oon and 

Reifel, 2008, 55).

The teacher believed her role in the play/literacy nexus was to be a ‘... provider, player, 

facilitator, helper and monitor ...’ (Moon and Reifel, 2008, 55). The study found that the 

teacher’s description o f  her play provision, that is the range o f  activities which she



included in the ‘p lay ’ category, was in fact much broader that the play framework she 

espoused. They  suggest that in this situated context, the teacher was in fact constructing 

her own emergent discourse about the meanings o f  play, rather than those extant in the 

literature. This is helpful in adding to an understanding o f  how teachers’ beliefs evolve in 

the course o f  practice, and expands both Ertm er’s (2005) and Hall and H iggins’ (2002) 

observations about changes in practice impacting on beliefs, leading to further changes in 

practice.

Hsu-Smith (2009) investigated the impact o f  a play-therapy training course on the 

participants’ beliefs about play and play therapy. Only one o f  the participants was an 

ECE teacher, so the study relates only peripherally to the issue o f  ECE teachers’ beliefs 

about play. However, given the importance o f  the issue o f  whether and how changes in 

teachers’ beliefs can be achieved, it is included here. It should also be noted that the 

training was related to a very specific perspective on play, i.e. play therapy which is 

defined as being ‘... concerned with the therapeutic relationship that develops between a 

child and a therapist through the context o f  toys and other play m ateria ls’ (Hsu-Smith, 

2009, 38).

Initially, the participating teachers’ beliefs about play related to enjoyment, expressing 

feelings, pretend, social skills developm ent, a reward and, to a m uch lesser extent, 

learning (Hsu-Smith, 2009). Engagement with the play therapy course had an impact on 

the participants’ beliefs in that those beliefs becam e aligned with the discourse on play 

underpinning play therapy, but participants continued to fmd it difficult to conceptualise 

play as a fonn  o f  com m unication in itself or as a worthwhile learning context. The play- 

therapy context involved the teachers in one-to-one interactions with a child and the 

teachers reported that they believed that they had a better relationship with the focus
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child having engaged in the play therapy sessions as part o f the coursework (Hsu-Smith, 

2009).

In a study o f  the impact o f  a graduate professional development programm e for ECE 

teachers, Riojas-Cortez et al. (2013) found individualised perspectives on play among the 

participating teachers with no single perspective or understanding o f  play as a consensus 

position. They found that the teachers’ existing beliefs about the relationship between 

play in its various manifestations and children’s learning and development prevented the 

participants identifying broadly based connections between play and learning. Certain 

types o f  play in the classroom were associated with learning, but, for example, outdoor 

play was not because it was conceptualised as free-time or as a reward. This articulates 

with Sherwood and Reifel’s (2013) findings among their student participants whose 

conceptualisations o f  play included ‘letting o ff steam ’ and making the non-play parts o f 

school bearable for the children.

Riojas-Cortez et al.’s (2013) study also shows the challenges for teachers in aligning 

their beliefs and practice, even when the individual has engaged in a supportive reflective 

community o f practice through which s/he has experienced changed perspectives as a 

result o f  professional development and critical reflection. The authors argue that teachers 

need opportunities to address these inconsistencies and contradictions, and suggest that 

systematic CPD based on communities o f practice focused on critical dialogue within a 

theoretical framework is required.

van der Aalsvoort et al. (2010) conducted a com parative study in which the beliefs o f

practicing preschool teachers were compared with those o f  pre-service preschool

teachers. A cross-cultural comparison o f  these groups was then undertaken between

Germany and the Netherlands. All participants watched video footage from a range o f

play scenarios and were asked to make written responses about their initial impressions,
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whether or not they would define the activity as play, whether the activity promoted 

children’s development, and if  they considered that the children’s experience o f  the play 

could be improved. Contrary to expectations, the practicing teachers’ observations were 

not more detailed or complex than those o f the students, particularly the Gentian students 

(van der Aalsvoort et al., 2010). The authors suggest that this may be as a result o f 

changes to the teacher education courses in Germany which were aimed at improving the 

quality o f  preschool education there. As with the cross-cultural study by Izumi-Taylor et 

al. (2004), differences in the perspectives o f both in-service and pre-service groups were 

found to relate to the regulatory contexts in both countries, as well as to background 

differences among participants and between the groups (van der Aalsvoort et al., 2010).

The methodology employed in van der Aalsvoort et al.’s (2010) study was quantitative: 

while the questions asked on the questionnaire were open-ended, they were subsequently 

numerically coded according to four codes: reference to teacher, reference to children, 

reference to peers, and reference to context. The findings do not indicate, for example, 

whether the teachers defined the video vignettes as play or not, or what definition o f  play 

emerged. The authors acknowledge this as a limitation o f  the study, and while this 

illuminates the impact o f  cultural context and teacher education on teachers’ 

interpretation o f  children’s activity, it does not provide specific insights into teachers’ 

beliefs about play.

In a finding which echoes similar findings about the ‘idiosyncratic’ (Mansour, 2009) 

character o f  an individual’s beliefs, Sherwood and Reifel (2010, 329) found that while 

the student teacher participants in their study attributed common characteristics to play, 

individuals combined these attributes in personalised belief clusters, hi findings similar 

to Riojas-Cortez et al.’s (2013) in relation to practicing teachers, no single, unified vision 

o f play as a construct emerged, but neither does such a unified, shared definition exist in
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the literature. Spielberger (1999) found that the six participants in her qualitative study 

all agreed that play was characterised by ‘m ake-believe’ or ‘pretend’ but thereafter, there 

was no consensus on the range o f  characteristics identified.

Sherwood and Reifel (2013) further report that the participants held contradictory views 

on the role o f  play in learning. These contradictory views emerged especially when 

learning through play was being compared with learning through non-play. Play was 

valued for learning across a range o f  contexts, but yet it emerged that what the 

participants primarily conceptualised as learning was ‘... acquiring academic knowledge 

during ‘not-play’ (Sherwood and Reifel, 2013, 274). The authors note that this finding 

exemplifies the understanding o f  beliefs as not being subject to logic and not causing the 

individual to experience tension in holding contradictory beliefs. This study is 

particularly interesting in revealing the participants taken-for-granted belief that learning 

in school is a not-play experience. It would be o f  further interest to investigate the extent 

to which the preservice teachers’ beliefs about play versus not-play is rooted in their own 

experiences in the early years o f  school.

M organ and Kennewell (2006) also conducted research with students, but unlike 

Sherwood and Reifel’s (2010, 2013) cohort, this study focused on the students’ own 

playful learning o f  ICT. The research found that the students valued their playful 

learning experiences, believing that play with ICT would be important for children 

(M organ and Kennewell, 2006). However, observations o f  the students’ practices during 

their practicum found no incorporation o f such practices. The reasons given by the 

students include time pressures, insufficient com puters with consequent difficulties o f 

access, testing requirement and lack o f  confidence (Morgan and Kennewell, 2006). These 

are similar to constraints on teachers which have been found in other studies (Dunphy, 

2009a; Anderson et al., 2004; McMullen, 1999; Fang, 1996).
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In a questionnaire study among pre-service ECE teachers, Jung and Jin, (2014a) found 

that the most senior students had become less sure o f the place o f  play in the classroom 

in comparison to students in earlier phases o f  their college course. The authors 

hypothesise that these students are possibly more aware o f  the complexities o f  play 

because o f  their deeper grasp o f  the concept. They also postulate that the senior students’ 

beliefs about the place o f play in the classroom are compromised by perceptions o f 

curricular demands and play’s incompatibility with standards based education. The 

senior students may well be taking into account their impending entry into the workforce 

in a way that students in the early stages o f  their college careers may not. However, the 

authors also found that this effect was mitigated by attendance at courses specifically 

focused on play. They suggest that in order to maintain strong beliefs about the 

importance o f  play in the ECE classroom among senior students, the students should 

have increased options for courses focused on play.

However, this last finding is rendered somewhat uncertain by a further report. Jung and 

Jin (2014b) found an association between students taking play-related coursework and 

greater likelihood o f those students having positive perceptions o f  play and positive 

intentions to incorporate play into their classroom practices, as also reported in Jung and 

Jin (2014a). It appears that the students were not surveyed in advance o f  taking the 

courses so it is unclear whether the positive perceptions and intentions pre-dated the 

coursework, and may in fact have been the reason the students chose that coursework in 

the first place. If this were the case, it would be consistent with the findings which 

indicated that the students’ perceptions o f  play were the significant mediating factor 

between the coursework and the positive perceptions and intentions. Several studies 

have indicated that student teachers’ beliefs on entry to a college course exert



considerable influence on how and what those students subsequently learn (Sherwood 

and Reifel, 2013).

2.6 Conclusion

This chapter has considered the terminology associated with the study o f  teachers’ 

educational beliefs and the nature o f  those beliefs. Following an analysis o f  definitions 

applied in the literature, a definition o f  teachers’ beliefs appropriate as a frame for this 

study has been identified. The eclectic range o f  literature on ECE teachers’ beliefs about 

a wide range o f  educational topics has been considered, with a particular focus on 

findings regarding the consistency or otherwise between ECE teachers’ educational 

beliefs and their classroom practice. Finally, the literature on teachers’ beliefs about play 

was reviewed

What emerges from an extensive review o f literature on teachers’ beliefs is that the 

concept o f  belief is not fixed and is interpreted in many different ways and applied 

differently in a variety o f  contexts. Education is multi-faceted and complex and teachers 

have beliefs about such a range o f  topics that it is very difficult to come to any 

conclusions that cannot be contradicted from within the literature. It can be said that 

teachers’ beliefs have an impact on practice, even if  it is through a ‘ ... process o f 

resistance, adaptation and m ediation’ (W ood and Bennett, 2001, 229).
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Chapter 3: Play in Schools

3.1 Introduction

Play has proven to be, and continues to be difficult to define (Wood, 2013; M clnnes et 

al., 2009), and play pedagogy in practice continues to be a matter o f  debate (Stephen, 

2010; Synodi, 2010; Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva, 2004; British Educational Research 

Association Early Years Special Interest Group [BERAEYSIG], 2003). In any case, it is 

not the purpose o f this study to define play or play pedagogy per se, but to explore the 

beliefs o f teachers about play in infant classes in primary schools in the Republic o f  

Ireland [Rol]. The purpose o f  this literature review is identify issues associated with play 

in the specific context o f schools, as distinct from either play as a phenomenon or play in 

contexts other than educational settings catering for children in the four to six year old 

age group. As described in the Introduction, considerable policy change is underway in 

the Rol which will impact on infant classes, and efforts to promote change in practice 

towards play-based teaching and learning are evident.

It has proven difficult to find exam ples in the international literature o f  provision for 

children in the four to six year old age group which is similar to that in the Rol. The 

difficulty in putting provision for four to six year old children in the Rol into an 

international context is not unusual. A number o f  reviews have identified the difficulty o f  

comparing provision internationally because o f  differing age ranges and tenninology 

associated with what is generally tenned early childhood education [ECE] (Bertram and 

Pascal, 2002; Walsh et al., 2010c). Anning et al. (2009) have also described how 

provision is structured very differently in different jurisdictions.
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Given that caveat, literature for inclusion in this review has been focused on the nexus o f 

children between the ages o f  four and six years, school based provision, play in schools, 

and curriculum arrangements for this age group. In a comparison o f  provision for 

children o f  four to five years o f  age, England, Northern Ireland [Nl] and Wales are 

identified as jurisdictions where children o f  that age are in school (Clark and Waller, 

2007). Four to five year olds in Scotland are in a mix o f  pre-school and school based 

provision, as school starting age is five. Clark and W aller (2007) also draw attention to 

the actual starting age o f  children as distinct from the compulsory school starting age. 

W hile direct comparison is difficult because o f  context, the similarities, particularly with 

NI, resonate with the circumstances found in the Rol. As a result, literature from NI, 

England, Scotland and Wales is the main resource for this review.

Section 3.2 will consider a number o f  issues related to the place o f  play in the school as 

an institution. Considerations in the literature about play in schools can reflect tensions 

surrounding play provision in school and classroom contexts. These considerations raise 

questions about the compatibility o f  play provision:

• with the school as an institution;

• with the physical space and embedded routines and practices o f  the 

school;

• with the views o f parents, teachers and school Principals;

• with Curriculum policy implementation, with its emphasis on objectives,

outcomes and accountability.

A consideration o f  these issues will constitute the first section o f this review. Section 3.3 

will consider issues associated with the relationship between teaching and a pedagogy o f

play, and goes on to discuss examples from the literature o f  models o f play pedagogy

which suggest ways to move beyond the tensions described in section 3.2.
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3.2 Play in Schools

W hile play is central to the provision o f ECE (M clnnes et al., 2011) very little is known 

about play in schools (Sandberg and Heden, 2011). There are particular issues associated 

with play in schools, and play is perceived differently in pre-schools and kindergarten 

than in schools (W alsh et al., 2010a). There is also a suggestion that young children 

themselves are seen differently in schools than in kindergarten settings (Hayes et al.,

1997). Martlew et al. (2011) reported teacher comments to the effect that children who 

had been demonstrating high levels o f  independence in their pre-school setting were, 

however, expected to wait for the teacher to do things for them in school, indicating an 

assumption o f helplessness.

3.2.1 Play in School: Compatibil i ty Issues

The position o f play in schools is presented in the literature as a series o f  tensions which 

position play and various aspects o f school culture and context at odds with each other. 

To begin with, play has been described as being in conflict with the purpose and culture 

o f  schools, specifically the ‘... rigid structure and the values o f  confonnity, uniformity, 

and accountability that characterise many traditional elementary school environm ents’ 

(Goldstein, 1997, 4). Kuschner (2012) conceptualises the problem as a series o f 

fundamental contradictions between play and school. He asserts that while play is often 

seen as a natural phenomenon in childhood, the school is a cultural construct through 

which the child’s development is filtered with the clear intent o f  changing the child to 

cultural specifications.

Kuschner (2012) argues that in play, children manipulate and reconstruct reality to their 

own ends or needs, as acfive agents. In school, however, the classroom context is fixed 

and the children are acted upon and required to change to meet the needs o f the school.
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There is evidence that this tension becomes more acute in the period just preceding the 

point at which the child transfers from the equivalent o f  reception class into formal 

schooling (Hunter and Walsh, 2013; Rogers, 2011). K uschner’s (2012) second site o f 

tension is conceptual development. In play, children develop concepts in a ground-up 

process, whereas the school approaches conceptual development as a cultural 

transmission process. This tension resonates with evidence indicating that direct teaching 

constrains children’s exploration in the environment (Bonawitz et al., 2011) but that 

children’s learning is enhanced by opportunities for playful exploration o f  a task 

(M clnnes et al., 2009).

Kuschner (2012) identifies another area o f  tension in that through play, children generate 

their own learning while the school requires child to meet predetermined learning 

outcomes. This specific tension is particularly highlighted in the literature on play in 

schools (Grieshaber and McArdle, 2010). Prescribed curriculum is not a feature o f the 

kindergarten, generally, and only becomes an issue when provision for young children is 

based in schools (W alsh et al., 2010a).

Play, Kuschner (2012) argues, is child-invented and original whereas the school as 

institution values the conventional and predictable. Kuschner (2012) further argues that 

when children are playing, they are in flow as defined by Csikszentmihalyi, a state which 

is independent o f  time and more properly described as space. Schools, on the other hand, 

are increasingly bound by time allocations for subject teaching (Martlew et al., 2011; 

Sestini, 1987). Finally, Kuschner (2012) encapsulates the tension between play and 

school as the contrast between exuberance and control.

Having described the contradiction, Kuschner (2012) goes on to assert that, by definition,

play cannot happen in school because once play is employed in pursuit o f  academic

goals, then it is no longer play. However, a caveat should be introduced here, in that this
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position does not acknowledge children’s agency in play, and the ways in which they can 

appropriate and extend the play space (Rogers and Evans, 2007) to, among other things, 

transgress educational agendas and institutional nonns o f  conduct (Evaldsson and 

Tellgren, 2009, 10). Wood (2013) argues that the idea o f agency is crucial to any 

understanding o f  play because play involves expressions o f  children’s will to act in their 

world. It would seem premature then, to take the position that play cannot, by definition, 

happen in schools because to do so is to ignore children’s agency in play. Nonetheless, 

the concern remains that adult efforts to control play in school undermine children’s 

agency in play, notwithstanding children’s efforts at resistance (Wood, 2013). Wood 

(2013) asserts that play is done by the children and not by the teachers, and adult 

perspectives are not the arbiters o f  what is and isn’t play. It must be the players 

themselves who determine the nature o f  the activity (M clnnes et al., 2009). The position 

argued here is that notwithstanding the tensions, play can happen in schools. Making the 

tensions explicit is a necessary step in finding strategies to address them, and in raising 

teachers’ awareness o f  their role in enacting those tensions.

Evidence from classrooms seems to support Kuschner’s (2012) conclusions about the 

incompatibility between play and school. In an observational study o f  children's 

experiences in nursery settings and reception classes, Sestini (1987) found the reception 

classes to be very teacher directed with structured pre-reading, number and writing 

activities requiring individual, concentrated work which the teachers monitored by 

circulating around the tables at which the children were sitting. W hile the children had 

play opportunities, provision was bounded by rules applied to render the play compatible 

with classroom conditions, for example limiting the numbers at the role play area to four 

because o f  space constraints (Rogers and Evans, 2007). Sestini (1987) found that the 

children had absorbed the rules associated with play, and adapted their play behaviours
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accordingly. They were aware that they should not make too much noise, should not 

move materials from the designated space to other areas o f  the classroom, the number o f 

children at each play area had to be limited and that they had to circulate after a given 

period o f time to give other children a chance. There was no indication that the children 

had been involved in finding solutions to the constraints associated with the classroom 

conditions.

Broadhead (2004, 105) found that the ‘how m any are allowed in’ rule actually caused 

disruption. However, she found positive consequences for behaviour where children in 

reception classes were involved in regulating their play environment, and had consistent 

experiences o f  play so that they had no anxiety about ‘m issing their turn’. The 

implication o f Broadhead’s (2004) study is that teachers can adopt approaches in the 

classroom which do not perpetuate the tensions between play and the school as 

institution. Involving the children in decisions about their classroom does not remove the 

tensions, but indicates a way in which the teacher can avoid em phasising them.

Another example o f  the kind o f  tensions which Kuschner (2012) has endeavoured to 

capture is the degree to which an individual school views infant classes as being part o f 

the school, and part o f the continuum o f the school. An instance o f this emerged in the 

context o f systemic reorientation o f  practice aw ay from fonnal methods to a play-based 

pedagogy as was experienced in N1 and is currently being promoted in the Rol 

(Department o f Education and Skills [DES], 201 la). In 2000, the Early Years Enriched 

Curriculum was introduced in N1 as a response to what was perceived as the overly 

formal curriculum then in operation for young children (W alsh and Gardner, 2006). The 

enriched curriculum, characterised as more developmentally appropriate for the age 

group, incorporating play-based pedagogy, was found to provide children with better 

learning experiences than the fonnal curriculum (W alsh et al., 2006).
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However, in a later evaluation, it emerged that schools did not initially view the change 

involved in such a profound reorientation o f curriculum as being o f  significance to the 

whole school (M cGuinness et al., 2009). This suggests that the schools may not have 

viewed the classes catering for the very youngest children as being part o f  the school 

proper, and it may exemplify the institutional resistance referred to by Goldstein (1997). 

Goldstein (1997) asserts that it is not just the practices associated with developmentally 

appropriate practice [DAP], but also the values which it espouses (such as children’s 

right to make choices about their learning experiences) that are contrary to the norms o f 

the school as institution. This may cause schools to see the early years’ classrooms as 

something o f  an alien species. It should be noted, however, that as time passed, and the 

children who had experienced the play-based enriched curriculum began to progress 

through the school, the effects were felt throughout and the schools began to adapt 

(M cGuinness et al., 2009). Fullan (2001, 64), in a discussion on leadership in time o f 

change, points out that ‘ ... the organization must change along with the individuals’. 

Change by individual teachers will not be sustainable unless change is integrated 

throughout the whole school.

3.2.2 Time, Space, Class Size

In a study o f  the effects o f  class size on teaching in reception classes, Blatchford et al. 

(2002b, 107) commented that teachers do not meet pupils out o f  context . . . ’. A 

number o f  aspects o f  contextual conditions associated with school classrooms impact on 

play provision and on the children’s experience o f  play in the classroom. Sestini (1987) 

found that the children's play in the school setting was limited by the space available, the 

time allowed to them for the development o f their play, the level o f resourcing and 

degree to which their activity was directed towards teacher expectations.
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3.2.2.1 Time
Different aspects o f the relationship between time and provision for play in the classroom 

appear in the literature. In the context o f  the introduction o f  the National Curriculum in 

England, teachers referred to the difficulty o f finding time for everything in the context 

o f curriculum overload (W ood, 1999), play being part o f ‘everything’. Keating et al. 

(2000, 441) report similar comments in which the weight o f curriculum is made visible 

through time considerations: ‘there’s so much to get through’. This resulted in teachers 

not giving the children sufficient time to develop their play because o f  the perceived need 

to have the children com pleting desk based written work. Similarly, Sestini (1987) 

observed children having to move on fi'om their play after 15 or 20 minutes in order to 

give other children a turn. This lack o f  time to develop their play resulted in the play she 

observed having little cognitive challenge. She asserts that the children viewed play as 

primarily a social activity and did not associate play with the learning dimension o f 

school. Even in terms o f  social activity, Broadhead (2004) observed that disruptions to 

play prevented the play from becom ing highly sociable and cooperative.

Sestini (1987) argued that children’s attitudes may have been associated with their 

perceptions o f  how play was valued in the classroom as evidenced by the teachers’ lack 

o f involvement in play, the short time the teachers allowed for play and their practice o f 

interrupting the children’s play. Teachers used the time the children spent playing to get 

on with other teaching tasks, such as hearing children read or to check written work, for 

which they took children away from play. This suggests that formal activity, often 

literacy work, was valued in practice more highly than play, a message not lost on the 

children. Quite a number o f  years later, Keating et al. (2000) found children explicitly 

acknowledging that play was not as important as work, illustrating Martlew et al.’s 

(2011) point that the amount o f  time a teacher allocates to play communicates clear 

messages about its value and significance.
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In a study which elaborates some o f the issues raised by Sestini (1987) around the 

conditions associated with play in infant (reception) classes, Stevenson (1987) details the 

effect o f disruptions by the teacher to the children's play in order to pursue reading and 

writing tasks associated with fonnal instruction. The disruption to the play compounds 

the insufficient time given to children to develop their play. The child who is taken away 

from the play is disrupted, but so too are the children who remain at play as the group 

dynamic is disturbed and may not survive. Rogers and Evans (2007, 160) assert that the 

practice o f  taking children away from their play for reading or phonics work, or other 

interruptions, is the ‘... single most disruptive factor in the quality o f  children’s role 

p la y ...’. Other disruptions associated with the running o f  the school as institution 

(Goldstein, 1997), and which apply to all classes irrespective o f  the nature o f  the activity 

therein, such as lunch and other breaks, also have a disruptive effect on play (Stevenson, 

1987).

Another aspect o f  the impact o f time on play in classrooms is the frequency with which 

children can initiate and lead their own activity, and the relationship between child 

initiated/led activity and adult led activity. It is acknowledged that, among the key 

descriptors or characteristics o f  play, the child’s self-determination in play is deeply 

significant (Wood, 2013; Martlew et al., 2011) although it should be clarified that this is 

not the same as playing alone. W alsh et al. (2010a) found that, in the context o f  an 

initiative to change practice among teachers working with young children in primary 

schools, that play-based pedagogy promoted a better balance o f  time between child-led 

and adult-led activity, and a better balance between play, written work and activities as 

compared to a traditional practice classroom. However, in another study in the context o f 

changing to more appropriate practice, Martlew et al. (2011) found little evidence o f
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child initiated activity at any stage during the day, suggesting that the effects o f  change 

are not certain.

The time allocations in the Primary School Curriculum [PSC] {Department o f Education 

and Science [DES], 1999b, 69/70) are described as guidelines and are not designed to be 

prescriptive. The most important issue is that children experience meaningful learning 

experiences and this, it is recommended, will require flexible use o f time. W hile no 

evidence has been found to date on timetabling o f  subject teaching in infant classes in the 

primary school in the Rol, there is evidence that teaching is carried out on a subject 

specific basis (DES Inspectorate, 2005, 2010), and there is some evidence (National 

Council for Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA], n.d.b)to suggest that timetables are 

constructed around individual subject areas rather than on the integrated basis advised in 

the PSC. The lack o f  com prehensive evidence on how time is allocated by teachers in 

infant classes inhibits addressing specifically how teachers might incorporate extended 

play sessions into the infant day. What can be said is that the PSC (DES, 1999b) clearly 

mandates the flexible use o f time in the infant classes to ensure that children experience 

learning in an integrated way.

The literature is clear that children need extended time periods ‘... to build momentum in 

their play . . . ’ (Broadhead, 2004, 3), and teachers need to desist from interrupting play. 

When planning for play in the school timetable, play should be scheduled so as to 

minimise the disruption caused by breaktimes and other embedded routines.

3.2.2.2 Class size
Surprisingly little is said about the effect o f class size on the provision o f play in schools, 

certainly very little about class sizes o f 25 or 26 to a single teacher with no assistants. 

Studies have shown that class size in reception/infant classes have an impact on 

children’s attainment in school (Blatchford et al., 2002a), and on the nature o f their
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experiences in the classroom (Blatchford et al., 2002b), but it has proven difficult to 

locate empirical research exploring the effect o f  class size on play provision or on 

children’s play experiences in school. Class size is a particularly pertinent issue in the 

Rol which has class sizes greater than the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development [OECD] average (OECD, 2012). Children in infant classes in the Rol can 

be in groups o f 30 (Donnelly, 2007; Bertram and Pascal, 2002) or over. In the school 

year 2 0 1 2 -2 0 1 3 , a sizable number - 27,876 - o f  children were in infant classes o f more 

than 30 children (DES, 2013). One junior infant class had 41 pupils (DES, 2013).

Average class size in Key Stage 1 classes in England was 27.2 in 2011 (Department for 

Education, 2011), although there were some instances where the legal maximum class 

size o f  30 was breached (Department for Education, 2012). In Scotland, the average class 

size was 23.2 children (The Scottish Government, 2013).

Infant classes in the Rol are allocated a single teacher with no teaching assistant (OECD, 

2004) whereas Taylor Nelson Sofres and Aubrey (2002) reported that almost all o f the 

teachers in the reception classes in England which they surveyed had general classroom 

support s ta ff Thus, four year olds in schools in the Rol are severely disadvantaged in 

comparison to four year olds in pre-schools in tenns o f the adult/child ratio provided 

(Bertram and Pascal, 2002; Hayes et al., 1997). Hayes et al. (1997) found that having a 

second adult with the group (which was not found in school settings), had a positive 

impact on the type o f  interactions which could take place. Indeed, one practical 

recommendation from the OECD (2004) was that a classroom assistant should be 

provided for each infant class in the Rol to effect an improvement in the adult/child ratio.

Very few studies o f play in classrooms focus on the effect o f the number o f  children in 

the classroom on both provision and on the children’s experience. References in the 

literature to the impact o f  class size on play in the classroom feature mainly in research
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with teachers who identify class size as a constraint on their ability to provide for play 

(Taylor Nelson Sofres and Aubrey, 2002; Keating et al., 2000; Wood, 1999; Wood and 

Bennett, 1998; Bennett et al., 1997). This may be because large class sizes may be 

mitigated by small group work where there are numbers o f  classroom assistants available 

for such, and there is evidence that it is mainly classroom assistants who play with the 

children (Keating et al., 2000). Martlew et al. (2011) found that the children 

demonstrated higher levels o f  engagement during small group work supported by 

classroom assistants or other adults than during whole class work with just the teacher. 

However, these observations relate to what the authors term ‘active learning’ rather than 

play. Stevenson (1987) attributed teachers’ focus on ‘w ork’ activities rather than on play 

interactions to class size, and the difficulty for the teacher o f  getting to each child. Wood 

(2013, 64) has described the practical problems associated with trying to im plement the 

High Scope Plan-Do-Review model with large groups, with the process taking so long 

that the children become restless. From their classroom observations, Martlew et al.

(2011) concluded that the change from traditional classroom practice to practice based on 

purposeful play was rendered difficult by practicalities, including the large numbers o f 

children in the classrooms.

Martlew et al.’s (2011) conclusions in the context o f  curriculum change in Scotland were 

echoed in Siraj-Blatchford et al.’s (2005) findings from an evaluation o f  the Foundation 

Phase Project in Wales. They found that improving the ratios o f  adults to children was 

one o f the changes (in addition to changes to the indoor and outdoor environm ents, and 

improved resourcing) required in order for the services to be able to provide more active 

learning and play opportunities (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2005, 41). In a more recent 

research project in Wales, those classrooms with lower child to teacher ratios were found 

to be implementing the Foundation Phase to a greater degree than where higher child to
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adult ratios were applied (W aldron et al., 2014). However, Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2005) 

emphasise that reducing ratios and/or class sizes is not a guarantee o f  improved quality, 

but is part o f  a web o f  contextual factors including staff qualifications and training which 

contribute to overall effectiveness.

The available evidence indicates that class size is likely to have an effect on the provision 

o f play in the classroom, and on children’s play experiences but additional empirical 

research which focuses on the relationship between the two, and the mediating processes, 

will be necessary to elucidate the issue. However, it is possible to conclude that the very 

large class sizes in infant classes in the Rol, and the lack o f  teaching assistants is very 

likely to have a negative impact on the introduction o f  play. Reduction in class sizes and 

the provision o f  teaching assistants in infant classes would address these issues.

3.2.2.3 Space
There is no clear demarcation line between issues o f  class size and classroom space.

Bascia and Faubert (2012) have suggested that some o f  the positive effects observ'ed in

children’s behaviour following class size reduction may actually be attributable to the

increase in personal space available, and to the overall student-space ratio. Blatchford et

al. (2002b) observed how children in a class o f  37 had limited space in which to move,

and the constriction appeared to have negative consequences for their behaviour. Rogers

and Evans (2007) found considerable impact on role play in the classroom from what

they refer to as ‘poverty o f  space’. The role play area in the classrooms observed was

generally a com er sectioned o ff from the main space. The number o f  children allowed to

play in the area was limited on the basis o f  the small space available, and the researchers

noted that the children’s games seemed to be constrained by the lack o f  space. However,

in an example o f  children’s agency, they -  the children -  initiated changes and

adaptations to the area, as well as colonising other parts o f  the classroom in order to be

able to extend their play. Such changes were not sanctioned by the teachers (Rogers and
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Evans, 2007), who tended to intervene when the play, inevitably, became noisy, in some 

cases, the teachers stopped the play and in other instances tried to work within the play 

script to achieve the same end by refocusing the children. Broadhead (2004) describes a 

different response to the space issue by a teacher involved in her research. This teacher 

reorganised the space in the classroom to include additional Areas o f Provision, 

reflecting her experience that regular and guaranteed access to play reduced behaviour 

problems. Increasing the range o f  Areas o f Provision meant that there was increased 

access for all.

Rogers and Evans (2007) found that the lack o f  space, in addition to other contextual 

factors, led to the teachers managing the children’s play through what they term 

‘containm ent’. Boys and girls experienced containment o f  their play in different ways in 

relation to the space available. Girls seemed to self-contain their play in the indoor space, 

whereas boys’ active play became problematic in the confined space o f the classroom. 

Rogers and Evans (2007), having observed the popularity o f outdoor ‘dens’ among the 

children, and the children’s comfort with larger numbers playing in the ‘dens’, suggest 

that outdoor play has the potential to relieve the pressures which prompt the use of 

‘containm ent’ strategies. Such outdoor spaces seem to work for both genders as girls, 

who restricted their use o f  space indoors, were observed in more physically active and 

expansive play outdoors, and boys had the space they lacked indoors (Rogers and Evans, 

2007; Broadhead, 2004).

However, provision for outdoor play, and the relationship between the outdoor and 

indoor space has long been an issue. While children value outdoor play in school as a 

space away from the adult control o f the classroom (Keman, 2007), Cleave and Brown 

(1991) found that a significant proportion o f  schools did not have good facilities for 

outdoor play. More than 20 years later, Rhys et al. (2014) found that the development o f
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outdoor space was still a work in progress. In any case, the literature suggests that the 

risks associated with outdoor play cause considerable discomfort for teachers and other 

practitioners (Tovey, 2010). Tovey (2010) argues that children’s outdoor play, in 

educational settings, has the potential to help develop children’s resilience and their 

ability to assess risk for themselves. School environments should provide outdoor spaces 

in which children can take risks, which is different from children being exposed to 

hazardous or dangerous experiences.

The national play policy (National Children’s Office, 2004) offers the development o f  an 

outdoor play space in an infant school in the Rol as a model o f  good practice in the 

provision o f play opportunities in school. One o f the actions listed in the policy is that 

Boards o f  Management o f primary schools would address the need for enhanced play 

opportunities as part o f the school plan. There is no evidence to suggest that any o f  the 

actions specified by the policy for schools have been implemented in a systematic way, 

including the provisions o f  outdoor play.

As suggested by Rogers and Evans (2007), the way in which the classroom space is 

organised can have an impact on provision for play. A particular feature o f school 

classrooms appears to be the ubiquity o f tables and chairs, a feature observed and 

commented on by the OECD (2004) in relation to infant classes in the Rol. M artlew et al. 

(2011) described the classrooms in Scotland which they observed as being dominated by 

tables and chairs, which had im plications for the way in which concrete resources were 

used. In what they described as a traditional classroom in the Australian state o f Victoria, 

Reynolds et al. (2011) noted that the classroom featured tables with a chair for each child 

as a way to facilitate subject teaching. Cleave and Brown (1991) report on teachers 

removing tables and chairs to make more space for activities including play. While some 

teachers felt that children d idn’t need a designated seat at which to sit every day, Cleave
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and Brown (1991) found that many held the view that they needed enough chairs for all 

the children to sit at the same time, for example, to eat lunch.

Pascal (1990) considered classroom layout in detail and analysed how the layout revealed 

the teachers’ priorities for teaching and learning. In the process, Pascal (1990, 22) also 

explored how the arrangement o f  the physical environment o f  the classroom ‘. .. shapes 

and influences the curriculum that takes place within it W hile the classrooms 

themselves were cramped to begin with, with little space for play, nonetheless in nine out 

o f ten classrooms, such space as was available was given to tables and chairs, thereby 

creating a very formal environment. Overall, Pascal (1990) found virtually no access to 

outdoor facilities. The way in which the teachers organised the classroom space provided 

insights into the relationship between their stated position on appropriate practice and the 

practice itself, and in most cases, this relationship was anomalous.

Goouch (2008) argues that the decisions a teacher makes about the environm ent in which 

the child’s learning and development is to be fostered reflects that teacher’s perspective 

on education. She sketches the alternative viewpoints on education which can be 

embodied in the spaces provided for children; on the one hand, a model o f  education 

which privileges the pursuit o f  pre-determined curriculum outcomes, and is evident in 

classrooms such as are described by Martlew et al. (2011) and Reynolds et al. (2011); on 

the other hand, spaces which facilitate children’s agency and recognise their right to have 

control in their environment. The conclusion drawn is that there is a synergetic 

relationship between the use o f  space and the teaching approaches implemented in the 

classroom. Tradition (Broadhead, 2004), specifically the Anglo-Saxon tradition (Brodin 

and Renblad, 2014a), clearly has an impact given the ubiquity o f table and chairs in the 

jurisdictions cited. There does not appear to be any substantive or objective reason why
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the classroom space cannot be adapted to accommodate play activity, and teachers could 

re-imagine their use o f space as part o f the reorientation of practice towards play.

3.2.3 Stakeholder perspectives

The PSC (DES, 1999a) describes the parent as the primary educator and asserts that close 

partnership between parents and teachers can result in significant benefits for the child. 

Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework A., 2009), as part o f its 12 

principles o f early learning and development, states that parents are the most important 

people in children’s lives, and encourages teachers/practitioners to work together with 

parents in the best interests of the child. Neither document refers to parental expectations 

about what their children should be doing in school, or, by implication, parental 

expectations o f how teachers should be teaching.

Drawing on data from the lEA Pre-primary Project, Keman and Hayes (1999) 

investigated the consistency o f teachers’ and parents’ expectations o f education for their 

children at age four in both pre-schools and primary schools. It should be noted that the 

research for this project was conducted at a time when the 1971 Primary School 

Curriculum (An Roinn Oideachais, 1971) was in use in primary schools prior to the 

revised PSC (DES, 1999a) being introduced. Two types o f primary schools were 

included: Designated Disadvantaged (DD) schools and Non-Designated Disadvantaged 

(NDD) schools on the basis of criteria applied by the DES at the time. The designations 

were based on socio-economic factors. The implication is that parents and teachers 

would have different expectations based on the socio-economic context in which the 

school was located, which, it could be argued, might constitute cultural differences.

In DD schools, parents’ and teachers’ priority expectations coincided on two of three

points; both groups identified social skills with peers and pre-academic skills as

priorities. However the groups differed in the third priority in that teachers believed that
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language skills were a priority whereas parents felt that learning to listen to, co-operate 

with and respect adults was important. In the NDD schools, there was less agreement 

between parents' and teachers’ priorities for children: both groups prioritised developing 

social skills with peers, but differed on the other two priority areas (Kem an and Hayes, 

1999). Irrespective o f  the setting type, both parents and teachers chose as their first 

priority for children’s learning and development social skills with other children. While 

this research may no longer reflect current conditions, the importance placed by both 

parents and teachers in both school types on the development o f  children’s skills in 

interaction with other children suggests that parents and teachers should, if  consistent, 

value play equally.

Keman and Hayes (1999) further explored parents’ and teachers’ mutual understanding 

o f  each other’s expectations. Teachers in both DD and NDD schools believed that 

parents would prioritise pre-academic skills above other areas o f learning and 

development, although this was not entirely accurate as parents actually prioritised social 

skills with peers. The teachers’ prediction is not without justification, however. Walsh 

(2000 in Trew et al., 2009) found that a significant minority o f  the parents in N1 who 

participated in research about play based versus formal approaches to the education o f 

young children defined quality provision in tenns o f  academic approaches. Parents in 

Denmark, however, as part o f  the same study, placed a high value on play for young 

children.

Almost 20 years earlier, David (1992) had found similar differences in the attitudes o f 

parents in Britain and Belgium in relation to parental priorities for ECE. Parents in 

Belgium wanted more child-directed learning, for example, while parents in Britain felt 

that young children attending nursery classes should spend some time on reading and 

writing as preparation for primary school. Trew et al. (2009) conclude that there are

95



likely to be cultural differences in what parents value in and expect o f their children’s 

educational experiences. Brooker’s (2002) research has demonstrated that learning 

through play is viewed differently from diverse cultural perspectives. Indeed, in the case 

o f  the Bangladeshi families in Brooker’s (2002) study, learning through play had 

virtually no resonance with the culture o f the children’s homes, leading to increased 

awareness that children may need support to be able to access play opportunities in the 

classroom (Wood, 2009).

Goldstein (1997) found examples o f  parents complaining, with varying degrees o f  

explicitness, on the lack o f  evidence for academic learning within the non-subject based 

approach the teacher was implementing in her classroom. The teacher’s approach was 

endorsed by the school, and she felt insecure and angry that she was experiencing such 

responses for doing her job. Despite her view that the parents comments emerged from a 

lack o f  understanding about how children learn and from parents’ own anxieties about 

their children’s progress, she was tempted to resort to worksheets to relieve the intense 

pressure she was experiencing.

In a study o f  stakeholders’ (including parents’ and school Principals’) views on the role 

o f  play in children’s learning, Fung and Cheng (2012) found that all stakeholder groups 

expressed positive feelings about play but the authors concluded that this was on the 

basis o f superficial understandings o f  the significance o f  play for children’s learning. 

While the stakeholders espoused play as an approach to teaching curriculum content, 

they did not demonstrate awareness o f  children’s self-generated learning through play, 

and were uneasy about the lack o f  proof o f  learning progress. Parents were unsure about 

what tangible learning outcomes resulted from play, an unease which was not addressed 

by the schools. Instead, schools turned back to more didactic methods which produced 

(in their view) the kind o f  evidence acceptable to parents. Fung and Cheng (2012)
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characterise these various perspectives as being focused on what children are learning in 

play -  the product -  as opposed to the process -  how the children are learning. The 

authors suggest that what is needed is for schools to document and subsequently 

communicate to parents the learning which takes place through the play process.

However, it may be that such actions by the schools might not be effective, as Fung and 

Cheng (2012) point out that the cultural context o f  Hong Kong is such that parents value 

academic learning which they see as preparing their children for success in a competitive 

culture. Research has indicated that in Hong Kong, parental preferences for academic 

based ECE have proven resistant to all efforts at change (Grieshaber and McArdle,

2010). At best, parents struggle with their wishes for their children to experience playful 

learning but at the same time want evidence o f academic learning outcomes. Stevenson 

(1987) found that teachers seemed very conscious o f  parents’ view o f  school as being for 

a different purpose than non-school settings: that is, that school is for learning to read and 

write. Parental expectations o f  what their children should experience in school have been 

identified as pressures on teachers (e.g. Bennett et al., 1997; Stipek and Byler, 1997). 

Mclnnes et al. (2011) found evidence o f  teachers strategically using the word ‘w ork’ for 

all activities, including play so as not to provoke reaction fromi parents. However, in the 

context o f existing formal practice in kindergarten, and the acknowledgement that 

teachers and parents had differing definitions o f  learning for young children, nonetheless 

Cooney (2004) found that both parents and teachers in two Guatemalan kindergartens 

were potential supporters of, and advocates for, play pedagogy.

While the research documents diverse findings on parents’ perspectives, the conclusion 

here is that communication and dialogue between school and parents is vital in relation to 

the introduction o f play into the classroom. It cannot be assumed that parents will not 

support learning through play, and therefore using this assumption to maintain direct
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instruction methods in the infant classroom may not be justified. Where parents have 

concerns, the school will need to respond by reflecting on and addressing the issues.

Fung and Cheng (2012) also found different views between Principals and teachers as to 

why play based learning was difficult to implement in the classroom. Principals felt that 

the teachers’ professional expertise was inadequate, whereas the teachers felt that the 

constraints they experienced were responsible. They identified ‘. .. lack o f  time to cover 

all the required work, insufficient space for children to move around, and not having 

enough human resources available to take care o f the children, as well as the pressure 

from parents’ (Fung and Cheng, 2012, 28), a list o f  constraints which is very stable 

across jurisdictions. This gap in understanding between Principals and teachers is a 

concern, as is the overall lack o f  understanding among all the stakeholders which was 

having a negative effect on the potential o f play-based learning in the classroom.

Lack o f  understanding among personnel within schools about the significance o f  ECE 

had been identified in other research. Keating et al. (2002) found that teachers in 

reception classes were being put under pressure by managers (including Principals and 

governors) with no expertise in ECE who, they suggest, neither value nor understand the 

work o f  reception teachers, in particular the importance o f  play in the classroom. Such 

poor understanding o f the complexities o f ECE in schools may have consequences 

beyond even the nature o f  practice in the classroom. In the course o f  a study o f the 

experiences o f  four year olds in reception classes across a local authority area, Pascal 

(1990) found a pattern among teachers in such classes indicating that their status was less 

than that o f  teachers working with older children. Very few o f the teachers involved in 

the study held promoted posts within the school, and this was very evident among the 

most experienced teachers who would be expected to have achieved promotion. Pascal 

(1990) hypothesised that either Principals were identifying teachers with little interest in
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career advancement and assigning them to the infant classes, or that teaching in those 

classes constituted a career block. Either way, the implication is that the status o f  classes 

for the younger children in schools, and that o f their teachers, is less valued by the school 

institution than classes for older children and those teaching in them.

In a study on professional identity in ECE, M oloney (2010) included a small number o f 

teachers o f  infant classes and found that they were concerned about how colleagues 

teaching more senior classes perceived those teaching infant classes. The participant 

teachers felt that colleagues perceived the work o f  teachers in infant classes as less 

significant in educational terms than work with older classes, and more akin to 

am usement than teaching. They also suggested that a hierarchy exists in primary schools 

in which moving to teach senior grades from the infant classes is considered a promotion. 

W hile the sample o f  teachers o f  infant classes in this study was very small, it certainly 

warrants further exploration.

Another possible consequence o f  poor understanding by Principals and other staff within 

the school o f  ECE practice is suggested by research on the resourcing o f  such classes. 

Differences in approach by headteachers, depending on their level o f  training and 

knowledge in the education o f  children between the ages o f  three and t'lve, were found to 

impact on the resourcing o f  the infant classes (Taylor Nelson Sofres and Aubrey, 2002). 

In findings consistent with those o f  Keating et al. (2002), those headteachers who were 

not trained or did not have a background in early years education were less likely to 

invest in resourcing the reception classes, or to focus on the Foundation Stage as part o f 

school development. Conversely, those who had training in ECE tended to invest in 

resourcing the reception classes and to include the Foundation Stage in planning.

Clearly, the attitudes, values and perspectives o f  stakeholders have an impact on

teachers’ own attitudes and values, as well as on practice. Schools can work with parents
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to communicate the rationale for play in the classroom and its role in children’s learning. 

This assumes that the school has clearly articulated these positions for itse lf This, in 

turn, requires Principals to understand and appreciate the characteristics o f  ECE and to 

support it within the school. No research has been identified to date on the role o f 

Principals in case where play is being introduced into the infant class to replace more 

didactic practice. However, the importance o f  the Principal in educational change is 

widely recognised (Starr, 2011), and educational change focused on play is unlikely to be 

different.

3.2.4 Play and Curriculum

One o f the differences identified between ECE in the kindergarten and ECE in schools is 

the degree to which the teachers have flexibility in decisions about their educational 

objectives and the content they teach (Goldstein, 1997), and this is rooted in the issue o f 

curriculum. Teachers in schools are generally obliged to implement a given curriculum, 

specific to their system. In many cases, ‘play’ and ‘curriculum ’ emerge as contradictory 

concepts:

[T]he former has been typically thought o f  as a spontaneous child- 
initiated activity that does not serve any practical need while the latter 
has been associated with intentional teaching designed to accomplish 
clear instructional objectives. (Bodrova and Leong, 2010,1)

Internationally, there are apparently contradictory developments in terms o f  curriculum 

review in relation to play. On the one hand, there are examples o f  a recognition that 

didactic formal practice is unsuitable for young children, that curricula associated with 

such practice are unsustainable and the literature provides examples o f  consequent 

curriculum change towards play-based curriculum (Hunter and W alsh, 2013; Martlew et 

al., 2011; Walsh et al., 2011; Maynard and Chicken, 2010; Stephen et al., 2010). On the 

other hand, where play-based curricula are in effect, there is evidence in the literature o f
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moves to structure the curriculum in terms o f accountability, outcomes and content 

(Skolnick Weisberg et al., 2013; Grieshaber and McArdle, 2010; Drew et al, 2008; 

Hedges and Cullen, 2005; Wood, 2004).

Associated w ith the issue o f  outcomes driven curriculum is the impact o f  specific 

programmes mainly concerned w ith literacy and numeracy skills acquisition (Keating et 

al., 2002). A t a time when a review o f  the curriculum for the jun io r classes in primary 

school in the Rol is underway (NCCA, n.d.a), a review o f  the relationship between 

curriculum models and play in the classroom reveals considerable concern that the 

specified outcomes inherent in many curriculum models have negative consequences for 

the provision o f  play in classrooms. Planning play to meet outcomes is a departure from 

curriculum which responds to children’ s emergent learning and development (Grieshaber 

and McArdle, 2010).

3.2.4.1 ECE Curriculum Models
A number o f reviews have been conducted on ECE curricula across many jurisdictions 

(Wood, 2013; Grieshaber and McArdle, 2010; Synodi, 2010; Anning et al., 2009; 

Stephen, 2006; Bertram and Pascal, 2002). The reviews cover different countries and 

curricular approaches and are conducted from different perspectives. A  fu ll synthesis o f 

all o f these reviews is beyond the scope o f  this study, but the curricula from New 

Zealand, Sweden and England offer quite different models w ith different approaches in 

terms o f both curriculum outcomes and the place o f  play. These three curriculum models 

have been identified as exemplars o f  different approaches: one which has outcomes 

which reflect the learning process rather than achievement; a second which has no 

outcomes per se; and a third which has specific outcomes related to learning areas w ith 

associated assessment processes. Reference w ill also be made to the place o f  play in 

these models. It is hoped that outlin ing key features o f  these curriculum models w ill
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provide a comparative context for current curriculum provision for infant classes in the 

Rol, and for the ongoing revision o f  the PSC for junior classes.

Te W hariki (New Zealand)

Learning outcomes as manifested in Te Whariki can be characterised as indicative rather 

than prescriptive, with a view to nurturing learning dispositions and working theories 

(W ood, 2013; Stephen, 2006). Te Whariki is characterised as a child-initiated curriculum 

(Moyles, 2010). Outcomes are holistic and do not privilege subject areas (Wood, 2013) 

but this particular characteristic raised challenges about assessing children’s learning 

which led to the development o f the ‘learning stories’ model o f  holistic assessment 

(Stephen, 2006). Another challenge has been to identify learning goals for individual 

children where learning is based on individual interest. The suggested response relies on 

practitioner expertise and ability to respond with challenging content to support and 

extend interest (Wood, 2013; Anning et al., 2009). There is no specific section on play in 

Te W hariki, but analysis has shown evidence o f  child-directed play, teacher-directed play 

and mutually-directed play embedded in the framework (Synodi, 2010; Stephen, 2006), 

but only in relation to certain areas o f  learning. In practice, the tradition o f informal, 

play-based practice in New Zealand based on children pursuing individually chosen 

interests without adult involvement has made the transition to the socio-culturally 

embedded interactional model o f  Te W hariki a challenge (Anning et al., 2009; Stephen, 

2006). In a small detail, but one which has relevance in the Rol, Te Whariki contains no 

time allocations for learning areas. Te Whariki applies to children in settings prior to 

school entry which usually happens at age five.

Sw eden

The Swedish pre-school curriculum is held to be different from most others (Grieshaber 

and McArdle, 2010; Synodi, 2010). It is short, begins with a philosophical statement
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about the fundamental values o f  democracy; has goals towards which the children are 

supported to make progress -  ‘to strive for’ (Brodin and Renblad, 2014b) - but those 

goals are not prescriptive in the sense o f  any required attainment; does not specify 

learning areas or outcomes or the formal assessment associated with outcomes models; 

settings are given responsibility for decision m aking about the ways in which children 

will progress towards the learning goals (Grieshaber and McArdle, 2010; Stephen, 2006). 

W hile there is no specific section on play in the curriculum (Synodi, 2010), it is 

represented as an ever-present feature o f  the preschool through which children’s meaning 

making and search for knowledge is achieved (G rieshaber and McArdle, 2010; Synodi, 

2010; Stephen, 2006). The Swedish preschool curriculum was revised in 2011 (Brodin 

and Renblad, 2014a) as a result o f  a restructuring o f  provision in which preschool 

became part o f  the education system as a whole. Grieshaber and M cArdle (2010) 

reported that inclusion o f content areas and changing the focus to promoting children’s 

learning as distinct from striving to promote it were mooted at that time. Brodin and 

Renblad (2014a) describe the resultant changes as a strengthening o f  the areas o f  

communication, mathematics, technology and nature science within the curriculum. In 

addition to changes to content areas, planning, assessment, follow-up, evaluation and 

development received added emphasis with a view to improving programm e quality 

(Brodin and Renblad, 2014a). In a study o f the perspectives o f  Swedish ECE 

practitioners’ responses to the revised curriculum, Brodin and Renbald (2014, 6) found 

that their participants ‘. .. considered the goals o f  the curriculum to be com patible with 

their own views, visions, philosophy and what they consider qualitatively good preschool 

activities’. Nonetheless, despite receiving considerable inservice training, the participants 

believed it was not sufficient.

103



Kngland

Wood (2013) attributes the specific and hierarchical outcomes specified in the Early 

Years Foundation Stage [EYFS] to an instrumentalist approach to early learning within a 

school readiness agenda (Anning et al., 2009; BERAEYSIG, 2003). Outcomes are to be 

achieved and children’s achievements are to be assessed using specified Assessment 

Profiles (Grieshaber and McArdle, 2010; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2009). Each area o f  learning 

is to be delivered through the medium o f play, but there are concerns that the version o f 

play which is authorised by the EYFS is reductive and limiting to children (W ood, 2013). 

In addition, requirements for achievement in literacy and numeracy based on fonnal 

approaches in reception classes have undermined the commitment to play in the EYFS 

(Moyles, 2010). The EYFS is a statutory document and there is therefore a legal 

requirement on teachers and schools, as well as other settings, to comply with its 

provision. There has been considerable change and revision o f  curriculum provisions for 

young children in England in recent years (W ood, 2013; Anning, 2010) to the point 

where it is difficult for an outside observer to grasp the significance or the effects o f  that 

level o f  change. Among the authors cited here, there is considerable disquiet about the 

impact the EYFS is having on practice, particularly on play for younger children in 

schools.

These three models o f  curriculum provision for young children reveal the impact o f 

cultural tradition on curricular approaches (Brodin and Renbald, 2014). Highly specified 

curriculum outcomes are not universal, but where outcomes are less specific, greater 

demands are placed on teacher expertise; play can be valued in practice but not explicit in 

curriculum provision; alternatively, specifying play in curriculum may paradoxically, 

constrain its potential; and, finally, there is no single, universally applicable model o f  

early childhood curriculum, and each jurisdiction must evolve its own.
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3.2.4.2 Impact of Formal Curriculum on Practice
Reviews o f the references to play in international curriculum models indicate that play is 

generally acknowledged as central to children’s learning (Grieshaber and McArdle, 2010; 

Stephen, 2006). Given that generality, there are different positions on the 

conceptualisation o f play in educational settings which result from play being used as a 

method o f curriculum implementation. Wood (2007a, 314) expresses concern about the 

terminology used to describe play in schools, such as ‘potentially instructive play 

activities’ and ‘well-planned, purposefiil play’ , arguing that there is a danger that such 

conceptualisations o f play run the risk o f  lim iting  play to the specified learning 

outcomes. Rogers (2011) offers the example o f  play as a context for the development o f 

moral and ethical perspectives, neither o f  which fits easily w ith measureable outcomes. 

Wood (2007a) cautions against curriculum for young children which fiinctions as a 

‘ straitjacket’ on practitioners.

The ‘straitjacket’ model o f  curriculum is characterised as utilitarian (Goouch, 2008) and 

reflecting competing perspectives among the social, political and professional 

stakeholder groups who contribute to its structure and contents (Keating et al., 2002). 

Such a model is also associated w ith restrictive fonns o f  assessment and testing (Keating 

et al., 2002; Anning et al., 2009) and a tendency to propel practice towards direct teacher 

instruction (Skolnick Weisberg et al., 2013; Fung and Cheng, 2012; Nicolopoulou, 2010; 

Rogers and Evans, 2007; Wood and Bennett, 1999). However, there is growing evidence 

o f  the efficacy o f  play in supporting children’ s learning as well as a recognition that 

didactic teaching is not optimal for young children (Hunter and Walsh, 2013; Martlew et 

al., 2011; Hirsh-Pasek, 2009; Walsh et al., 2006). Young children are understood to learn 

in an integrated, holistic way which is not compatible w ith  discrete subject disciplines 

(Wood, 1999). The propensity o f prescriptive curriculum to encourage the prevalence o f 

didactic fonnal teaching and the restriction o f  play pedagogy is at the root o f  efforts to
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change curriculum for the early years to reflect current research evidence and theoretical 

perspectives (Hunter and Walsh, 2013).

Bernstein’s (2000) theory o f classification, framing and visible/invisible pedagogy is 

helpful in considering why a curriculum based variously on content, subjects, outcomes, 

and/or learning areas appears to be connected with a predominantly direct teaching or 

didactic model, especially in the early years in primary school. This appears to be 

particularly relevant in the Rol where evidence suggests that the curriculum, although it 

mandates play as an important learning context, is delivered predominantly through 

didactic methods (Murphy, 2004b). Classification refers to the space or distinctions 

between categories, in this case school subjects. A category is not defined solely by what 

it is, but in relation to what it is not: History is not just defined by its internal 

organisation but by being distinguished from, for example, English. Siraj-Blatchford 

(2009, 149) refers to this as the ‘ ... boundary maintenance between curriculum subject 

contents’. The PSC (DES, 1999a) is presented as eleven separate subjects (twelve if 

Religious Education is included) for the junior and senior infant classes, and is an 

exam ple o f strong classification in Bernstein’s (2000, 7) model.

Thus, externally, the classificatory principle creates order, and the 
contradictions, cleavages and dilemmas which necessarily inhere in the 
principle o f a classification are suppressed by the insulation.

This tendency o f  strong classification to mask the connectivity between the subjects is 

likely to add to the difficulty o f teachers in infant classes who are presented with 11 

books o f  curriculum objectives, accompanied by the contradictory caveat that ‘[t]he child 

at infant level perceives and experiences learning in an integrated w ay’ (DES, 1999b,

69).

Framing (Bernstein, 2000) refers to the relationship between the protagonists, in this case 

the pupil and the teacher, and who exercises control in the relationship. W here the
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teacher is in control, framing is strong and vice versa (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). W here 

classification and framing are both strong, i.e. when subjects (and their associated 

curriculum objectives) are clearly distinguished from each other and the teacher controls 

the delivery o f  the content, Bernstein (2000) argues that pedagogy is made visible. Siraj- 

Blatchford (2009) refers to this as the programmed approach and Brooker (2002) refers 

to it as explicit pedagogy. W here both classification and framing are weak, i.e. where 

learning is integrated and the child exerts control over the learning context, pedagogy is 

said to be invisible -  implicit pedagogy (Brooker, 2002).

Play is seen as constituting an invisible pedagogy with weak framing within weak 

classification (M clnnes et al., 2011), and this is aligned with a child-centred approach to 

ECE practice (albeit an extreme version o f it) which is exclusively based on the child’s 

interests (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). Bernstein’s (2000) model provides a context for 

understanding the connections between strongly classified curriculum and didactic 

teaching: strong classification o f  subjects and related content objectives precludes 

exploration by children as the end point o f the learning process is known (see M clnnes et 

al., 2009; Bonawitz et al., 2011). Play, which can be ‘... anarchic, subversive and 

unpredictable (W ood, 2013, 15) cannot be relied upon to lead the child along the 

specific path which will conclude with the achievement o f  the curriculum objective. 

Teachers must exercise strong framing and control o f  the process in order to ensure 

‘coverage’ (Goldstein, 1997, 17).

Teachers operate at the fault line between content and outcomes focused curriculum 

requirements and the need for play to reflect children’s agency. Keating et al. (2002) 

found that teachers had difficulty in justifying play in the classroom in the context o f  a 

content-driven curriculum. However, teachers continued to experience difficulties 

following the introduction o f  the Foundation Stage Curriculum in England because the
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focus now shifted to accountabihty for children’s learning through play. Accounting for 

learning through play in the context o f  a content-driven, subject based curriculum which 

focuses on specified outcomes can be problematic. This is because play is a highly 

complex but often poorly understood phenomenon, diverse in its manifestations. This 

may contribute to the uncertainties among teachers about how to guarantee the 

educational value o f play (W alsh et al., 2011). Wood (2004) cites the example o f  the 

m isinterpretation o f  the Desirable Learning Outcomes by schools’ Inspectors in which 

play was relegated to the periphery, leading to inappropriate practice in some ECE 

settings.

Wood (2013, 4) problematises the place o f  play within pre-school and school settings, 

referring to the ‘...overly  structured forms o f  social control within the 

educational/pedagogic gaze’. This position is consistent with Kuschner (2012) in 

asserting that in pre-schools and schools, play is always structured to some degree. 

However, the greater problem is located, not in the school or classroom itself, but in the 

policy frameworks within which practice is confined. In summarising a review o f play in 

national policies. Wood (2013) argues that policy is a mixed blessing. W hile early years 

policies keep play high on the policy agenda, they also make demands for accountability 

in ways that are not compatible with best practice in play as described in the literature. 

These dem ands are encapsulated in defined learning outcomes. W ood’s (2013) response 

mirrors K uschner’s (2012) argument about contradictions in that she asserts that while 

research reveals play as complex and demanding, it does not lend itself to the certainty 

required in the educational system.
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Because play is so diverse, and so complex, the task o f understanding 
play is challenging, and even more so when practitioners need to make 
connections between this vast research and knowledge base and the 
expectations o f play in practice. ... Therefore play is less likely to 
produce either tangible evidence of learning or the learning outcomes 
that are valued by parents and politicians. (Wood, 2013, 41/42)

Wood’s (2013) analysis o f the tensions created by policy, which simultaneously endorses 

play and misunderstands it, resonates with the situation in Ireland with regard to Literacy 

and Numeracy for Learning and Life: The National Strategy to Improve Literacy and 

Numeracy among Children and Young People 2011-2020' (DES, 201 la). While this 

strategy recommends that practice in infant classes should prioritise play (DES, 201 la), it 

also emphasises the necessity for clarity about the learning outcomes to be expected of 

children (DES, 201 la). This is consistent with Wood’s (2013) comments about mixed 

blessings, because while the emphasis on avoiding premature formality and prioritising 

play are very welcome, the equal emphasis on learning outcomes sets up something o f a 

conundrum. 6  Breachain and O ’Toole (2013) conclude that the literacy and numeracy 

strategy represents a move away from a conceptualisation o f education in which 

children’s holistic development is prioritised to one in which education is a vehicle for 

political expediency.

The focus of Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life (DES, 201 la) is to improve

standards in both areas among children and young people in the Rol, and includes

reference to accountability and targets for improvements on standardised tests. It also

refers to in-school goals and the monitoring o f progress internally. Such requirements, as

the literature indicates, are likely to promote didactic practice. This appears to gainsay

research findings which indicate that where children have the opportunity to playfully

explore a given task, they show significantly more improvement in their performance on

the task than those children who were given direct instruction (i.e. the outcome was

specified) (Mclnnes et al., 2009). Bonawitz et al. (2011) found that direct instruction led
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to a reduction in children’s willingness to explore or tmd out more because the children 

seemed to infer that the teacher would have shown them all the possibilities inherent in 

the task/process. The possibilities demonstrated were taken to be the only possibilities. 

Specifically in relation to literacy development, there is evidence that a com bination o f 

both play and teacher modelling enhances children’s creative writing (W hitebread and 

Jameson, 2005). Children in this study o f creative writing who only had teacher 

modelling in preparation for the task, were more limited in their creativity, apparently 

feeling they had to follow the teacher’s example closely in order to successfully complete 

the task. Children who had the opportunity (through play with story sacks) to explore the 

topic in advance o f  teacher modelling showed enhanced creativity in their writing 

(W hitebread and .lameson, 2005). This example would seem to support concerns that 

working to specified outcomes runs the risk o f  limiting children’s learning by excluding 

other avenues o f  learning possibilities.

Teachers’ responses to the range o f  tensions represented by the dichotomies illustrated 

here add to the layers o f  complexity represented by these dichotomies. Drew et al. (2008) 

have articulated concerns that early learning standards are reducing the time, space and 

opportunities for play as didactic methods are seen by teachers as more consistent with 

those standards. Rogers and Evans (2007) note that early years teachers may respond to 

the pressures from an increasing culture o f ‘perform ativity’ in schools by focusing on 

fonnal teaching methods rather than on the more appropriate approaches associated with 

a pedagogy o f  play. Even where play was facilitated, Rogers and Evans (2007) noted 

instances where it was ‘contained’ by the teachers because o f  noise and space 

considerations. Even where teachers did not prioritise didactic methods to achieve 

curriculum goals, having to address these goals required the teachers to interrupt 

individual children’s play in order to, for example, hear reading or teach phonics.
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The relationship between play and curriculum as described in the literature and which 

‘plays’ out in the classroom where it is mediated by teachers, is fraught. A particular type 

o f  curriculum model focused on accountability through specified outcomes is associated 

with the likelihood o f  didactic teaching dominating the infant classroom, even where this 

is not the intention o f  such curricula (Rogers, 2011). Considerable disquiet about the 

reduction in play opportunities for young children is evident in the literature 

(N icolopoulou, 2010; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2009; Bodrova, 2008). The evidence repeatedly 

dem onstrates the contradictions between teachers’ stated position on the benefits o f  play 

for young children and their practice (Hunter and W alsh, 2013; Moyles et al., 2002; 

Bennett et al., 1997). It is an insufficient response to the predicament o f  teachers facing 

the contradictions inherent in the process o f curriculum implementation through the 

medium o f  play to point out that such contradictions exist and expect each individual 

teacher to resolve the issue.

In response, Grieshaber and McArdle (2010, 110) reject what they refer to as the ‘siege 

m entality’ in which outcomes and play-based ECE are seen to be ‘at w ar’. They suggest 

that debating these issues offers opportunities to acknowledge the complexities inherent 

in play pedagogy and to move beyond conceptualisations o f  play itself as beneficial by 

default, existing in a vacuum and immune to the messiness o f  classroom power relations. 

W hile dialogue is usefial, it is also the case that policy makers have a responsibility to 

those who will be required to implement that policy to ensure its consistency with best 

practice in the field, and to support teachers in the pedagogical change required.

M cLachlan et al. (2013) suggest that in most ECE curriculum models, the learner has a 

degree o f  control over the content and learning process. However, as was noted in the 

review o f Te Whariki earlier, basing curriculum on individual choice raised issues about 

how to identify goals for individual children in a socio-cultural learning context. Wood



and Bennett (1999) argue that children’s self-directed activity will not, o f  itself, lead to 

children learning, especially in the area o f  skills. A child’s interest in a topic or 

phenomenon does not necessarily constitute a learning goal (Wood, 2007b). There is an 

acceptance that learning through play is not a given and that some support structures are 

needed to make learning through play more likely (Wood, 2013). Within a socio-cultural 

approach, there are certain cultural tools (such as reading and writing) which are needed 

for the child to be able to engage with cultural practices and which, therefore, need to be 

progressed (van Oers and Duijkers, 2013; Stephen, 2010). The concern is to develop 

curriculum which is consistent with the particular characteristics o f  play that make it 

‘play’.

3.3 Play, Teaching and Learning

If we accept that ‘... play in educational settings should have learning consequences’ 

(Moyles, 2010, 9, emphasis in the original), then solutions must be found for the 

conundrums which teachers o f  young children must navigate on a daily basis. Evidence 

indicates that teachers experience great difficulty in mediating play into practice 

(Martlew et al., 2011; Mclnnes et al., 2011; Walsh et al., 2011; Stephen et al., 2010). 

Wood (2013) argues that policy frameworks which guide practice should be structured to 

enable the integration o f  play, learning and teaching. This section will consider the place 

o f  teaching in relation to play and learning in ECE, and review models o f  an integrated 

approach to play, teaching and learning which have the potential to inform classroom 

practice.

3.3.1 Teaching

The inclusion o f  teaching in the play, teaching and learning equation requires some 

consideration as Siraj-Blatchford (2009) has pointed out that a consensus developed
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within W estern approaches to ECE which precluded teaching as part o f  pedagogy, 

favouring non-directive facilitation instead. Ryan and Goffin (2008, 390) define 

‘teaching’ in ECE as ‘an interaction am ong teachers, learners, content, and context’.

They argue that teaching in ECE, despite its complexities, has not received adequate 

research attention because the focus has been on curriculum which begins with and 

focuses on the child’s development, with the effect o f  making teachers and their teaching 

less visible. In effect, they assert, teachers and their teaching are ‘missing in action’.

Siraj-Blatchford (2009, 148) argues that teaching is implicit in pedagogy, which she 

distinguishes from curriculum:

W hile curriculum may therefore be understood as denoting all o f  the 
knowledge, skills and values that children are meant to learn in 
educational establishments, pedagogy is referred to as the practice (or 
the art, the science or the craft) o f  teaching.

This distinction between curriculum and pedagogy is important in informing practice, 

but also for establishing the relationship between the two, what Skolnick W eisberg et al. 

(2013) describe as distinguishing between the ‘w hat’ and the ‘how ’. This contrasts with 

A istea r’s (NCCA, 2009) conceptualisation o f  curriculum as experiential, rather than 

related to specified content. The relationship between curriculum and pedagogy is 

especially pertinent when we come to consider how a pedagogy o f  play could relate to 

curriculum. Siraj-Blatchford (2009) summarises the debate by noting that, for some, 

curriculum should be a m atter o f  children’s individually chosen activity, but argues in 

return that ‘... if there is no legitimate curriculum to be taught in the early years, then 

there is clearly no need for teachers/educators’ (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009, 148). In any case, 

this represents a pragmatic perspective, as some form o f codified or ‘formal written 

curriculum ’ for ECE is applied in many jurisdictions (Stephen, 2010, 17), and certainly 

in the Rol.
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Siraj-Blatchford (2009) identifies three categories o f  relationship between curriculum and 

pedagogy, based on Bernstein’s (2000) theory o f  classification (of curriculum) and 

framing (pedagogical structure):

• The programmed approach is characterised by high levels o f teacher- 

directed activity, little opportunity for child initiative and highly 

structured curriculum content.

• The open-framework approach is characterised by clearly articulated 

pedagogy in which the teacher supports the child’s engagement within the 

child’s chosen learning environment. Curriculum classification is weak, 

implying indistinct subject boundaries.

• The final category is the ‘child-centred approach’ in which the teacher is 

entirely child-led and practice is primarily responsive.

Pedagogy

Strong fram ing

Programmed Open framework

approach approach

Curriculum Strong Weak

classification classification

Child-centred

approach

Weak fram ing

Adapted from Siraj-Blatchford (2009, 149)
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Siraj-Blatchford suggests that, in practice, the application o f these approaches overlap 

and combine. However, a codified curriculum cannot be both weakly and strongly 

classified at the same time, so therefore it is difficult to understand how the programmed 

approach could be com patible with the other two approaches. Indeed, neither the open 

framework nor the child-centred approaches are com patible with a strongly classified 

curriculum.

In elaborating what a strongly framed pedagogy might look like, Siraj-Blatchford (2009) 

identified three areas o f pedagogy which, she suggests, contribute equally to early 

learning; pedagogical instructional techniques, the encouragement o f  affective 

involvement and the encouragement o f  cognitive co-construction. Siraj-Blatchford et al. 

(2002) redefine ‘instruction’ away from the traditional understandings o f  instruction as 

‘teacher exposition’ (Martlew et al., 2011) to include direct instruction which includes 

modelling and questioning, and indirect instruction, one aspect o f  which is ‘pedagogical 

framing’. Pedagogical framing includes the provision o f  an instructive play environment. 

Affective involvement is necessary for the child to be motivated to engage with cognitive 

challenge (M oyles, 2010; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002), and cognitive co-construction is 

understood as ‘sustained shared thinking’ (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002).

Wood and Attfield (2005, 173) com ment that sustained shared thinking often occurs 

during sustained shared playing, and Walsh et al. (2011) noted that spontaneous playful 

interactions could initiate episodes o f  sustained shared thinking. Sustained shared 

thinking is defined as:

An episode in which two or more individuals “work together” in an 
intellectual way to solve a problem, clarify a concept, evaluate activities, 
extend a narrative, etc. Both parties must contribute to the thinking and it 
must develop and extend. (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002, 8)



The role o f  the teacher in sustained shared thinking has been elaborated by Walsh et al. 

(2010b) as part o f the articulation o f  a playfial pedagogy, known as ‘playful structure’, for 

the early years o f  schooling. ‘Enjoying playfial interactions’ suggests that if a teacher 

adopts certain roles in their interactions with children, the ensuing extended interactions 

have the potential to support ‘sustained shared thinking’ or co-constructed learning:

• Co-player/play partner

• Co-leamer/co-explorer

• Facilitator

• Listener/decoder

• Co-planner

• Commentator

Walsh et al. (2010b) locate some o f the dichotomies between play and work in the 

teacher’s style o f interaction during teacher initiated/directed tasks. They observed that 

the teacher’s tone became more serious, showing less warnith towards the children, and 

they encourage teachers to keep the tone o f  the interaction playful, whatever the nature o f 

the task. Stephen (2010) draws attention to the emotional and social aspects o f 

pedagogical interactions which were observed among teachers and children, and which 

contributed to the development o f  positive learning dispositions among the children. 

M clnnes et al. (2011) suggest that it is what might be called the ambient playfulness 

associated with an activity, rather than the play itself which promotes learning. So, to 

return to Siraj-Blatchford’s (2009) three aspects o f  pedagogy which contribute to 

children’s learning, all are predicated on the playful qualities o f  the teacher’s 

interactional style.
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3.3.2 Integrated Models of Play, Teaching and Learning

Interactional style represents just one set o f  considerations in an overall pedagogy o f 

play, which has been defined as:

... the ways in which early childhood professionals make provision for 
play and playfial approaches to learning and teaching, how they design 
play/leaming environments, and all the pedagogical decisions, 
techniques and strategies they use to support or enhance learning and 
teaching through play. (W ood, 2009, 27)

Despite this broad definition and despite all the attention focused on play, there is no 

definitive model o f a ‘pedagogy o f  play’ (Rogers, 2011). Further, trying to establish what 

such a pedagogy might be has been contentious because o f  the hegemonic position o f  the 

free play, free choice perspective (Wood, 2009). Skolnick W eisberg et al. (2013) argue 

that preschool pedagogy in practice is often conceptualised as a choice between the 

extremes o f free play and direct instruction. It is hardly surprising that difficulties with 

play in practice repeatedly feature in the literature (Hunter and Walsh, 2013; Martlew et 

al., 2011; M clnnes et al., 2011; Walsh et al., 2011; Christmas, 2005). It is difficult for 

teachers to be clear when the literature itself is inconclusive.

Synodi (2010) acknowledges the difficulties o f  putting theory into practice in the 

classroom and presents a model o f  play pedagogy which attempts to provide a resolution 

to those difficulties. Synodi (2010) suggests that a pedagogy o f play must be situated in 

responsive education predicated on the children as active participants and drivers o f  their 

own learning. She distinguishes this from directive education based on the delivery o f 

codified knowledge within a play-work dichotomy. In other words, responsive education 

implies a weakly classified curriculum, and directive education implies a strongly 

classified curriculum. The further implication is that play pedagogy cannot be reconciled 

with a strongly classified curriculum.
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In the context o f  responsive education, Synodi (2010) suggests that in practice, a 

pedagogy o f  play provides play opportunities in three contexts: child directed play, adult 

directed play, and mutually directed play. In child directed play, the adult role is as an 

organiser, observer, listener, and planner, roles which echo W alsh et al.’s (2010b) 

framework. Teacher directed play is characterised as playful activities through which 

children can consolidate what they have been taught. W hen teachers becom e involved in 

children’s play in ways that respect the children’s intentions in the play, mutually 

directed play can occur. The teacher is a co-player, equally invested in the play and 

equally focused on m aintaining the integrity o f  the play. Co-construction is at the heart o f  

this integrated pedagogy o f  play, as is children’s understanding o f  the teacher as a play 

partner. W here teachers, by their actions, such as disrupting play to engage children in 

literacy activities, show that they do not value play, children will not view the teacher as 

a co-player and will not accept the teacher into play, m aking mutually directed play 

unlikely (M clnnes et al., 2011).

W alsh et al. (2011) responded to the need they identified for an elaboration o f  what play- 

based practice means in the early years in primary school, given the specific conditions 

associated with play in schools and considered in Section 3.2. They acknowledge that in 

the school setting, there are disjunctions between fonnal and informal learning, and 

between play and work, and that these disjunctions have negative consequences for 

ch ildren’s experiences, especially their play experiences. They  have identified what they 

term ‘playful s tructure’ specifically to provide a bridge or connecting tissue betw een the 

contradictory elements o f  practice in infant classrooms. Playful structure involves 

infusing playfulness into interactions between teacher and child(ren) and into structured 

or didactic activities (Walsh et al., 2011). Conversely, playful structure requires the 

infusion o f  structure into play, a task which the authors note requires high levels o f  skill



and which proved difficult for teachers, especially in role play. Playful structure is 

founded on six pillars o f classroom practice:

1. Establishing secure relationships

2. Enjoying playfiil interactions

3. Creating playfijl opportunities

4. Providing adequate structure

5. Respecting individual differences

6. M anaging progression and transitions. (W alsh et al., 2010b)

The authors acknowledge that individual teacher personality and disposition will have an 

impact, but they suggest that teacher education could be effective in promoting such an 

approach, notwithstanding teacher temperament.

The idea o f  structure in play also features in W ood’s (2013) model o f  integrated 

curriculum and pedagogical approaches. This is described as a pragmatic 

acknowledgement that play in school is always structured to some extent by the context 

and conditions o f  the school (Wood, 2007a). In addition, there are other considerations 

that inform the rationale for more or less structure in play; for example, the degree to 

which free play based on children’s interests will have learning consequences (Skolnick 

W esiberg et al., 2013; Stephen, 2010; W ood, 2007b; Wood and Bennett, 1999). W ood’s 

(2013) integrated model is based on a continuum between work (non-play) and free play 

with adult-directed activities corresponding to the work end o f  the continuum and child- 

initiated activities corresponding to the play end o f  the continuum. Play will be 

positioned on the continuum depending on the degree o f structure applied, tending more 

towards the teacher directed/work zone when more structured and vice versa. Wood 

(2013) acknowledges that, consistent with both playful structure (W alsh et al., 2011) and
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Synodi’s (2010) typology, adult directed activities may have playful and imaginative 

elements.

The balance along the continuum varies according to the children’s developing interests 

and the teacher’s responses. The recursive cycle o f  curriculum planning (W ood, 2013) 

built into the model supports the teacher’s responsiveness. The planning cycle includes 

planning the play/leam ing environment; implem enting plans; and observing, evaluating, 

reflecting on and assessing the learning through play. Uniquely, there are four categories 

o f  planning activities envisaged in ‘Planning the play/leam ing environm ent’ which are 

useful in connecting the theoretical underpinnings o f  the model with classroom practice:

•  The first category refers to planning the physical space, both indoors and 

outdoors; provision o f  resources for a broad range o f  activities including 

creative play, construction play, tech play, literacy, etc. W hile  planning 

for time to play is not specified, planning daily routines is referred to and 

this could encompass the tim e issue.

•  The second category o f  planning refers explicitly to curriculum goals and 

objectives. Planning for curriculum implementation is characterised as 

‘planning tow ards’ curriculum objectives in both adult- and child-initiated 

activities, where the planning takes into account or anticipates what the 

possible or potential outcom es o f  the play might be. W hile short-, 

m edium- and long-temi planning are mentioned, the main focus should be 

on short- and m edium -tenn  planning.

• The next category focuses on planning for adult-directed activities, with 

the emphasis on small group and one-to-one contexts. Adult-directed 

activities should focus on the teaching o f  skills and curriculum
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knowledge. Such planning should encompass planning for the role o f  the 

teacher (see Synodi, 2010 and Walsh et al., 2010b).

• Finally, the teacher needs to plan opportunities for play and other child- 

initiated activities.

This model is compatible with both ‘playfijl structure’ (W alsh et al., 2010b) and the 

model o f  play pedagogy proposed by Synodi (2010). All three models address the 

practical problem s associated with the translation o f  theories o f  learning through play 

into classroom practice.

In essence, the teacher ‘... cannot plan children’s play, but can plan for children’s play 

. . . ’ (Wood, 2013, 68), a position echoed in Skolnick W eisberg et al.’s (2013) approach to 

reconciling curriculum with play pedagogy. They suggest a form o f play they call 

‘guided play’ which they locate between the extremes o f ‘free play’ and ‘no play’. 

However, unlike the three integrated pedagogical models described above, Skolnick 

W eisberg et al. (2013) argue that the evidence suggests that what they call a ‘strong 

curricular approach’ promotes academic development. On the one hand, the authors 

make a very clear distinction between curriculum -  what is taught -  and pedagogy -  how  

it is taught. On the other hand, they deplore the trend they have identified in ECE 

curricula and testing materials to over-focus on content, arguing that ‘[t]he 

implementation o f  such curricula often comes at the expense o f  other types o f 

pedagogical m ethods’ (Skolnick W eisberg et al., 2013, 104).

Guided play (Skolnick W eisberg et al., 2013) builds on the evidence which indicates that 

children learn best and achieve better academic outcomes when they learn through 

playful approaches which have been scaffolded by the teacher. They describe it as a 

pedagogical middle ground, in contrast to the models described earlier which address a 

continuum o f approaches. In guided play, the adult scaffolds the learning objectives but



the play itself is characterised as child-directed. Guided play is adult initiated, but once 

initiated, the teacher follows the ch ild ’s lead with the adult fulfilling the kind o f  roles 

envisaged by Walsh et al. (2010b), through processes that are recognisable as sustained 

shared thinking (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). The purpose o f  this type o f  engagement, 

however, differs from the purpose o f  sustained shared thinking. In guided play, the 

purpose is to focus the child on the learning outcomes the teacher has built into the 

learning environment, ‘ . .. to zero in on the key variables’ (Skolnick W eisberg et al.,

2013, 106) while the child pursues her/his own discovery process. Sustained shared 

thinking is based on the principle o f  co-construction (Konig, 2009) but does not envisage 

that the teacher would have an agenda other than to co-construct m eaning with the child.

It could be argued that guided play as conceptualised by Skolnick W eisberg et al. (2013) 

is an attempt to deal with the unpredictability o f  play referred to by W ood (2013) which 

makes it difficult to guarantee that specific outcom es can be met. However, activity 

which is always adult initiated cannot be called play as a characteristic o f  play is that it is 

child-invented (W ood, 2013), and activity which is always focused on the salient details 

as detem iined by the adult cannot be mutually directed play either (Synodi, 2010). Nor is 

it clear to what extent children - who are known to resist adult framing (Evaldsson and 

Tellgren, 2009) - will co-operate with the teacher’s intentions. Guided play envisages the 

child as an ‘active collaborator’, and the teacher is expected to provide ‘subtle 

scaffolding’ (Skolnick W eisberg et al., 2013, 106). In m any ways, guided play is very 

similar to, for example, mutually directed play (Synodi, 2010) but there is a fundamental 

and critical difference in that the teacher is pursuing outcomes rather than for example, 

drawing on his/her own pedagogical content knowledge to complement the flow o f  the 

ch ild ’s play (Hedges and Cullen, 2005). While Skolnick W eisberg et al. (2013) argue that 

guided play offers a focused approach to children’s learning which promotes positive
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academic outcomes, the position argued here is that it privileges adult direction and does 

not adequately provide for children’s initiative or choice. .

W hile they differ in some respects, the pedagogical models described by Wood (2013), 

W alsh et al. (2011) and Synodi (2010) suggest that teachers need to think about their 

practice, including how they might see themselves as teachers in playful interactions. If 

teaching is not ‘exposition’ but an interaction involving the teacher, the learners, the 

content and the context, then teachers need new ways o f  being a teacher. The models 

outlined above offer teachers a reconceptualization o f  ‘the teacher’ in a play-based 

pedagogy, and help to counter Ryan and G offm ’s (2008) concerns about the invisibility 

o f  teaching in ECE. Teachers themselves have to ‘see’ their own teaching in the context 

o f  play pedagogy. Stephen (2010) describes a series o f  multi-modal pedagogical 

strategies used by teachers, consistent with what can be understood as playful structure, 

but found that the participant teachers did not themselves see these actions as ‘teaching’. 

Their own teaching was invisible to the teachers themselves. Stephen (2010) refers to this 

as the ‘taken-for-granted nature o f  pedagogic actions’. A similar response was identified 

by Moyles et al. (2002).

W here pedagogic framing is weak, as in these examples o f  teachers not being aware o f 

the rationale for their own actions, there may be consequences for the children’s learning 

o f  content. Hedges and Cullen (2005) observe that knowledge construction in the context 

o f  play pedagogy or a play-based curriculum (such as Te W hariki) is most likely to occur 

in interactions which connect with children’s interests. They suggest that extensive 

pedagogical content knowledge has the potential to address concerns about content being 

inappropriately separated into curriculum subjects. They point out that ECE teachers 

need broad content knowledge to challenge the children, in addition to enhanced 

awareness o f  the opportunities which arise in interactions with children in order to be
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able to use such knowledge effectively. Indeed, Hedges and Cullen (2005) found that the 

teachers in their study did not use their content knowledge in their spontaneous 

interactions with the children, and the teachers did not pick up on the children’s interest 

in the subject. Haney and Bissonnette (2011) suggest that this is a likely consequence o f 

teachers not recognising the importance o f  play for cognitive development.

van Oers (2010) has described the mechanism through which teacher pedagogical content 

knowledge connects with children’s emergent conceptual knowledge in the context o f 

maths education as a ‘cultural discipline’ (van Oers, 2010, 28). van Oers (2010, 26) 

begins by defming meaningful learning as having two dimensions: the cultural meaning 

o f  ‘actions, objects, goals, tools/sym bols’ and the personal meaning the individual 

attributes to those actions, objects, goals, tools/symbols. ‘Young children are not bom 

with these ready-m ade symbolic tools . . . ’ (van Oers, 2010, 28), and must learn cultural 

meanings through actions that have personal meaning. The learning process promotes 

children’s autonomous participation in practices which are culturally meaningful and 

valued. Drawing on Vygotskian (1978) theory, van Oers (2010) outlines three stages in 

the process through which a child is introduced to shared cultural understanding in the 

area o f  maths. The child unintentionally or spontaneously acts in a particular way or 

articulates a particular thought which is observed by the adult and interpreted by him/her 

as a mathematical act or utterance. The adult then responds to the child in a mathematical 

way, helping the child to enter into the cultural (mathematical) meaning o f  the 

unintentional act. Over time, and through multiple such interactions, the child’s 

understanding o f  the cultural (mathematical) meaning o f  such acts develops in contexts 

which have personal meaning for the child.

... an important condition for the emergence o f  mathematical thinking in 
the early years is the adults’ act o f  articulating spontaneous actions o f 
the child and -  if  appropriate -assigning mathematical meaning to it.
(van Oers, 2010, 31)
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van Oers (2010) concurs with Hedges and Cullen (2005) that in practice, opportunities 

offered by the spontaneous interactions between teachers and children are not taken 

advantage o f  to any significant degree. He argues that teachers should always be alert for 

such opportunities in the context o f  play. Role play, in particular, is cited as the context 

in which children explore cultural practices, including culturally meaningful mathematics 

practices (van Oers, 2010).

Saracho and Spodek (2006) locate literacy in the child’s world and Hall (2007) situates 

literacy within cultural values and practices. Literacy learning can be understood in the 

same way as mathematics learning in van O ers’ (2010) definition o f  meaningful learning 

as having both cultural and personal dimensions. Hall (2007) examines the split between 

literacy in school and literacy as a social and cultural phenomenon. He argues, echoing 

Kuschner (2012), that the imposition o f  literacy through formal ‘ritualistic’ (Hall, 2007, 

172) practice in school is embedded in the institution o f  the school. Hall (2007, 171) 

argues that it is the social and cultural ‘real-w orldness’ o f  literacy that children need to 

engage with in school rather than the disconnected practices associated with school 

literacy. He further shows how culturally meaningful literacy practices can be promoted 

in ways that are personally meaningful to children through the teacher’s pro-active 

responsiveness to the children’s socio-dramatic play. Vygotskian theory posits that 

literacy knowledge is generated through social interaction and is embedded in social 

situations, o f  which play is an example (Saracho and Spodek, 2006).

Integrated models o f  play pedagogy allow teachers to respond to the challenges o f 

teaching and learning through play in the school context with its focus on accountability 

for curriculum implementation. It has to be acknowledged that play pedagogy makes 

demands on teachers’ professional expertise, pedagogical content knowledge and
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responsiveness, and these capacities will have an impact on the effectiveness o f play in 

the classroom.

3.4 Conclusion

While the tensions between play and the culture and traditions o f  the school as an 

institution have been articulated in the literature, the conclusion reached on the basis o f 

this review is that play pedagogy can work in schools. The tensions articulated relate to 

the school as a cultural institution; issues o f time, space and class size; the impact o f 

stakeholder perspectives on practice; the impact o f  curriculum on practice; and teaching 

as an aspect o f ECE.

Evidence from Northern Ireland [NI] has shown (McGuinness et al., 2009) that schools 

can adapt to the effects o f  the implementation o f play pedagogy in the infant classrooms. 

The Principal has an important role to play in supporting this change, and the evidence 

indicates that Principals are better placed to support such change when they have 

knowledge and awareness o f the particular characteristics o f teaching and learning 

among the younger children in the school. Schools can potentially develop supportive 

relationships with parents through effective communication o f  the rationale for play in 

the classroom, and o f the learning which takes place through play.

Time, space and class sizes all feature in the literature as material influences on practice, 

but there is evidence to suggest that, at least in terms o f time and space, the teacher can 

approach these conditions in ways which mitigate their impact. While tradition seems to 

dictate that classrooms are dominated by tables and chairs, there is evidence o f teachers 

reorganising the space to make more room for areas o f provision (Broadhead, 2004). 

Planning for play to happen during longer stretches in the school timetable and desisting 

from interrupting the play for academic activities will address the time issue from the
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child’s point o f  view. There is no barrier to this approach in the PSC (DES, 1999a), 

which mandates the integration o f  subject learning in infant classes and specifically 

recom mends flexible use o f  time to achieve this.

Class size is consistently cited as a constraint on play in practice, and is not subject to the 

control o f  the school in the Rol. In this instance, the lack o f teaching assistants and the 

pressure on the individual teacher from the number o f  children is likely to be a 

substantial constraint on practice. No equivalent for the situation in infant classes in the 

Rol was found in the literature. Class sizes in infant classes in the Rol need to be 

reduced, and, as the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development [OECD] 

(2004) recommended ten years ago, infant classes should be resourced with teaching 

assistants.

The lessons from the literature on the relationship between curriculum and play are clear, 

and particularly pertinent in the context o f the revision o f the PSC (DES, 1999a) 

currently underway. Prescriptive curriculum objectives tend to drive practice into 

didactic teaching and teacher exposition formats. The curriculum revision should ensure 

that play is specifically mandated and that the learning outcomes should be compatible 

with play. There are examples in the literature o f  integrated models o f  play pedagogy 

which can address the need for schools to progress and account for children’s learning 

through play, but the curriculum has to provide the opportunity for them to do so.

Stephen (2010, 26) cautions against ‘... placing practitioners in a deficit position’, but 

does suggest that practitioners need to articulate their pedagogical perspective. This also 

resonates with the need for schools to communicate their rationale for play, particularly 

to parents. Teachers require considerable expertise to implement play pedagogy 

effectively (Wood, 2007a), and there is a need for those involved in teacher education, 

both pre- and in-service, to ensure that teachers are equipped to do so. It is very clear
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from the Hterature reviewed here that, notwithstanding the importance o f the Principal 

and other stakeholders, the teacher is the crucial person in determining the nature o f 

practice in the infant classroom. This emphasises the importance o f  understanding the 

attitudes, values and perspectives o f teachers towards play in the infant classes, as is the 

purpose o f this study.
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Chapter 4: Methodology

4.1 Introduction

The aim o f this study is to add to the knowledge base about play in infant classes in 

primary schools in the Republic o f  Ireland [Rol] in the context o f  the recent policy 

developments in early childhood education [ECE] here, as outlined in Chapter 1. The 

overarching research question guiding the study is:

What are teachers’ educational beliefs about play in infant classes in 
primary schools in the Rol?

The sub-questions associated with this overarching question are:

1. What do the data indicate are the elements which constitute teachers’ educational 

beliefs about play in schools?

2. What do the data reveal about the attitudes, values and perspectives which 

underpin teachers’ educational beliefs about play in infant classes?

3. How do these educational beliefs relate to the literature on play in schools?

4.2 Research Design

This project was designed as a qualitative, exploratory, interpretative process through 

which the perspectives o f  the participants on play in infant classes could be considered. 

The following sections will outline the approach taken to the research and the methods 

employed to gather and analyse relevant data.

4.2.1 Qualitative Research

The overall aim o f this research is to explore and describe in thematic form teachers’ 

beliefs about play in infant classes. A priority is to do these things in a way that honours
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the teachers’ perspectives and the way in which they articulate their understandings o f 

play in their own terms. As noted by Flick (2009, 59), qualitative research is 

characterised by an emphasis on the participants’ perspectives and on the meanings they 

themselves assign to their lived experience. Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2011) also 

emphasise that the qualitative approach to research is about establishing the meaning 

which people invest in their lives and in the artefacts which surround their lives. They 

delineate four dimensions o f  qualitative research (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011) -  

ontology, epistemology, methodology and methods -  which comprise what they refer to 

as research practice, and which must be accounted for by the researcher.

Qualitative research is a broad church which has evolved over time to encompass a range 

o f research paradigms or worldviews (Flick, 2009; Creswell, 2007). It should be noted 

briefly that there are variations o f  focus among the authors cited here on the relationship 

between the overarching concept o f  the qualitative approach as described by, for 

example, Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2011) and Flick (2009), and research paradigms as 

described by, for example, Mertens (2005). The former see paradigms emerging from the 

qualitative research process and the latter suggests that the research process begins with 

the researcher identifying her/his own worldview. Mertens (2005) describes qualitative 

research as a methodological approach particularly associated with the constructivist 

paradigm. As with other aspects o f  this research (e.g. educational beliefs, data analysis), 

distinctions and differences relate to the terminology used rather than any variation in the 

phenomenon being described. For example. Flick’s (2009) description and discussion o f 

qualitative research is broadly similar to M ertens’ (2005) description o f the constructivist 

paradigm. The term ‘paradigm ’ itself has also been used to describe quantitative and 

qualitative research as overarching categories o f research (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 

2004), and has merited a discussion o f  its use across the literature (Bergman, 2010). For
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the purpose o f this project, Hesse-Biber and Leavy’s (2011) account o f  the qualitative 

approach to research provides the background, and their four dimensions o f  research 

provide the structure within which the process is described, but Mertens (2005) 

paradigmatic framework is applied within those dimensions.

4.2.2 Constructivist Paradigm

Mertens (2005) identified four paradigms in all, o f  which the constructivist paradigm 

describes most accurately the perspective adopted throughout this research project. 

Drawing on the work o f  Guba and Lincoln (1994), Mertens (2005, 9) describes the 

constructivist paradigm as follows:

l a l ) k ' 4 . l  (  ( n i s t r i i c t i \ i s f  p a ra ( l i » i n

Ontology (nature o f reality) Multiple, socially constructed realities

Epistemology (nature o f  knowledge; 

relation between knower and would-be 

known)

Interactive link between researcher and 

participants; values are made explicit; 

created findings

M ethodology (approach to systematic 

inquiry)

Qualitative (primarily); hermeneutical; 

dialectical; contextual factors are described

4.2.2.1 Ontology
The ontological position adopted here acknowledges the complexity o f  participants’ 

perspectives, the range o f those perspectives and the possibility o f  conflicting 

perspectives within the participant groups (M ertens, 2005). Diversity is not only 

acknowledged and accounted for, but the researcher actively seeks to accommodate 

complexity rather than constrict it (Creswell, 2007).
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4.2.2.2 Epistemology
The epistemology associated with the constructivist paradigm provides a framework for 

understanding the relationship between the researcher and the research participants, and 

also has an impact on the nature o f  the research methods employed (Martens, 2005). 

W ithin the constructivist paradigm, the relationship between the researcher and the 

research participants is interactive, each exerting influence over the other. Cresw ell’s 

(2007) account o f  constructivism also acknowledges the interpretative characteristic o f 

the epistemology associated with this paradigm, and notes that the researcher needs to 

account for the impact o f  personal, professional and cultural history on his/her 

interpretation. Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2011) refer to the ‘Interpretive Strand’ as one o f 

the three main theoretical approaches to research, and it is within this strand that social 

meaning and understanding is pursued. Despite the differences in terminology, there is 

considerable overlap between their ‘Interpretive Strand’ and M ertens’ (2005) and 

Cresw ell’s (2007) description o f  constructivism, with both focusing on socially 

constructed, diverse meanings which are understood through a process o f  interpretation 

by the researcher, who holds an acknowledged worldview -  the axiological assumptions 

to which Creswell (2007, 18) refers. Indeed, Lincoln et al. (2011, 102) use 

‘Constructivism ’ and ‘Interpret!vist’ as interchangeable terms.

Constructivism recognises that the findings from research within this paradigm are 

created in the process o f  research, a fact acknowledged by Braun and Clarke (2006) 

whose framework for thematic analysis is applied in this project. Braun and Clarke 

(2006) reject the idea o f  themes ‘em erging’ from the data as if  they exist, pre-formed, 

waiting to be discovered by the researcher. They emphasise the active role played by the 

interpreter/researcher in looking for themes, a process echoed in the literature on the 

dialogic foundations o f  the hem ieneutic approach to interpretation (Rennie, 2012;

Kogler, 2011).
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4.2.3 Trustworthiness and Rigour

There is considerable debate on the issue o f trustworthiness and rigour in qualitative 

research, much o f  it related to the terminology. Morse et al. (2002, 15) argue that what 

they characterise as a ‘plethora o f  term s’ is, in itself, causing confusion and has reduced 

the accuracy with which ‘rigour’ in qualitative research can be identified. Tracy (2010, 

837) suggests that this ‘vast array’ is problematic, particularly for those new to 

qualitative research. The argument often focuses on the use o f  the term ‘validity’, the 

construct to which it refers and its origin in quantitative research (M orse et al., 2002; 

W inter, 2000). However, even where the term ‘validity’ is rejected, and irrespective o f  

the term inology chosen (Guest et al., 2012; Winter, 2000), the question remains o f  how, 

within a constructivist interpretative study, to articulate the grounds on which the rigour, 

trustw'orthiness and/or quality (Golafshani, 2003) o f  the study rests.

A range o f  responses has emerged among those who advocate a specific set o f criteria for 

qualitative research (Denzin, 2009). There is broad acceptance o f what Guest et al. (2012, 

80) call ‘big V validity’, with the elements thereof either translated from quantitative to 

qualitative contexts or reconfigured to reflect the characteristics o f  qualitative research 

(Guest et al., 2012; Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011; Thomas and Magilvy, 2011; Mertens, 

2010; Cho and Trent, 2006; Golafshani, 2003; Morse et al., 2002). However, even within 

the literature which accepts the need to answer the question about the rigour o f 

qualitative research, there is no single agreed response (Guest et al., 2012; Golafshani, 

2003). For the purposes o f  this study, Thomas and M agilvy’s (2011, 151) definition will 

be used:

Rigor, in qualitative terms, and reliability/validity, in quantitative tenns, 
are ways to establish trust or confidence in the findings or results o f  a 
research study.
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The rationale for using this definition is based on its emphasis on trust being established, 

the implication being that it is the researcher who establishes trustworthiness and 

confidence rather than the reader being left to decide on these issues. M orse et al. (2002) 

draw attention to a shift away from ‘ensuring rigour’ to ‘evaluating rigour’ in qualitative 

research. They argue that where once rigour was ensured by researchers implementing 

strategies in the course o f the research process, rigour has now become a matter o f 

evaluation by the consumer o f  the research. Currently, it is unclear to what degree this 

either/or situation persists. For example. Guest et al. (2012) argue forceftally that the 

researcher must apply a range o f  strategies which, in combination, provide a convincing 

case for the rigour o f  the analysis, but also state that, ultimately, it is the audience for the 

research who will decide whether it is valid or not. This is the approach adopted for this 

study.

The strategies referred to above have been codified within a range o f  criteria and, despite 

criticisms o f ‘criteriology’ (Barusch et al., 2011), the use o f criteria in qualitative 

research has persisted because they are ‘useful’ (Tracy, 2010, 838). Tracy (2010) 

provides a framework o f eight criteria for robust qualitative research.
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I al)le 4.2 C r i t e r i a  for  t r u s t \ >o r th in css

Eight ^Big-Tent* Criteria for Excellent Qualitative Research

1 W orthy topic The topic o f  the research is:

•  Relevant

•  Timely

•  Significant

•  Interesting

2 Rich rigor The study uses sufficient, abundant, appropriate, and complex:

• Theoretical constructs

• Data and time in the field

• Sample(s)

• Context(s)

• Data collection and analysis processes

3 Sincerity The study is characterized by:

• Self-reflexivity about subjective values, biases, and

inclinations o f  the researcher(s)

• Transparency about the methods and challenges

4 Credibility The research is marked by:

• Thick description, concrete detail, explication o f tacit 

(nontextual) knowledge, and showing rather than telling

• Triangulation or crystallization

• M ultivocality

• Member reflections
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5 Resonance The research influences, affects, or moves particular readers or a 
variety o f  audiences through:

• Aesthetic, evocative representation

• Naturalistic generalizations

• Transferable findings

6 Significant
contribution

The research provides a significant contribution:

• Conceptually/theoretic ally

• Practically

• Morally

• M ethodologically

• Heuristically

7 Ethical The research considers:

• Procedural ethics (such as human subjects)

• Situational and culturally specific ethics

•  Relational ethics

• Exiting ethics (leaving the scene and sharing the research)

8 M eaningful
coherence

The study:

• Achieves what it purports to be about

• Uses methods and procedures that fit its stated goals

• M eaningfully interconnects literature, research 

questions/foci, findings, and interpretations with each other

(Adapted from Tracy, 2010, 840)

This table sets out the eight criteria and lists the ‘craft skills’ through which they can be 

accounted for and achieved. Tracy (2010) suggests that these craft skills or strategies are
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flexible, various and open to choice and com bination by the researcher, much in the way 

a menu is. This study aims to establish its trustworthiness and rigour by meeting these 

eight criteria in an explicit and com prehensive way.

4.2.4 Phenomenological-Hermeneutical Approach

In considering the methodological dim ension o f  constructivist research, Mertens (2005) 

notes that the constructivist paradigm grew from roots in phenomenology and 

hermeneutics. Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2011) also acknowledge the contribution of 

hermeneutics to interpretative approaches to research, suggesting that understanding can 

only be achieved by engaging with participants’ perspectives. There is a consistent 

connectivity evident in the literature (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011; Lincoln et al., 2011; 

Mertens, 2005) between the constructivist paradigm and a phenomenological 

hermeneutical methodology.

Kogler (2011) describes the phenom enological-herm eneutical approach (PHA) as 

providing methodological guidance in interpretative social science in which the focus is 

on understanding human agency. PHA also specifies a framework for understanding the 

crucial fact o f  the relationship between researcher and research participants which is that:

•  Social-scientific understanding relates the perspective o f  the interpreter, which is 

based on his or her cultural pre-understanding, to the reconstruction o f the agents’ 

self-understanding, such that;

•  An explanatory and realist analysis o f the other’s actions based on intentional 

beliefs becomes possible. (Kogler, 2011, 445-6)

PHA emphasises that the aim is to understand and describe the object o f  the research 

based on the research participant’s own understanding o f  the object, i.e. the research 

participant’s self-understanding. Kogler (2011) argues that what he terms the ‘object’
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(the focus o f  research) cannot be separated from the subjectivity o f  the researcher, as s/he 

must have a self-understood orientation towards the object already, which is 

operationalised through methodology:

In fact, the very claim that we can distinguish the method -  understood 
as our subjective approach to the thing i t s e lf -  and the object -  
understood as the pure entity that’s at stake -  would render the intent to 
do so mute, because the m ethod’s goal is to give us the object as it is, 
which is already presupposed in the distinction. (Kogler, 2011, 447)

The consequence o f  this position is that the researcher needs to reflect on and explain 

how his/her pre-understanding o f  the object impacts on the subsequent exploration and 

description o f  the research object.

In an additional dimension o f the relationship between the interpreter and the object, 

Kogler (2011) not only rejects the idea that the object can be represented as separate from 

the interpreter, but also argues that the interpreter must have a pre-existing perspective or 

insight into the object. This is a necessary connection if  m eaning is to be interpreted at 

all. As interpreted here, the self-understanding o f  the researcher and that o f the research 

participants engage in dialogic interaction which results in an articulation o f  the self- 

understanding o f  the research participants.

PHA creates a space within which the researcher can engage with the research 

participants in authentic ways which allow for interaction that acknowledges the prior 

understanding o f  each and which envisages this prior understanding as enriching the 

process, ‘... indeed makes possible the beginning o f  the interpretive process . . . ’ (Kogler, 

2011, 454). This recasts the issue o f  researcher bias into a positive contribution to the 

process o f  understanding the participants’ understanding provided that there is a clear 

exposition o f  the researcher’s position based on reflection. My position as researcher has 

been detailed in Chapter 1.
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Kogler (2011) also makes an important point which has echoes in Guest et al.’ s (2012) 

insistence that the method o f analysis remain firm ly  associated w ith the data and resist 

the further reaches o f  interpretative practice. He distinguishes between the ‘ thought 

behind the text’ and the ‘ thought w ith in  the text’ (Kogler, 2011, 449), im plying that the 

search for understanding and meaning remain grounded in the text.

4.2.5 Ethics

Taking an ethical approach to research indicates an appreciation by the researcher that 

research has an impact on participants, and that the researcher has a duty o f  care to 

participants. Protecting participants is central to the rationale for ethical research 

(Creswell, 2008). Ethical behaviour in the research process is also a crucial contributor to 

the trustworthiness and rigour o f  the research (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011; Tracy.

2010; Creswell, 2008). The population fi'om which the participants were drawn can be 

described as non-vulnerable: an adult population, in a position to evaluate the 

costs/benefits/risks o f  participation, and in a position to consent to participation without 

feeling coerced (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011, 64). A  code o f  ethics (See Appendix A) 

was adapted from that used in a focus-group study undertaken by Rose and O ’Neill 

(2009) for the Department o f Education and Skills (DES, 201 lb ) and is consistent w ith 

the ethical guidelines for conducting educational research provided by T rin ity  College, 

Dublin. The approach can be described w ith in  Silverman’ s (2011, 153) general principles 

o f  ethical research, outlined below.

4.2.S.1 V o lun tary  pa rtic ipa tion  and the righ t to w ith d ra w

Participants were invited to attend the focus groups by an intennediary and attendance 

was voluntary. Participants were offered the opportunity to withdraw before the 

recording devices were switched on i f  they felt uncomfortable w ith being recorded. Point

139



2 o f the code o f  ethics given to participants in advance o f  the focus groups makes the 

right to voluntary participation and withdrawal clear.

4.2.5.2 P ro tection  of research  p artic ip an ts

Participants were protected by both confidentiality and anonymity. Participants’ 

anonymity was guaranteed in both the code o f  ethics and consent letter. Aliases are used 

in the transcripts and contributions from participants included in the dissertation are 

anonymous. Confidentiality was ensured in this way, and also in the storage o f all 

recorded material and transcripts in locked storage. Recordings will be deleted once the 

Ph.D. process is completed.

4.2.5.3 A ssessm ents of po ten tial benefits  and risks to partic ip an ts  

Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2011, 75) describe research which presents a low risk to 

participants as being non-deceptive, involving a non-vulnerable population with a low 

level o f  invasion o f privacy. W hile this project is consistent with this position, 

nonetheless qualitative research is an em ergent process which requires ethical 

responsiveness throughout (Silverman, 2011), and this includes trying to anticipate risk. 

One possible risk envisaged in the early stages o f  the research was that an individual 

participant could feel vulnerable, lack confidence, feel intimidated, or feel out o f  her/his 

depth in the focus group discussion. To address this, 1 ensured that each participant got 

an opportunity to contribute and all contributions were welcomed. Another risk is one 

which Watt (2007) felt keenly, and which is equally a risk to the researcher, namely that 

the findings might cast the participant(s) in a negative light. This situation is an example 

o f ‘divided loyalties’ (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011), and constitutes a risk in this 

project. Reflexive writing is one way o f  addressing risk (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011), 

as is the researcher being very explicit about her/his presence in the research. Benefits to 

the participants were envisaged as providing them with an opportunity for professional
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development and engagement with peers, and infomial feedback confirmed that this was 

the case.

4.2.5.4 O btaining inform ed consent

Each participant was given a copy o f the code o f  ethics and the consent letter (See 

Appendices A and B) in advance o f  the focus group. Each participant was given details 

o f  what the focus group involved when invited to attend. All invitees had the option to 

contact me directly in advance o f  the focus groups if  s/he needed more information.

4.2..S.5 Not doing harm

This research presents a low-risk to participants (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011), no 

deception has been practiced and 1 was open to discussing the research with any 

participant at any time as specified in Point 6 o f the code o f ethics. The participants were 

drawn from a non-vulnerable population and their interests have been protected 

throughout.

An important principle o f  this research is that it should endeavour to understand the 

participants’ perspectives on their terms, privilege their voices and interpret their world 

view with respect. Dealing ethically with the participants and their contributions is an 

important facet o f  such an approach.

4.3 Research Methods

The research methods employed for this study were literature review, research diary, 

focus groups and systematic data analysis. The rationale and process for each method 

will be detailed in the following sections.
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4.3.1 Literature Review

The literature review is more than a background, perfunctory requirement for the 

completion o f a research project or dissertation. Conducting and presenting a literature 

review is a complex, multifaceted and valid research method on a par w ith other research 

methods (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008; Boote and Beile, 2005). A  high quality literature 

review which synthesises the existing literature can provide new perspectives which

allows for evolution w ith in  the field on the basis o f  previous work (Boote and Beile,

2005). The literature review should be approached w ith the same levels o f rigour, 

attention to detail and explication as other methods employed in the study. There is 

agreement across the literature that this task should be approached in a systematic, 

phased way (Mertens, 2010; Randolph, 2009; Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008; Creswell, 

2008). Randolph (2009) provides a five step process which mirrors very closely the 

process o f conducting primary research, consistent w ith the approach that conducting a 

literature review is a research activity. The steps are as follows:

•  Problem fonnulation

•  Data collection

• Data evaluation

• Analysis and interpretation

• Public presentation.

The literature review was conducted on two distinct aspects related to the research 

questions: teachers’ beliefs and play in schools.

4.3.1.1 Problem Form ulation

The research questions to be answered by the literature review are distinct from those 

being asked o f the data (Randolph, 2009). For the beliefs section, the research problem to
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be addressed related to how beliefs can be defined and understood, how they impact on 

practice, what is known about ECE teachers’ beliefs, and specifically what is known 

about teachers’ beliefs about play? For the section on play, the questions focused on how 

play is experienced and implemented in schools, what considerations impact on its 

im plem entation, and how teaching, learning and play can be integrated into the school?

The second aspect o f  this phase is to determine criteria for inclusion and exclusion o f 

literature. For the section on beliefs, all material had to relate to pre- or in-service 

teachers’ beliefs about some aspect o f  educational practice, to definitions o f  teachers’ 

beliefs, to ECE teachers’ educational beliefs, and to teachers’ beliefs about play 

pedagogy. Material included in the section on play in schools had to, as far as possible, 

address play provision for four to six year old children in the early years o f  schooling, or 

similar contexts. All literature had to be written in English.

4.3 .1 .2  D a ta  Col le c t ion

Randolph (2009) advises beginning the data collection with a search o f  online academic 

databases and the wider Internet. Mertens (2010) notes that such databases are only as 

com prehensive as the material included in them, and Randolph (2009) cautions that this 

type o f  search is only likely to uncover roughly ten percent o f  the relevant materials. To 

identify the remaining 90% requires a snowball process. This means trawling through the 

references o f  the items initially identified for relevant material, then repeating the 

trawling until no further new items can be identified, thus reaching saturation 

(Bloom berg and Volpe, 2008). This is the process followed for both sections o f  the 

literature review. The sources searched for this process included ERIC and Google 

Scholar. Because o f  concerns about Internet sources (Mertens, 2010; Bloomberg and 

Volpe, 2008), any reference sourced through Google Scholar was accessed only through
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Trinity College, Dublin Library e-joumal database to ensure the authoritativeness o f  the 

source.

Mertens (2010) also refers to personal networking as a source o f  relevant material, and, 

indeed, colleagues shared material which they identified as being potentially relevant to 

the research. Other items were identified through other activities such as conferences and 

seminars, and other professional engagements.

Bloomberg and Volpe (2008) advise keeping systematic records o f  the searches 

conducted, saving the details o f  each item identified and where possible saving copies o f 

the items electronically, and this was done. Searches were recorded in the Research 

Diary. Each journal article downloaded was saved to an appropriate file on the computer, 

and the full bibliographical details noted into a W ord document. The same system was 

applied for both sections o f  the literature review.

4.3.1.3 Data Evaluation

To evaluate the literature on teachers’ educational beliefs, tables were developed to 

identify the terms and definitions applied in the literature, and to categorise ECE 

teachers’ beliefs by specific focus, summary findings and the degree to which the 

practice and beliefs were/were not consistent. Literature on play in schools was evaluated 

to check if  it matched the criteria about the age o f  the children (four to six years), the 

similarity o f  the context to the infant classes in primary schools in the Rol, and finally, 

for the range o f  issues pertaining to play in schools to which the literature referred. This 

last category was the basis for the final presentation.

4.3.1.4 Data A nalysis and  in te rp re ta tio n

The process o f  analysis and interpretation o f  the literature applied in this study was 

consistent with both Bloomberg and V olpe’s (2008) and Randolph’s (2009) description

144



o f  using the Hterature identified through the previous three stages. Themes, 

inconsistencies and relationships within the data were identified and used as a basis for 

the process o f  synthesis and integration described by Bloomberg and Volpe (2008).

4.3.1.5 I’ublic F’resen ta tio n

The themes and sub-themes identified through the analysis o f  the literature at the data 

evaluation stage were used to structure the discussion, but as Bloomberg and Volpe 

(2008) point out, this was an iterative process which required several drafts. Presentation 

was shaped by the guidelines issued for postgraduate theses in Trinity College, Dublin.

4.3.2 Reflective Writing

Reflective writing has been acknowledged as a method o f  enquiry in qualitative research 

(Jasper, 2005), and has been an important method throughout this research process.

W hile I had begun keeping a research diary as a way o f recording the procedures 1 was 

using to source literature from late 2010, it was not until 1 read a colleague’s draft 

m ethodology chapter that 1 began to use reflective writing in a more qualitative sense:

28/4/2011 Reading the m ethodology chapter ******* had submitted ... 
reminded me how effective a Research Diary can be in capturing 
reasoning and other thought processes which lead to decisions and then 
to actions.

While there is very little literature available on the techniques o f reflective writing 

(Jasper, 2005), several authors have evaluated the usefulness o f  such writing in the 

qualitative research process. The rationale for the inclusion o f  reflective writing as a 

research method is based on the role o f  the researcher in qualitative interpretative 

research (Watt, 2007). The researcher is the data collection instrument in interview 

research (Ortlipp, 2008), and thematic analysis is dependent on the researcher actively 

identifying themes in the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Reflexivity is a feature o f  such 

research (Flick, 2009), and keeping a diary as a method o f  critical reflexivity is
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recommended (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011). Such journals or diaries can form the 

‘connective tissue’ (Slotnick and Janesick, 2011, 1359) between all the different sources 

o f data for the project, including transcripts and literature. Noting such connections 

stimulates new thinking and perspectives, and such ‘generativity’ is a feature o f  reflective 

writing (Watt, 2007; Jasper, 2005).

Particularly for the beginning researcher, qualitative research tends to be emergent and 

iterative (Watt, 2007), requiring flexibility in approach and confidence in decision 

making. Reflective writing provides a permanent record o f  the process, allowing for 

review in the ongoing iterative cycle (Jasper, 2005). Such records support improved 

understanding o f  research methodology for the novice researcher (Watt, 2007), and 

enhance developing expertise (Glaze, 2002).

In addition to the benefits to the researcher in terms o f understanding and explaining 

his/her subjectivity as it impacts throughout the research, and facilitating developing 

expertise, recording both the intrapersonal and procedural progress o f  the study has 

another imperative. Establishing the trustworthiness o f  the research requires the 

researcher to be explicit about his/her position in the process (Ortlipp, 2008).

Tracy (2010, 840) has noted ‘Self-reflexivity about subjective values, biases, and 

inclinations o f  the researcher(s)’ as one o f  the processes which supports the 

trustworthiness and rigour o f  qualitative research, and addresses the issue o f  researcher 

bias.

This requires m ore than just a consideration and account o f any possible bias which 

might have an impact, but a more active presentation o f  the researcher’s perspective and 

presence in the research (Flick, 2009; Jasper, 2005). Presenting researcher subjectivity 

and familiarity with the research context in this way can be an asset to the research (Watt,
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2007). This is consistent with the phenomenological hermeneutic approach (Kogler,

2011) adopted for this study in which the researcher is understood to have a prior 

connection with the research topic as the starting point for coming to an understanding o f 

the participants’ perspectives. Reflective writing is characterised as an internal dialogue 

(Ortlipp, 2008; Glaze, 2002) through which the researcher explores his/her own 

perspective, and its development and evolution through the process.

Reflective diaries appear in many different formats (Glaze, 2002). The reflective process 

for this study has been recorded in a num ber o f  ways, as outlined below.

4.3.2.1 R esearch d iary

The first entry in the research diary was made on 22/6/2010, roughly 9 months after I 

registered on the Ph.D. programme. Each diary generally covers a period o f  2 months, 

and they cover the period from June 2010 to the completion o f the dissertation in August 

2014. There are gaps which generally reflect periods when the research had been put to 

one side for professional or personal reasons, (e.g. there are no diaries for the month o f 

December in any year). As the following exam ples illustrate, these diaries are very varied 

and cover:

Procedural records 16/10/2010 ‘Looking at H su-Sm ith’s PhD thesis.
Locating all her references to teacher beliefs in ECE and specifically 
about play. This is delaying what I had intended to do today which was 
to write up a last paragraph on beliefs about play, but this is the most 
recent (I think) re f I have’.

Methodological reviews 28/4/2011 ‘I’m also listening to the recording o f 
the pilot focus group and beginning to evaluate those questions. I’m 
coming to the conclusion that they are useless and insufficiently open 
ended to get what 1 want which is the full range o f  the connections 
teachers make on viewing the footage, and the links they see, and the 
concepts they include in their discussion’.

Clarification 1/10/2012 ‘Just had a thought. 1 think that to avoid 
confusion about the relationship between the term inology o f codes and 
themes, and the relationship between them, that I’ll use the term ‘strand’
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to refer to the commonahties, issues, ideas and trains o f  argument which 
I identify in the data and to which I will apply codes’.

4.3.2.2 Voice d iary

Following each focus group, including the pilot, 1 recorded my immediate reaction to 

both the discussion and the organisation. These were not transcribed, but were loaded 

onto an iPod (in a similar way to the recordings o f  the focus groups themselves) and the 

com puter as MP3 files. They were used to inform subsequent focus groups, the analysis 

memos, and the analytic process itse lf The longest recording is just over 17 minutes and 

the shortest is just over 7 minutes.

4.3.2.3 A nalytic m em os

Following each focus group, I opened a document specifically for reflections associated 

with the recordings and, subsequently, the transcriptions. The centrality o f  analytic 

memos to the coding process is noted in the literature on thematic analysis, discussed 

later (see Guest et al., 2012; Saldana, 2009). The memos were used as advised by Guest 

et al. (2012) in that the memos informed the development o f  codes but were clearly and 

definitively distinguished from the data. The memos were prim arily an ‘inner dialogue’ 

(Glaze, 2002) in which possible interpretations were aired en route to final decisions 

about themes, as in the following example;

Memo 2: 26/9/2012 ‘p. 28 ‘... everything has to be justified’ and the 
context in which this is said seems to indicate that over demanding 
justification for all teaching actions is being used as a mechanism to 
corral and limit teachers, and force them into system -conform ing modes 
o f  action in classrooms. As if  all initiative, individuality and infonnality 
is being smothered by a deliberately heavy handed bureaucracy’.

The memos were invaluable in preserving insights over the lengthy analysis process, 

facilitating the deepening o f  the analysis in an iterative process:

Memo 1: 31/10/2012 ‘ Beginning the exploratory In Vivo coding now on 
... B, but informed by rereading my initial analysis from last February. 1
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am struck by the insight (which I had forgotten I had so shows the 
importance o f  keeping up the memos) that parents are a proxy for 
accountabihty, a way o f  sohdifying the concept and giving it focus. Ties 
in with my view (written elsewhere 1 think) that the teacher-parent 
relationship is the space in which teachers work out issues to do with 
their professionalism, efficacy, accountability’.

4.3.2.4 Reading notes

The final context for reflective writing was in the record o f  reading kept throughout the 

process, whether reading for the purposes o f  literature review or to support 

methodological approaches. In this context, the generative nature (Watt, 2007) o f 

reflective writing was particularly useftil, providing a method through which synthesis 

and integration o f  the literature was achieved (Bloom berg and Volpe, 2008). These 

docum ents are not recorded by date but by the bibliographical details. For example, in 

notes on Hunter and W alsh (2013), the following connection is made between the 

literature on play and on beliefs:

Suggest that rather than just im plem enting a standardised model, 
teachers should have opportunities to reflect on (and deconstruct in the 
post-modern view) their current practice to identify alternatives which 
are consistent with the needs and interests o f  children, thereby effecting 
meaningful change. This is consistent with the literature on beliefs 
which suggests that reflection on and in practice is the only way to 
change fixed beliefs and attitudes. Failing to do this runs the risk o f  
reducing play to a standardised one size fits all model.

4.3.3 Focus Groups

This research is focused on teachers’ verbal expressions about play in infant classes and 

issues the participants associate with play. It follows that a method is required which 

facilitates verbal expressions, and a suitable method in this case is interviewing o f 

participants, either in a focus group context and/or individual interviews. As Kvale and 

Brinkmann (2009) have noted, qualitative interviews are designed to facilitate insights 

into participants’ perspectives on specific aspects o f  social reality. There is precedent for 

the use o f  focus groups in investigating belief systems in the area o f  ECE. In their
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research on early childhood educators’ beliefs about school readiness among children. 

Lara-Cinismo et al. (2008) found that focus groups provided a supportive context for 

participation and enabled exploration o f  complex issues.

Focus group interviews can be useful in accessing diverse points o f  view (Kvale and 

Brinkmann, 2009). Individual interviews may not generate a sufficiently wide range o f 

perspectives, given the limits on the number o f  interv iews possible with a single 

researcher. Groups o f  teachers discussing their thoughts are more likely to generate a 

wider range o f  views in a dynamic context. For these reasons, focus groups were chosen 

as the main data gathering method for this project.

This section will describe, in chronological order, the initial design o f  the focus group 

structure, the testing o f  this structure through a pilot process, and tm ally the 

implementation o f  the focus groups which constituted the main study.
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I'abic 4.3 O verview o f  focus <»roup chronolo<>\

Time
p3rirn1/d{ttC‘
10/ 12/2010

February 2011

10/3/2011

22/2/2012

23/2/2012

26/4/2012

Method

Oral discussion

Consultation on 
suitability o f the 
interview guide 
and film footage 
stimulus

Number of
Pii f t ii'ijja I i Lii 
6

Overview o( participant profiles Venue

Lecturers in education and post-graduate College
colleagues with teaching experience

Length of 
discussion 
1 hour 30 
minutes

Recording
method
Participant
feedback
sheets

Oral discussion

Consultation with 
expert colleague

Pilot Focus Group 6 Teachers of infant classes. All female. College 1 hour 15 
minutes

Audio
recordings
Video
recording

Focus group A 6 Teachers of infant classes including teaching 
Principals and teachers in muhi-class settings. 
All female. Teaching experience from 7 years 
to 39 years.

West of 
Ireland 
Education 
Centre

55 minutes Audio
recorded

Focus group B 5 Teachers o f infant classes including teaching 
Principal, teaching in multi-class settings, and 
learning support teachers. All female. Teaching 
experience from 9 years to 35 years.

West of 
Ireland 
Education 
Centre

42 minutes Audio
recorded

Focus group C 10 Teachers of infant classes including resource 
teacher, learning support teacher. 9 female and 
1 male teacher(s). Teaching experience from 1

Band 1
DEIS
school.

57 minutes Audio
recorded
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year to 34 years. Dublin 10.

10/5/2012 Focus group D 7

17/5/2012 Focus group E 7

22/5/2012 Focus group F 13

February 2012 Focus group data analysis
-  August 2014
(passim) Writing of report

Teachers of infant classes including Reading Band 2
Recovery teacher, English as an Additional DEIS
Language teacher, Behavioural and Emotional school.
Needs Support teacher and learning support Dublin 24.
teacher. 6 female and 1 male teacher(s).
Teaching experience from 2 years to 14 years.

44 minutes

Teachers of infant classes. All female. 
Teaching experience from 2 years to 33 years.

Non DEIS 
school, 
Dublin 15

41 minutes

Teachers of infant classes. 12 female and 1 College 58 minutes
male teacher(s). Teaching experience 1 year to
33 years. Teachers from a range of DEIS and
non-DEIS schools from South Dublin, Dublin
22, Dublin 24 and Dun Laoighre/Rathdown.

Audio
recorded

Audio
recorded

Audio
recorded
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4.3.3.1 Initial Design of the  Focus Group S tructu re  

Stimulus

Play is not a consistently understood phenomenon and the literature does not provide any 

singular definitions (M oyles, 2005). Therefore, teachers are no more likely to have 

consistent, unified concepts o f  play than those who contribute to the literature. If the aim 

is to have a discussion on play among a group o f teachers in a focus group interview 

context, then some guidance will be required as to what exactly is to be discussed. There 

is a certain tension here between beginning with an externally chosen definition and 

trying to gain insights into teachers’ beliefs through inductive processes. However, the 

entire process could be undermined if  it emerged that the participants were talking at 

cross purposes about different things in the absence o f  clarity about the focus o f  the 

interview. Pajares (1992, 327) recommends ‘...open-ended interviews, responses to 

dilemmas and vignettes . . . ’ as ways o f  accessing teachers’ verbal expressions. Both 

dilemmas and vignettes can be described as stimuli to discussion, indicating a way to 

provide common ground for discussion, either between researcher and interviewee, or 

among the participants in a focus group interview.

Kagan (1992) cites context as one o f  three important ways in which teachers’ 

professional knowledge is situated. L.ee (2006) has cautioned against investigating 

teachers’ beliefs through de-contextualised questions which may not reflect teachers’ 

real-time thinking in the classroom context. This research is concerned with teachers’ 

beliefs about play in the context o f  the classroom, so in order to focus the discussion, it 

would appear practical to provide a stimulus which locates the topic in the classroom.

The research is not concerned with teachers’ beliefs about play as a phenomenon but 

with play in the infant classroom.

153



The use o f film footage to stimulate reflection on teacher beliefs and values has been 

used in other contexts. Moyles et al. (2002) investigated effective pedagogy among early 

childhood teachers. In order to facilitate teachers to ‘surface’ and articulate their beliefs 

about their practice, Moyles et al. (2002, 131) employed what they termed ‘video

stimulated reflective dialogues’. The participant teachers were filmed and subsequently 

reflected on the film footage with the researcher. The stimulus was necessary because the 

teachers’ beliefs and values emerged as the least well developed areas o f  their 

professional knowledge and understanding (M oyles et al., 2002) and it was necessary to 

provide a scaffold which would support exploration o f  this aspect o f  practice.

Bennett et al. (1997) used ‘stimulated recall’ methods in their study o f  teacher beliefs in 

relation to classroom practice, and for much the same reasons outlined by Moyles et al. 

(2002). They wanted to access the tacit thinking underlying the teachers’ practice in play 

and used video recordings o f  the teachers themselves to facilitate the teachers’ 

articulation o f  the reasons for their actions.

In contrast to the studies described above, Lee (2006) used footage which had been 

produced in the 1970s for the Ypsilanti Preschool Demonstration Project as a stimulus in 

investigating teachers’ beliefs about appropriate pedagogy for four year old children. Her 

rationale for the use o f  film footage was that in making assessments about the different 

pedagogical approaches illustrated in the film, the teachers would disclose their 

underlying beliefs about preschool pedagogy. This is the rationale underpinning the use 

o f  film footage as a stimulus for the focus groups in this study.

As with Lee’s (2006) study, the stimulus footage used in this study was publicly

available. The focus group participants were asked to comment on the practice carried

out by the teacher who had been filmed, and the possibility existed that they could be

hesitant in doing so if  the teacher in the film was part o f  the same teaching community as
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themselves. In other words, it was important to ensure that there was no possibility that 

any o f  the participants would know or know o f the teacher who had been filmed, and that 

the focus group participants would feel no ethical tensions in discussing another teacher’s 

practice.

However, it was equally important that the setting o f  the film was clearly identifiable to 

Irish teachers as a school, because o f  the importance o f  contextualizing beliefs. The 

visual stimulus must clearly situate the practice under consideration in the context to 

which the participants’ beliefs will relate (Lee, 2006). The practice presented must also 

articulate with the current policy frameworks for best practice in early childhood 

education in the Rol so that teachers’ beliefs can be located within those frameworks.

In summary, the visual stimulus for the focus group discussion must:

• Be available for public use

• Provide distance between the focus group participant teachers and the teacher 

whose practice is the focus o f  the discussion

• Be situated in a context that is unam biguously identifiable as a school to Irish 

teachers

Illustrate play provision which is consistent with policy in the Rol on best practice in 

ECE.The application o f  these criteria to the choice o f  the stimulus film footage 

contributed to the reduction o f  researcher bias in the direction o f  the focus group 

discussion. The footage chosen for the purpose, entitled ‘Early Years Role Play; 

Managing and Changing’, matches the criteria listed above and was developed as a 

resource for teachers in developing their practice. It is available to view online at 

http://www.tes.co.uk/teachinR-rcsource/Role-Plav-M anaaing-and-ChanginR-6083010/.

It is clearly set in England and the teacher whose practice is the focus o f  the video is
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unlikely to be known to focus group participants. The school in which the video is set -  a 

traditional, red brick building -  is clearly identifiable as a primary school. There are 27 

children in the class which adds to the recognition factor for primary teachers in the Rol. 

The footage demonstrates both pedagogical framing activities undertaken by the teacher 

in advance o f  the play scenario taking place, and pedagogical interactions taking place 

during the play (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002), consistent with practice advocated in 

Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (National Council for Curriculum 

and Assessment [NCCA], 2009).

Questioning route

Once the film footage was chosen, an initial questioning route was devised based 

primarily on the work o f Krueger and Casey (2009), with reference to Stewart et al. 

(2007). Both advise sequencing the questioning from the general to the more specific. 

However, this general rule must be tempered by an acknowledginent o f  the relative 

importance o f  the issues to be addressed, with the priority issues dealt with early to avoid 

running out o f  time and leaving them unanswered (Stewart et al., 2007). Krueger and 

Casey (2009, 39/40) provide a framework for a questioning route with the following 

categories o f  questions:

• Opening question

• Introductory question

• Transition question

• Key questions

• Ending questions (to include summary and final questions).

Within this framework, questions were devised to be consistent with the ‘em ic’ character

o f the research with its emphasis on reflecting the participants’ views rather than being

directed towards eliciting responses to the researcher’s world view (Stewart et al., 2007).
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This approach, in conjunction with the use o f the stimulus film footage, contributed to 

reducing the risk o f  research bias influencing the direction o f the discussion. Stewart et 

al. (2007) point out the importance o f pretesting the interview guide with individuals 

and/or a focus group drawn from the target population, and to this end, a pilot process 

was conducted.

4 .33 .2  Pilot Process: Focus (iroup  Im plem entation

Once the stimulus and the initial questioning route were in place, a three stage pilot 

process was im plem ented to inform the research as follows:

Focus group  run-through

A group o f  six representative participants were gathered to evaluate and give feedback on 

the suitability o f  the film footage and the questioning route which had been devised. A 

Focus Group Run-through Template was provided to each participant on which to record 

their feedback. The researcher also used the feedback template to record the views o f  the 

group (see Appendix C). The rationale for each question was discussed, and a range o f 

amendments to the interview guide was suggested

Consultation with colleague experienced in focus group  methodology  

The amended questioning route or interview guide was then shown to a colleague with 

considerable experience in conducting focus groups. Following this dialogue, the 

interview guide was further amended, with a number o f  questions being deleted as either 

superfluous or limiting.

Pilot focus group  with teachers o f  infants

A pilot focus group with participants drawn from the same population o f teachers as for 

the main study was convened. Invitation letters were sent to 25 teachers o f  infant classes 

in 9 schools to take part in the pilot focus group. None accepted the invitation indicating
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that recruiting participants from a distance is not effective, and some sort o f more 

personal contact is required. Participants were then recruited through a process o f ‘active 

solicitation’ (Nassar-M cM illan and Borders, 2002). Faculty colleagues were asked to 

recruit on behalf o f  the researcher, and a group o f  6 teachers was assembled. The film 

footage stimulus was confirmed by the group as fialfilling the criteria for its use. The 

interview guide, however, required considerable amendment on the basis o f an analysis 

o f the audio-recordings.

On the day, both the introductory question and the transition question were omitted 

because a considerable rapport and energy had been built up within the group over the 

meal which had been provided in advance o f  the discussion. In addition, as 

researcher/facilitator, 1 judged that taking time to ask these questions may have reduced 

the immediacy o f  the impact o f the film footage. From the experience o f this pilot, the 

film stimulus obviated the need for the introductory and transition questions.

Key questions [KQ] la  and lb  gave rise to a far reaching conversation. The m ulti

directionality o f  the answers highlighted the importance o f  facilitator sensitivity to the 

nuances o f  participants’ responses, and the need to follow up on each participant’s initial 

response to the film. A prompt was added to the interview guide: ‘Have 1 followed up on 

all o f the initial impressions each o f  you mentioned, or have 1 missed something any o f 

you noticed about the film ?’.

KQ 2 proved to be counterproductive. When the participants’ attention was drawn to the 

incident o f  the ‘boys in the box’, the nature o f  their responses changed. Instead o f  what 

Stewart et al. (2007, 63) refer to as ‘. .. response freedom . . . ’, the focus changed to a 

search for the correct answer. This question was reworded as: ‘Was all the play you saw 

o f equal value?’ to be used as a prompt question if  the response to the value o f  play was 

entirely positive (as was the case in the pilot).
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In the context o f  the pilot, it was actually KQ 3 which followed more naturally from the 

discussion on the value o f  the play which arose in response to KQ lb. However, the 

phrasing o f  the question appears to have led to a slight misunderstanding. The phrase 

‘has a place’ seems to have been interpreted, at least initially, as a reference to the 

physical space required in a school for this type o f  play activity. This question was 

rephrased to clarify the intention which was to give the participants an opportunity to 

discuss whether or not primary teachers would, could or should provide these types o f 

opportunities for children.

As part o f  the discussion, the issue o f  teacher confidence had arisen and a prompt 

question engendered discussion on that topic, during which the issue o f  initial and 

continuing teacher education arose. This would indicate that these are indeed issues for 

teachers and valid objects for questions.

The ending question proved very useful, and in fact 1 asked it twice as quite a substantial 

discussion emerged on the first occasion, and it seemed appropriate to pose it again. This 

then led to a shorter discussion which involved issues o f differentiation and accessibility 

for children with special needs.

A topic which entered the discussion which was not addressed by the initial questioning 

route is what the participants thought about the child’s perspective on play in schools. A 

discussion followed a comment by a participant ‘W e forget they’re only sm all’ in which 

the age and developmental appropriateness o f  play was explored. 1 asked what the 

participants thought it meant for children not to have play in school, and this led to a 

discussion on the role o f  play in children’s lives. As a consequence o f  this discussion, a 

new question K.Q 4 was added: What do you think it means for children to have play 

opportunities in school?
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A general point emerged through the initial evaluation on the use o f  the term ‘play’ to 

describe the activity. The term was deliberately not used in the initial drafts o f the 

questioning route so as not to pre-determine the language which participants might use to 

describe the activity (which is clearly socio-dramatic or role play). The term ‘play’ was 

applied quite quickly by the participants and there was no other descriptor used. It was 

then possible to use the term ‘play’ in later questions, once the initial discussion had 

established what terms the participants used to describe the ‘garage activity’ sequence.

On the basis o f  this initial evaluation o f  the questions, the following is the redrafted 

questioning route. This draft assumed that, as in the pilot focus group, the participants 

have had time to meet and have a meal together prior to the focus group beginning. This 

proved very effective in promoting interactivity among the participants, and was 

provided for in the subsequent focus groups. The Introductory and Transition Questions 

were included as an option in case participants did not spend time together in advance o f 

the focus group. This questioning route was used for all six focus groups as a method o f 

reducing researcher bias by reducing any tendency towards personal responses on the 

part o f  the researcher which might have imposed a specific direction on the discussion.
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I ab le  4.4 l inal ( | ue s t ion in»  ro u te

O pening Que.stion;

Could you tell us your name and what class you are currently teaching?

Key Q uestions:

1. What were you thinking as you watched the film?
la. Have I followed up on all o f  the initial impressions each o f  you mentioned, or have I 
missed something any o f  you noticed about the film?

2. Do you think the activity had any value?
2a. Did all the play you watched have the same value?
2b. Do you think other teachers share your values about play?

3. Would teachers provide these kinds o f  play opportunities?
3a. What do you think teachers would need if  they had to provide play in the classroom? 
3b. What about teacher confidence? And training?

4. What do think it means for children to have play opportunities in school? 

l-inding Q uestions:

Is there anything we haven’t talked about that you would like to comment on? Anything 

in the film we haven’t picked up on that you think is important?

Following the pilot focus group, as a continuation o f  the reflective process described in 

section 4.3.2, particularly in terms o f  addressing the issue o f  researcher bias, a review o f 

the recording o f  the pilot focus group discussion gave rise to considerable personal 

reflection on the issue o f facilitation. As the researcher/facilitator, my lack o f  experience 

and skill became very evident. W hile I was able to pick up on phrases in the participants’ 

responses and follow through with them, and also was able effectively to bring in 

participants who indicated through body language or facial expression that they had
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something to say, my fo llow  on questions were entirely overelaborated, often incoherent 

and ha lf finished, a perfect example o f  the dictum that ‘ [ i]n  general, clarity decreases as 

the length o f  the question increases’ (Krueger and Casey, 2009, 37).

I did not ask the questions as written because 1 feared the language o f those questions 

sounded overly formal in what was a very conversational context. In consequence, most 

o f  my spoken versions o f the questions were over long, w ith too many sub-clauses. The 

revised questions were shorter and more colloquial in style.

Summary

W hile the pilot process raised issues to do w ith the questioning route used and the 

facilitation skills applied, it also demonstrated that the focus group method is effective in 

exploring teachers’ beliefs about play in infant classes. The key messages from the pilot 

process were;

• Questions should be short, open and at a m inimum

• The film  stimulus obviated the need for Introductory or Transition questions

• Providing an opportunity for participants to meet immediately prior to the event 

to share a meal created a sociable, interactive atmosphere

• ‘Active solicitation’ is a more effective method o f  recruitment than direct contact 

from the researcher.

4.3.3.3 Main study

For the main study, 6 focus groups w ith a total o f  48 participants were held. The first two 

were held in February, 2012 and the remaining four took place between the end o f April, 

2012 and the end o f May, 2012. These dates were detennined by the necessity to have all 

the focus groups concluded before the beginning o f June which is the last month o f the 

academic year in primary schools in the Rol, and consequently a very busy time for
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teachers. The hiatus between February and April was due to personal professional 

commitments. Field work could not begin until the completion o f the Confirm ation 

Interview in the School o f  Education, TCD, and this took place in Decem ber 2011.

Sam ple  fo r  main s tu dy

Dunphy (2009a) calculated that 3013 primary schools in Ireland were likely to have 

children in a junior infant class, and consequently senior infant children also. Every 

teacher working in a primary school which has an infant class may have taught or could, 

in fiiture, teach infant classes, and therefore their beliefs about play could be considered 

relevant. However, in practical terms, it cannot be assumed that every teacher who has 

taught infants or could teach infants is currently interested in issues related to the 

teaching o f  infants. For this reason, only teachers who were teaching infants at that time 

were included in the sample. Mertens (2010) argues that constructivist hermeneutical 

research should actively seek the views o f  a variety o f  participants in acknowledgement 

o f  the complexity o f  lived experience from multiple perspectives. With this in mind, the 

sample included not only those teachers who work as class teachers, but also teachers 

who were working as learning support or resource teachers with this age group.

'Multiple Layer' Focus Group Design

Krueger and Casey (2009) describe designing focus groups around multiple layers with, 

for example, geographical area constituting one layer and participant variety another 

layer. The sampling described is consistent with their descriptions o f  participant variety, 

and in addition, a number o f  contextual criteria will be applied for ftirther layers.

Teachers o f  infant classes work in a variety o f  school and geographical contexts: urban, 

semi-urban, rural, single class, multi-class, DEIS (in designated disadvantaged areas) 

(DES, 2005), non-DEIS. These contextual layers were factored into the planning for the 

focus groups. Two focus groups (A and B) were held in the west o f  Ireland in a semi-
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urban location with teachers drawn from both semi-urban and rural schools. In an 

additional (but not unconnected) layer, the participants included those teaching single 

classes, others teaching in multi-class settings, learning support teachers, and teaching 

Principals. All participants were female. A third mixed focus group (F) was held in 

Dublin with teachers drawn from both DEIS Band 1 schools and non-DElS schools from 

a range o f  geographical areas across Dublin and its suburbs. These teachers were all 

teachers o f  single stream infant classes, but included a male teacher as part o f  the 

participant variety layer.

Three other focus groups were held in schools in three different geographical areas in 

Dublin. Focus group C was held in a DEIS Band 1 school with the entire range o f  

teachers working with the infant classes. This group also included a male teacher and a 

teacher who is an Aistear  tutor. This school has a programme o f curriculum 

implementation based on Aistear (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 

[NCCA], 2009). Focus group D was held in a DEIS Band 2 school (DES, 2005), again 

with both class teachers and teachers working in support roles in the classrooms. This 

group also included a male participant. The final group in this category. Focus group E, 

was held in a non-DEIS school in an affluent area o f  Dublin. The participants were all 

teachers o f  single-stream infant classes, and all were female.

The variation in school type, geographical location and participant variety constitute a 

comprehensive profile o f  the contexts in which the teaching o f  infant classes takes place 

in primary schools in the Rol.

4.3.3.4 R ecruitm ent

As noted during the pilot process, recruitment via ‘active solicitation’ (Nassar-M cM illan 

and Borders, 2002) proved effective and a slightly adapted version o f this approach was 

applied in the main study. The researcher approached school Principals known to her,
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and asked them to recruit on her behalf. Stewart et al. (2007) recommend between 6 and 

12 participants per focus group, while Krueger and Casey (2009) indicate that while the 

number is usually between 5 and 10, there can be anything from 4 to 12 participants.

They also recom mend planning for an initial three or four groups. If, on analysis, 

saturation has been achieved, no further focus groups are required. If new information is 

still emerging, then additional focus groups will be required. However, for this study, in 

order to ensure as representative a sample as possible, 6 focus groups were planned and 

conducted. In addition, as this is the first study o f  this topic in the Rol, it was important 

to explore the issue from as m any perspectives as possible to ensure as full an 

exploration as could be achieved.

Morgan (1995 in Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011) advises three steps for successful 

recruitment: over-recruitm ent, sending reminders, and offering incentives. No incentives 

were offered, but a light meal was provided before each focus group took place.

However, it appears that being approached by an intermediary with whom the 

prospective participants had a prior relationship seemed to reduce the need for incentives. 

It could be argued that the recruitment method, ‘active solicitation’, reduces the need for 

over-recruitment as 47 o f  the 48 teachers recruited attended.

For the two focus groups held in the west o f  Ireland (focus gioups A and B), two long- 

serving school Principals were approached and asked to recruit up to 7 participants each. 

The range o f  contexts and participant types described above was communicated to both. 

Principal A recruited 6 teachers and Principal B recruited 5. All the teachers recruited 

attended. For focus groups C and D, the researcher approached the Principals o f a DEIS 

Band 1 and DEIS Band 2 schools, both junior schools with several streams o f  both junior 

and senior infant classes to recruit among the teachers in those schools. The target 

number in each school was 6. However, in focus group C, 10 teachers agreed to attend
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and all did; in focus group D, 8 teachers agreed to attend and 7 did. For focus group E, 

the Principal o f a large suburban school in an affluent area was approached by an 

intermediary Principal. The 7 teachers o f  infant classes in this target school were 

recruited and all attended. For the fmal focus group F, the researcher approached 4 

Principals and 1 Deputy-principal and asked each to recruit 2 teachers o f  infant classes. 

The aim was to recruit up to 8 participants, but in fact 13 teachers were recruited. Based 

on the literature, the assumption was that not all would attend, but it appears that ‘active 

solicitation’ as a recruitment method is very effective because on the day, all 13 arrived. 

While Krueger and Casey (2009) caution that an over-large group size can lead to trivial 

results with no depth to the discussion, in this case the discussion proceeded in much the 

same manner as the previous 5 focus groups. Perhaps because this group was the fmal 

one in a series o f  6, it functioned to contlm i saturation as the topics raised by the 

participants were consistent with the issues which had emerged in the previous 

discussions.
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4 . 3 . 3 . 5  1’a r t i c i p i i n t  [profi les

r

V,

l i” ure  4.1 N ui nh er  of par t ic ipants  per  focus ” roiip

I'ociis C roup Num ber of 
participants

X iim hcr o f 
partic ipants  
teaching fu ll class

N um ber self- 
reporting play  
provision

A 6 6 1

B 5 1

C 10 4 4

I) 7 -> 1 (+ 1 support

teacher)

E 7 7 1

I 13 13 •*>

I able 4.5 F’ar t ic ipanf  sel l -reported  pia\  provision

■ A: 6 (12%)

■ B : 5 ( 1 0 % )

F: 13 (27%)

11C: 10 (21%)

167



■ Male 3

I f  Female 45

l i « i i r c  4.2 P a r t i c i p a n t s  l)v ^ c i u l c r

94% o f the focus group participants were female, the same proportion found in D unphy’s 

(2009b) study on mathematics teaching in infant classes. The percentage o f females in 

the primary teaching workforce generally was 84.9% in 2012 (W orld Bank, n.d.), and 

this data suggests that a higher proportion o f  the teachers working with infants are 

women.
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Senior 
infants: 13 

(27%

u  Resource: 11 
(23%)

No response: 
/ _ 1 (2%)

A

H Junior 
infants: 17 

(35%)

H Multi class: 6 
(13%)

l i” iirc 4.3 ( lasses t a u g h t  par t ic i | )a i i t s

Figure 4.3 shows that o f  the 48 participants, 36 were classroom teachers o f  infants while 

11 participants were working with infant classes as part o f  their role as a support teacher. 

These teachers ftilfilled several roles, including learning support (maths and literacy), 

Reading Recovery teacher, EAL (English as an Additional Language) teacher, and 

providing support for behavioural and emotional needs. O f the six teachers teaching in 

multi-class situations, four were teaching junior infants, senior infants, first class and 

second class; that is, the four junior classes in a two-teacher school. The remaining two 

participants were teaching combinations o f  two infant classes.
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51-60 years: 
7 (15%)

■ 41-50 years: 
4 (8%)

■ 31-40 years: 
11 (23%)

■ 21-30 years: 
26 (54%)

Fijjurc 4.4 A«c ran«c o f  partic ipants

21-30yrs: 4 ■ >30yrs: 6
 ̂ (8%) ^(13%)

l i»iirc 4.5  ̂ cars o f  teaching  experience

Figure 4.5 shows the number o f  years overall teaching experience o f  the participants, the 

vast majority o f  whom were in the first ten years o f  their teaching career. This data 

contextualises the data in Figure 4.6 on the number o f years the participants had been 

teaching infants.
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r

M 21-30yrs: 
(6%)

ll-20yrs:
(8%)

V________________________________________________________________________________J

I i” iirc 4.6  ̂ teaching in infant classi's

O f interest is the finding that 54% o f the participants were in the youngest age group o f 

21 -  30, 73% were in the first ten years o f their career, and that 71 % had been teaching 

infant classes for less than 10 years. It is hardly surprising that a large m ajority o f  the 

participants (71%) had been teaching infant classes for between one and ten years given 

that, as Figure 4.5 shows, a sim ilar percentage had been teaching for between one and ten 

years. What is not clear is why such a very high percentage o f  teachers o f infants are in 

the early stages o f their careers. To date, no sim ilar statistics for the teaching population 

as a whole have been found which could allow for comparison, and the sample here is 

not large enough to say defin itive ly i f  this is the case across the system.

H >30yrs:2M No response: 
5 (11%)^
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V.

l i}>in c 4 . 7  C ' l M)  i n  K a r l >  C ' l i i l d h o o d  K c l u c a t i o n

A majority o f participants (65%) had completed CPD on some aspect o f education in 

infant classes. O f those participants who had attended CPD, ten specified an Aistear 

course. These are training courses associated with Aistear, the Early Childhood  

Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009), provided through the Association o f  Teachers’ 

Education Centres in Ireland [ATECI] in association with the National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA]. Other courses specified by the participants include 

training in literacy and maths programmes for infants, play in the infant classroom and 

programmes focused on promoting positive behaviours.
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PGDE (Post  
Graduate  

Diploma in 
Educat ion)  

8
( 17 % )

NT. (Nat ional  
Teacher)

M.A./M.Ed
6

(12%)

B.Ed./B.A

l if'iirt' 4 .S I’ar t i c i p a i i t  q i i a l i t l c a t i o n s

If the percentages for all primary qualifications are taken into account, 71% of 

participants have a primary qualification, with 29% having a post-graduate qualification 

in education. O f the 34 with a primary degree, 22 had engaged in CPD associated with 

teaching in infant classes and 12 had not (but may, o f  course, have engaged in CPD on 

other topics).
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Summary

The majority o f  the participants were quahfied to primary degree level, had engaged with 

some CPD on topics associated to a greater or lesser degree with good practice in ECE, 

were in the early years o f  their careers, had been teaching infants for less than ten years 

and were female.

4.3.3.6 Data m anagem en t and  tran scrip tio n

In this study, data m anagem ent refers to the audio-recording o f  the focus group 

discussions, the care o f  these recorded data, their translation through transcription into 

text, and the care and management o f  those transcripts. Confidentiality was a 

fundamental concern at all stages. McLellan et al. (2003) advise that audiotaped 

materials must be tracked and accounted for, and their security assured. In this case, each 

focus group was recorded on two digital recorders: a Sony IC Recorder 1CD-PX820 and 

an Olympus Digital Voice Recorder VN-8700PC. Each focus group was recorded in a 

separate folder on each recorder. The digital recorders were stored in a secure location to 

which only the researcher has access.

In order to protect against accidental loss, the recordings were transferred onto a USB 

key, a laptop, and two desktop computers as MP3 files. The computers are all password 

protected. The MP3 files were also transferred onto an iPod. The desktop computers and 

the laptop were used for listening to the recordings when the transcripts were being 

proofread and cleaned as the software allowed for navigation forwards and backwards 

within each recording. Once the analysis process was completed, the recordings were 

deleted from the laptop and the computers, but retained on the external hard drive, the 

digital recorders and the iPod in case they were required during the remainder o f the 

research process. All MP3 recordings will be deleted once the process is complete.
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In a review o f the literature on transcription, Davidson (2009) noted that there is 

agreem ent that transcription is not merely a technical operation but is primarily 

theoretical in nature. W here the material to be transcribed is recorded speech, as is the 

case in this project, the relationship between the recordings and the resulting transcript is 

complex (Lindlof and Taylor, 2011; Silvemnan, 2011; McLellan et al., 2003; Coates and 

Thom borrow , 1999). Researchers make choices about the form that the transcription will 

take based on the research questions being addressed and on the particular analytical 

approach being taken (Silverman, 2011; Davidson, 2009). In thematic analysis, a 

transcript is required (Braun and Clarke, 2006), and there has been a tendency to abandon 

the recordings and not refer to them again (L indlof and Taylor, 2011). While 

conversation analysis (CA) and discourse analysis (DA) require com prehensive detail in 

transcription (Silverman, 2011; Davidson, 2009), in thematic analysis, this level o f  detail 

is not required. Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest a verbatim transcription which they 

describe as thorough and rigorous, representing accurately the meaning o f  the words-as- 

spoken, matching the level o f  detail required for the analysis, and presented in a useable 

format.

W hile agreeing that most qualitative researchers do not require what they term ‘exacting 

precision’ in transcripts, L indlof and Taylor (2011,214) dem onstrate that even a term 

like ‘verbatim ’ is an ambiguous construct, em phasising yet again the com plexity that 

attends this crucial transition phase in the analysis process.

The question then arises as to who should do the transcription. W hile Braun and Clake 

(2006) acknowledge transcription as an excellent method for familiarising oneself with 

the data, it is very time consuming (Clausen, 2012). Given Guest et al.’s (2012) guide to 

what constitutes a good fit between the analysis objective, the quality o f  the data and the 

time and resources available, having the voice data transcribed professionally was
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deemed the best use o f  the scarcest o f all resources on this project, time. Braun and 

Clarke (2006) advise, however, that transcriptions done by someone other than the 

researcher must be checked for accuracy against the original voice data. The researcher 

will also need to compensate by spending more time on the familiarisation phase o f  the 

analysis. This is particularly important as, although Lindlof and Taylor (2011) assert that 

most professional transcribers produce high-quality work, Davidson’s (2009) review 

established that researchers did not tend to return to the data but to focus on the 

transcripts as delivered from the transcribers.

Researchers also need to decide how much o f the data is to be transcribed (M cLellan et 

a!., 2003). In some instances, only selections o f  the data will be transcribed, but where an 

in-depth analysis is required that describes ‘... the knowledge, attitudes, values, beliefs, 

or experiences o f  an individual, a group o f  individuals . . . ’ (McLellan et al, 2003, 67), 

lengthier portions o f  the recorded discussion, if  not all, will have to be transcribed. Given 

the analysis objective o f this study, all the recorded focus group data were transcribed.

In practical ternis, professional transcription services were employed to carry out the 

transcriptions; one company carried out the first two transcriptions and a second 

company carried out the final four transcriptions. The MP3 audio files were uploaded to 

the transcription companies; in the case o f  the first company, via a facility on the 

company website; in the case o f  the second company, via a dedicated private file on 

Dropbox. The MP3 files were deleted once the transcriptions were complete and had 

been returned to the researcher. The transcripts at this point included a ‘verbatim ’ 

account o f  the recordings, i.e. each word, including ternis such as Mike’ and ‘you know ’, 

was transcribed; any instances o f  overlap, laughter, inaudible talk or several voices 

together were noted; participants were named as ‘unidentified interviewee’ except where
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the participant identified her/himself. Pauses were not timed and ‘um m ’ type speech 

sounds were not transcribed.

Participants were allocated an individual identifier as follows: an initial letter A-F 

specifying the focus group, ‘P’ for ‘participant’ and a number to indicate the sequence in 

which the participants spoke. ‘ A P 1 therefore, was the first participant to speak in focus 

group A. Following initial transcripdon, all transcripts were formatted in a standardised 

m anner (M cLellan et al., 2003) drawing on Saldaiia’s (2009, 16) ‘mechanics o f  coding’ 

advice for manual analysis as follows; Times New Roman font, 12pt, double spaced, 

three columns with text in left column and two columns for coding. Subsequently, the 

transcripts were proofread while the audio files were played to clarify any unknown 

term inology, indistinct utterances, to ensure that the utterances were correctly attributed 

to participants and that participants names/aliases were correctly noted. Each transcript 

was proofread three times in this way.

A separate computer folder was established for each focus group in which a copy o f  the 

MP3 file, the original transcript, the cleaned and formatted transcript, and a PDF scan o f 

each transcript which had been manually coded was collected. Each o f  these folders was 

stored on a USB key, a laptop and two desktop computers; all computers were password 

protected. All materials were saved to an external hard drive in case o f  accidental loss. 

Hard copies o f  the transcripts were stored in a locked filing cabinet. Aliases were 

allocated to the participants to preserve their anonymity, and only the transcripts saved to 

the external hard drive retained the participants’ own names.

4.3.4 Systematic Data Analysis

Several authors writing on the issue o f  qualitative data analysis have noted that both the 

process and the results have been characterised as inexact, non-specific, non-explicit and 

‘m ysterious’ (Mertens, 2010; Neuman, 2006; Ryan and Bernard, 2003). Braun and
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Clarke (2006, 77) consider these criticisms accurate in the case o f  thematic analysis o f  

qualitative data, describing it as . poorly demarcated and rarely acknowledged, yet 

widely used’. Theme identification has been described as one o f  the most important 

activities in social science research (Ryan and Bernard, 2003) yet this approach to 

qualitative data analysis suffers from a lack o f  explicit, specific descriptions o f  how it is 

applied or how it leads to the results attributed to it. Both Thomas (2006) and Neuman 

(2006) have described the identification o f  themes as ‘generic’ or a ‘general inductive 

approach’. This is insufficiently specific or detailed for others who have developed 

systematic, explicit, structured approaches to thematic analysis o f  qualitative data (Guest 

et al., 2012; Braun and Clarke, 2006: Ryan and Bernard, 2003).

It could be argued that the continuum o f interpretations o f  what thematic analysis is 

contributes to its flexibility (Braun and Clarke, 2006), as it is not tied to any particular 

paradigmatic position. W hile arguing that thematic analysis is a research method in its 

own right, rather than a research tool or process for use within different methods or 

analytic traditions, Braun and Clarke (2006) draw attention to its theoretical and 

epistemological independence. Ryan and Bernard (2003) note that research within both 

the positivist and interpretivist paradigms is presented thematically. Braun and Clarke 

(2006) go so far as to claim that thematic analysis is the essence o f  approaches such as 

discourse and content analysis. Guest et al. (2012) adopt a slightly different stance with 

their systematic approach, Applied Them atic Analysis (ATA). They draw on ‘a bit o f 

everything’, namely grounded theory, positivism, interpretivism, and phenom enology 

(Guest et al., 2012, 15). This is different from being theoretically and epistemologically 

independent -  instead it implies a range o f  theoretical and epistemological connections, 

and suggests a space in which seemingly contradictory positions (such as positivism and 

interpretivism) could be reconciled. In making their eclectic sources clear, they are acting
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in concert with Braun and C larke’s (2006) position which is that researchers using 

thematic analysis must make their assumptions clear, including epistemological 

assumptions. Even though they consider the method independent o f  theory and 

epistemology, this does not mean that the research is. Rennie (2012) notes that this is one 

o f  the attributes o f  Braun and C larke’s (2006) model o f  thematic analysis which renders 

it consonant with a hermeneutical theory o f  method.

However, as noted, flexibility could also be construed as indicating a lack o f  rigour in the 

method. For the purposes o f  this study, the approach taken is to be explicit about all 

aspects o f the analytical process as follows: providing definitions o f  terminology, 

specifying relationships between the various processes associated with thematic coding, 

determ ining the sequence o f  steps taken to approach the data, and to record the process 

diligently so as to account for the findings once the analysis is complete.

4..3.4.1 T e r m i n o l o g y  a n d  D e f in i t i o n s

Being systematic and explicit includes specifying the term inology which will be used 

throughout the data analysis process, and defining those terms. Braun and Clarke (2006, 

79) have described the various layers o f  the data as follows;

Data corpus refers to all data collected for a particular research project, 
while data set refers to all the data from the corpus that are being used 
for a particular analysis. ... Data item is used to refer to each individual 
piece o f  data collected, which together make up the data set or corpus.
... Finally, data extract refers to an individual coded chunk o f data, 
which has been identified within, and extracted fi'om, a data item.

These terms will be used throughout this study.

Saldafia (2009, 3) provides the following definition o f  a code as used in data analysis;

A code in qualitative inquiry is most often a word or short phrase that 
sym bolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or 
evocative attribute for apportion o f language-based or visual data.

179



This definition o f  a code will be applied throughout the data analysis.

Braun and Clarke (2006) conceptualise themes as patterns in the data. Ryan and Bernard 

(2003) define themes as constructs, thus acknowledging their interpretivist origins and 

‘... the active role the researcher always plays in identifying patterns/themes . . . '  (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006, 80). For the purposes o f  this study, a theme is understood to be a 

pattern within the data identified by the interpretative action o f  the researcher.

The relationship between codes and themes is another issue which needs to be clarified 

for the purposes o f  the analysis. For the purposes o f  this study, the analysis begins with 

the identification o f  features o f  the data ‘. .. interesting to the analyst’ (Braun and Clarke, 

2006, 88) which are given codes to summarise their meaning. Subsequently, codes are 

grouped to identify themes/patterns for analysis. This sequence can be represented as 

follows:

Data
feature

Data
feature

Data
feature

Code

Code

Theme

l-ijjurc 4 .9 Relat iuns l i ip  hc twc e i i  co d cs  a n d  t h e m e s
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4 . 3 A . 2  Analys is  Object ive

Guest et al. (2012, 27) suggest that a starting point for data analysis is the statement o f 

the analysis objective which specifies what the researcher wants to achieve through 

the lens o f the data’. They argue that there are three interlocking aspects to a realistic 

analysis objective: the level o f  detail or ‘v iew ’ the researcher wants to provide, the 

quality o f  the data, and the resources and time available to the researcher. The analysis 

objective for this study was to provide a detailed view o f the data on the basis o f 

intensive analytic exploration through com prehensive coding. The data quality can be 

described as ‘rich narrative’ based on ‘verbatim tex t’ (Ryan and Bernard, 2003). While 

the resources and time are limited to that available to a single researcher, the data corpus 

is, in Guest et al.’s (2012) frame o f  reference, small. The analytic approach chosen to 

achieve this objective is Exploratory Analysis, described as an inductive approach to data 

which is common in qualitative research (Guest et al., 2012). This approach is best 

supported by 'rich narrative’ data w hich represents participants’ ‘ ... perceptions, 

feelings, knowledge, and behaviour . . . ’ (Guest et al., 2012, 8). In Guest et al.’s (2012) 

terms, for the purpose o f  data analysis there is a good match between the view to be 

generated, the data quality and the time and resources available to deal with the data 

corpus.

4..'^.4.3 Analys is  Plan

Guest et al. (2012) further suggest that the next step is to develop an analysis plan which 

will guide the subsequent coding process. Braun and Clarke (2006) outline a six phase 

analysis plan as follows:

1. Familiarisation with the data

2. Generating initial codes

3. Searching for themes
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4. Reviewing themes

5. Defining and naming themes

6. Producing the report

This 6 phase approach was used to structure the data analysis. The analysis was 

conducted on the data corpus. Both Guest et al. (2012) and Braun and Clarke (2006) are 

relatively brief on the coding process itself, and the technicalities and practicalities o f 

how coding is done. Saldafia (2009) offers a detailed roadmap o f the coding process, and 

this was drawn on throughout the phased analysis.

Phase 1: Familiarisation w ith the data

W hile noting that this phase can be time consuming, Braun and Clarke (2006) caution 

against rushing the process, which they state to be the foundation o f  the entire analysis. 

For this project, the familiarisation process was divided into two actions; Listening and 

Active Reading. This phase began in February 2012 when the first two focus groups had 

been completed, and certain data features had been identified within these data sets 

before the remaining focus groups took place. This is characteristic o f the iterative nature 

o f  data analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

Listening: There is little attention in the literature to the act o f  listening as part o f  the 

qualitative analysis process, even though Coates and Thom borrow (1999) note that 

analysts hear new things each time they listen. W hile Neuman (2006) asserts that the 

transcribed text, representing lived experience, is the data, this position is challenged by 

Coates and Thom borrow (1999) who argue that the words spoken by the participants are 

the original data. However, even Coates and Thom borrow (1999) do not address the 

benefits o f  repeated ‘listenings’ for the analytic process, but rather focus on 

problem atising the ‘fixity, closure, and decontextualisation that transcription seems to 

im pose’ (Lindlof and Taylor, 2011, 211). Clausen (2012) considers the amount o f
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‘listening’ time required to validate the transcript as a hindrance to the research process. 

Even those who recognise listening as the starting point for analysis mainly address 

listening as a process that exists only in relation to maximising the quality o f  the 

transcript (Silvemian, 2011). Odegard (2012) refers to listening to the original 

conversations in the focus groups she conducted, and then listening to the recordings as 

she transcribed them. However, there is no reference to the recordings themselves 

contributing to the analysis process, and it is the written transcriptions which are 

privileged in the literature. It could be argued that the recordings provide information 

which cannot, no m atter how accurate the transcription, be expressed in print; this 

includes expression, pace, tone and the nuances o f  attitude (M cLellan et al., 2003). 

Indeed, Coates and Thom borrow (1999, 596) argue that new ‘hearings’ on repeated 

listening mean that transcription can never be considered complete.

It is the position adopted for this project that repeated listening to the recordings must be 

the initial step in analysis, but not just in relation to preparing for or carrying out 

transcription or proofreading. Repeated listening had the additional effect o f  embedding 

the voices o f  the participants in my memory so as to enhance future readings o f the 

transcripts, and to prevent losing the participants’ presence in the intensity o f  the analysis 

o f  the transcripts. Listening to the recordings kept the discussion fresh in my mental ear; 

the recordings were accessible when transcripts were not yet ready; and repeated 

‘listenings’ functioned as refreshers during the text analysis process.

In practice, I listened to the recordings repeatedly in the immediate aftermath o f  each 

focus group, and over a period o f  months following the conclusion o f  the focus groups. 1 

listened to the recordings to the point o f  being able to anticipate which participant would 

speak next and what s/he would say. To achieve this, the MP3 recordings o f  the focus 

groups were transferred onto an iPod (Galvez et al., 2009), which allowed me to listen
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while walking, doing domestic tasks and even in the gym. As Galvez et al. (2009) found, 

the portability o f the iPod is one o f its strengths, but a drawback is that rewind/fast- 

forward function was not available on the iPod. This may be a result o f my lack o f 

expertise in the use o f  the technology and not necessarily a pennanent feature o f the 

iPod.

Galvez et al. (2009) describe the use o f  the iPod in survey research, and many o f the 

technical details about uploading audio files are sim ilar to the process o f uploading focus 

group audio files. To date, no literature on the use o f an iPod for listening to focus group 

recorded data has been found. These recordings are the most accurate representation o f 

the focus group event and constitute a very valuable but under-acknowledged resource 

for the researcher. Indeed, ‘ ... we must not lose sight o f the fact that it is the original 

audio- ... tapes which constitute our research data . . . ’ (Coates and Thomberry, 1999, 

596).

Active Reading: Once all the transcripts were complete, listening and reading were 

combined into ‘active reading’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006), although the interpretation o f 

active reading is applied d ifferently here than in Braun and Clarke’s research. This 

‘active reading’ coincided w ith proofreading the transcripts (McLellan et al., 2003). For 

the purposes o f  this study, ‘active reading’ can be distinguished from the proofreading 

activ ity in its purpose, which is to connect the written word to the voices o f the 

participants, to attach their ‘personalities’ to the textual representation o f their 

expressions. The intention was to avoid the text becoming disassociated in my mind from 

the participants whose thoughts, feelings, beliefs, values and attitudes are represented, 

and to avoid the process becoming an academic, disembodied exercise. An important 

principle underpinning this research is that the voices o f  the participants are paramount, 

and ever>4hing was done to keep those voices clear and in the foreground o f  the process.
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Once the connection had been made between the voices and the text, standalone reading 

o f  the text took place. However, listening did not end, and periodic revisiting o f the 

recordings kept the participants’ voices fresh in my mind.

For this project, each focus group recording/transcript was reviewed three times through 

‘active reading’, as recom mended by M cLellan et al. (2003) for the proofreading o f 

transcripts (See Appendix D). Throughout this process, initial thoughts and observations 

were recorded in a series o f  analytic memos. Once standalone reading began (when the 

transcripts were confirmed as accurate verbatim accounts o f the recordings), ‘pre

coding’ (Saldana, 2009) was conducted. Saldafia (2009, 16) describes pre-coding as ‘... 

circling, highlighting, bolding, underlining, or colouring rich or significant participant 

quotes or passages that strike you . . . ’. No time frame was set for this phase, as 

familiarisation is an emergent state, and this stage took over 12 months o f intermittent 

work. There was no effort at this stage to apply explicit codes, but to observe how the 

data from all the various focus groups intersected, what commonalities existed or in what 

ways they were different (Guest et al., 2012).
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Table 3.6 OM'rvicw of analysis

Focus Phase 1: Active Phase 1: Active Phase 1: Active
group Reading 1 Reading 2 Reading 3

3/10/2012 
1 clean-up run 
through with 
sound recording 
completed; 
changes input and 
PDF saved.

5/6/2013 2"̂ * clean- 20/6/2013 3'''̂
up run through 
with sound 
recording 
completed, with 
changes input and 
PDF saved.

clean-up run- 
through with 
sound recording, 
with changes input 
and PDF saved.

Phase 1 Pre
coding

5/7/2013 Pre
coding completed.

Phase 2 In Vivo 
coding
23/9/2013 Draft 1 
Codes and collated 
data extracts 
reviewed and 
edited following 
completion o f 1 
run data coding.
2"“̂ run coding for 
B, C, D, E and F 
based on Draft 2 
Codes.

1/8/2013 In Vivo 
coding completed. 
Data extracts 
collated.
28/8/2013 2"‘*run 
In Vivo coding 
completed. 
Additional data 
extracts collated. 
14/10/2013 3̂ ‘*run 
In Vivo coding as 
per Draft 2 codes 
completed. 
Additional data

Phases 3, 4, 5

22/10/2013 Phase 
3 completed.
Initial thematic 
map prepared. 
1/11/2013 Phase 4 
completed. 
8/11/2013 Phase 5 
completed. 
11/12/2013 Phase 
6 completed. Draft 
1 o f  the
Presentation o f 
findings submitted 
to supervisor.
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B 31/10/2012 
1 clean-up run 
through with 
sound recording 
com pleted; 
changes input and 
PDF saved

11/6/2013 2'^  

clean-up run 
through with 
sound recording 
com pleted, with 
changes input and 
PDF saved.

20/6/2013 3''‘* 
clean-up run- 
through with 
sound recording, 
with changes input 
and PDF saved.

29/5/2013 
1®‘ clean-up run 
through with 
sound recording; 
changes input and 
PDF saved

13/6/2013 2"̂ * 
clean-up run 
through with 
sound recording 
com pleted, with 
changes input and 
PDF saved.

21/6/2013 3’'‘̂ 
clean-up run- 
through with 
sound recording, 
w ith changes input 
and PDF saved.

D 14/6/2013 2"̂ * 
clean-up run 
through with 
sound recording 
com pleted, with

11/1/2013 
1 clean-up run 
through with 
sound recording 
com pleted;
changes input and changes input and and PDF saved.

24/6/2013 3''̂ ' 
clean-up run- 
through with 
sound recording, 
with changes input

8/7/2013 Pre
coding com pleted.

9/7/2013 Pre
coding com pleted.

11/7/2013 Pre
coding com pleted.

extracts collated. 
7/8/2012 In Vivo 
coding com pleted. 
Data extracts 
collated.
Codes checked and 
transcript A 
reviewed. 
1/10/2013 2"*̂  run 
In V ivo coding as 
per Draft 2 codes 
com pleted. 
A dditional data 
extracts collated. 
12/8/2013 In Vivo 
coding com pleted. 
Data extracts 
collated.
C odes checked and 
transcripts A and 
B reviewed. 
2/10/2013 2"‘*run 
In Vivo coding as 
per Draft 2 codes 
com pleted. 
A dditional data 
extracts collated. 
24/8/2013 In Vivo 
coding com pleted. 
Data extracts 
collated.
Codes checked and 
transcript A, B and



PDF saved PDF saved.

30/5/2013 r ‘ 
clean-up run 
through with 
sound recording 
completed; 
changes input and 
PDF saved

18/6/2013 2"‘* 
clean-up run 
through with 
sound recording 
completed, with 
changes input and 
PDF saved.

26/6/2013 3"* 
clean-up run- 
through with 
sound recording, 
with changes input 
and PDF saved.

31/5/2013 1̂ ‘ 
clean-up run 
through with 
sound recording 
completed; 
changes input and 
PDF saved

19/6/2013 2"‘* 
clean-up run 
through with 
sound recording 
completed, with

27/6/2013 3’'̂ ' 
clean-up run- 
through with 
sound recording, 
with changes input

changes input and and PDF saved. 
PDF saved.

11/7/2013 Pre
coding completed.

C reviewed. 
14/10/2013 2"‘* run 
In Vivo coding as 
per Draft 2 codes 
completed. 
Additional data 
extracts collated. 
4/9/2013 In Vivo 
coding completed. 
Data extracts 
collated.
11/10/2013 2"‘* run 
In Vivo coding as 
per Draft 2 codes 
completed. 
Additional data 
extracts collated.

12/7/2013 Pre- 12/9/2013 In Vivo
coding completed, coding completed.

Data extracts 
collated.
16/10/2013 2"̂ * run 
In Vivo coding as 
per Draft 2 codes 
completed. 
Additional data 
extracts collated.
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Phase 2: Generating Initial Codes

Phase 1 ended when, following intense interaction with the text, particular ‘data features’ 

had become significant. At this point, the process moved to the generation o f  initial 

codes. Saldafia (2009) refers to this as first cycle coding, and suggests a number o f 

coding approaches appropriate for ‘beginner’ coders. O f these. In Vivo coding (Saldafia, 

2009) was identified as the best fit for ‘attuning’ to the language, perspectives and 

worldviews o f  the focus group participants. Saldafia (2009) defines In Vivo coding as 

using the participants’ own language as code identifiers for significant data features. In 

keeping with the aims o f  this project. In Vivo coding also honours the participants’ 

voices (Saldaiia, 2009) and emphasises the inductive approach to the analysis. It was at 

this stage o f the process that codebook development began. Guest et al. (2012) emphasise 

the importance o f  systematically sorting codes into categories and thereby identifying 

relationships between them. Codebooks record this system. Guest et al.’s (2012) 

suggested code structure includes a code label, a brief definition, a full definition, when 

to use, when not to use, and an example. This structure was adapted for use for this 

project, with the brief definition omitted as the use o f  In Vivo coding rendered it 

unnecessary. Some codes did not require the ‘when not to use’ information as they did 

not border any other codes.

Each transcript was coded, and following each coding run, the data extracts were collated 

into the relevant codes. As each transcript was coded, additional codes were identified in 

a cumulative process, necessitating reviews o f previous transcripts to account for those 

codes. Braun and Clarke (2006) refer to this recursive process, and the necessity o f 

moving back and forth within and between data analysis phases. Each code and its 

collated data extracts was reviewed, code names and definitions were checked for
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consistency with the data extracts and amended where necessary. Finally, each transcript 

was reviewed to ensure that all relevant data extracts had been identified..

Phase 3: Searching for themes

For Braun and Clarke (2006), Phase 3 begins when the codebook is complete and the 

data set has been coded and collated. This phase requires the researcher to make 

decisions about these codes in order to categorise them into broader, interrelated 

groupings which can be justified as themes (Guest et al., 2012; Saldafia, 2009; Braun and 

Clarke, 2006). Ryan and Bernard (2003) identify eight scrutiny techniques in searching 

for themes, o f  which the first is ‘repetitions’. Another technique is to search for 

similarities and differences (Ryan and Bernard, 2003). Guest et al. (2012, 53) refer to the 

search for ‘... patterns o f relationship between the instances o f  meaning in the text . . . ’. 

These are the techniques which were applied in this study. As suggested by Braun and 

Clarke (2006), all codes and code definitions were written on individual slips o f  paper 

and sorted into categories. An initial thematic map was devised (Braun and Clarke, 2006) 

at this point to illustrate ’candidate them es’ and sub-themes. (See Appendix E). Every 

code was accounted for, including an outlier code which did not readily fit into any 

candidate theme or sub-theme. Braun and Clarke (2006) advise retaining all material at 

this stage for detailed review in Phase 4.

Phase 4: Reviewing themes

Guest et al., (2012, 67) refer to this phase as ‘winnowing them es’, as it is often the case 

that more themes are identified than are entirely useful in the final analysis. The initial 

thematic map clearly indicated that this was the case. This initial thematic map was 

reviewed at both theme and sub-theme level and re-categorisation took place. This 

review was infonned by insights from the analysis diaries which tracked the 

interpretations noted throughout the data analysis process. A second draft o f  the thematic
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map was then devised. All codes and collated data were then regrouped to reflect this 

second draft. Once this was completed, and in accordance with Braun and C larke’s 

(2006) suggestions, the themes were reviewed at two levels; first, each patterned set o f 

collated, coded data features was reviewed to confirm that they constituted a coherent 

theme. Once this review was completed, a second review was conducted on the entire 

data corpus to assess whether the themes presented a coherent representation o f  the data 

as a whole. W hile Braun and Clarke (2006) note that re-coding at this stage is to be 

expected because o f  the iterative nature o f coding itself, both these authors and Guest et 

al. (2012) urge caution towards the siren call o f ‘endless re-coding’. With this in mind, 

only one pass was made over the data corpus, and it was not subsequently revisited.

Phase 5: Defining and Naming Themes

Three themes were identified following the search process in Phase 3 and the review 

process in Phase 4: Risk, Commitment, and ‘Play is so important for children’. The route 

through In Vivo coding (Saldana, 2009) provided a structured set o f  sub-themes closely 

identified with the codes detailed in the codebook. Each theme and sub-theme was 

named with a view to giving the reader an immediate sense o f  its meaning and 

significance (Braun and Clarke, 2006). A definition o f  each theme was written, 

describing its scope and content, and the sub-themes were checked for consistency with 

this definition (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

Phase 6: Producing the Report

The main concern was that the themes were written up in a way that communicates the 

story o f  the data without excising its complexity, while convincing the reader o f  its 

trustworthiness and rigour. Saldana (2009) suggests using the codes developed as a result 

o f the analysis process as section and sub-section headings to structure the presentation 

o f findings, and this is the structure adopted in this report. An additional consideration at
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this stage was the choice o f  data features/extracts to be used as quotes to support the 

presentation o f  findings. Quotes are important because ‘[t]hey bring the raw data -  the 

participants’ words -  to the reader and are what connect the phenomenological world o f 

the participant to the data summary and interpretation generated by the researcher'

(Guest et al., 2012, 95). They suggest inserting one exemplar quote to illustrate each sub

section, and this approach was generally adopted.

4.4 Conclusion

This chapter has detailed the research process designed and undertaken to gather and 

analyse data to address the questions which animate the project. The description o f both 

the research process and its theoretical and procedural underpinnings is sufficiently 

detailed to guarantee the ‘rich rigor’ o f  the data collection and analysis processes (Tracy, 

2010). In Tracy’s (2010, 840) terms, ‘the study uses sufficient, abundant, appropriate and 

complex theoretical constructs, data and time in the field, sample [and] contexts’ to 

ensure the trustworthiness o f  the methodology. Ample concrete detail and thick 

description have been included, particularly about the process o f  analysis, so as to give 

the reader a sense o f  the credibility o f  the findings, which will be presented in the 

following chapter.
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Chapter 5: Presentation of Findings

5.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the findings fi’om the coded data on teachers’ beliefs about play in 

infant classes in primary schools in the Republic o f  Ireland [Rol], Three overarching 

themes were identified in the data; ‘Risk’, ‘C om m itm ent’ and ‘Play is so important for 

children’. Each theme is made up o f  sub-themes consisting o f  groupings o f  codes to 

which the data has been allocated. Each code is identified with an In Vivo code name, 

which is a word or phrase a participant has used. The data was allocated to each code on 

the basis o f  being relevant to the code but the data within each code represents different 

perspectives in relation to the issue to which the code refers. W here relevant, these 

different positions are presented with reference to the relevant code.

In all, 48 teachers participated in six focus groups. The focus groups were held in 

different geographical areas and the participants were drawn from a range o f  teaching 

contexts. Focus groups A and B were held in the West o f  Ireland. Participants taught 

mainly in multi-class settings in rural or semi-urban settings, and included teaching 

Principals and learning support teachers. Focus group C was held in a Band 1 DEIS 

(DES, 2005) school in a West Dublin suburb. Participants included class teachers and a 

range o f  support teachers. Nine o f  the participants were female and one male. The school 

in which all participants taught provided a daily play session in each infant class 

throughout the school. Focus group D took place in a Band 2 DEIS (DES, 2005) school 

in West Dublin with five female and one m ale teacher. Participants included class 

teachers and support teachers. Group E took place in a school in an affluent area o f  

Dublin with seven teachers, all female and all class teachers. The 13 participants in group
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F were drawn from a range o f  DEIS and non-DEIS schools from a range o f  Dublin 

suburbs. All were teachers o f infant classes, with twelve female and one male participant.

The rationale for recruiting participants from a wide range o f  teaching contexts, and 

indeed o f the ‘multiple layer’ design o f the focus groups was to explore as full a range o f 

perspectives as was possible in a study o f  this type. Such diversity provides challenges 

for the facilitator in terms o f ensuring equitable opportunities for engagement by all 

participants. This is a necessary contributor to ensuring that the data actually captures the 

full range o f  perspectives, rather than those o f  a vocal minority. This also has 

im plications for data analysis in ensuring that where consensus emerges, it is credible 

because the data is broadly based.

In this case, almost every participant contributed at least twice: In Focus Group F, 

participant FP 13 contributed once, and only when invited to do so. All focus groups were 

characterised by interactivity and conversation, and there was no evident conflict. Some 

mild tension emerged in Focus Group B in an exchange about parents, and this is detailed 

in section 5.2.1 (p. 195). In Focus Group F, at one point, there was evidence o f 

im patience with one participant who had spoken several times, and this was diffused by 

an invitation to the three participants who had not spoken up to that point to make a 

contribution. While there were certainly differences in perspective, particularly between 

those participants with experience o f  play in the classroom and those with none, (detailed 

in section 6.3.3), one o f  the unexpected findings from the focus groups is the level o f 

consensus around the key questions. W hile there are nuanced differences, and these are 

discussed and referred to where they occurred, the level o f  consensus among the 

participants, despite the diversity o f  context and experience, is noteworthy. For example, 

those participants who were providing for play in their classrooms with the support o f 

parents agreed with the m.ajority o f  participants that parents generally would not support
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such practice. Another example across contexts is that teachers working in complex 

multi-class situations in rural areas and teachers teaching single classes in urban areas 

were unanimous in their belief that additional staff were required in the classroom to 

facilitate play provision. The findings presented here have been carefully grounded in the 

data and established through a rigorous process o f  analysis. The participants own words 

are used throughout to support and provide authority for the findings, including the 

finding about the high level o f  consensus.

This is an exploratory qualitative study which is not intended to specify how widespread 

the views o f  these participants are within the entire population o f  teachers. The only 

claim for generalisation is for ‘existence generalisation’ (Vicsek, 2010); the beliefs 

identified through the analysis and presented here exist, but the distribution and 

prevalence o f  such beliefs cannot be identified from such a small sample. In addition, 

there may be other beliefs among the population o f  primary teachers which have not 

emerged here. W hile reference will be made in the text to, for example, the number o f  

focus groups from which data related to a particular code was drawn, or to the number o f 

participants who espouse a certain view, or to the number o f  data extracts associated with 

a particular code, there is no suggestion that these have any statistical relevance (Vicsek, 

2010). Nor is it an indication that views which appear in one focus group and not in 

another are exclusive to the first group. It m erely indicates that the discussion may have 

gone in different directions, as is wont to happen in focus groups (Vicsek, 2010). The 

purpose o f  numerical references is to avoid ambiguity, make the presentation o f data 

more specific and avoid any confusion about generalizability (Guest et al., 2012). Each 

section ends with a summary table o f  the sub-themes and codes which have been 

presented in the text.
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5.2 Risk

The data reveal that play represents a risk to teachers for a number o f different reasons. 

These can be summarised as the risks the participants associated with teachers’ 

accountability to stakeholders; their accountability for children’s learning and for 

curriculum implementation; and the participants’ perceptions that play is not compatible 

with such accountability requirements. In addition, play is e seen by the participants as 

being incompatible with the system in which infant class teaching takes place.

5.2.1 ‘Accountability  to'

The most powerful figure evident in the data is that o f the parent. Data on the parent is 

collated across five codes: ‘The parental role’, ‘Next thing, you have parents in’, 

‘Involvement from parents’, ‘Parents don’t realise how important play is’, and ‘To 

educate parents in the value o f it’. Beliefs about play provision in school are very closely 

associated with beliefs about parental expectations, parental power, and these beliefs are 

influenced by the attitude teachers have towards parents’ role in children’s learning and 

the degree to which parents can be involved with the school.

A range o f perspectives is apparent in the data on the role o f parents in supporting early 

learning outside school through the provision o f stimulating experiences and play 

opportunities, and on how this relates to play provision in school. One perspective on the 

parental role is that the school would  ̂...presume the parents would do those [play] 

activities with their children ' (A P I). In addition, another perspective suggests that such 

activities are ‘. ..more suitable fo r  parents to take on . . . '  (BP2), and that for the teacher 

to take responsibility for play provision is to take on the parental role. This appears to 

indicate that, where such a view exists, that home and school experiences are seen as 

separate, if not discontinuous. However, in tenns o f  the parental role, a parallel view
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suggests that the school has to com pensate for what parents can’t actually do; ‘/  would  

have a problem  sort o j saying that parents could do it because a lot o f parents c a n ’t do 

it ’ (BP 1). Associated with these perspectives are com ments on parents being under 

pressure, lacking time and/or lacking interest in playing with their children. A different 

perspective views parents as interested, but in need o f  guidance.

In four o f  the six focus groups, in data coded as ‘The next thing you have parents in ’, 

participants expressed the view that parents would com plain if  play interfered with 

conventional work in school.-

/  ’d  love to go down and play with them more but it is 
Just, say, i f  I do spend ten minutes with them during play  
time, being with them, it's  ju s t that some children end up 
going home without their hom ework or readers changed  
or word boxes changed. The next thing you  have parents  
in saying -  her word box wasn 't changed -  and you  can 't 
say — well, I was doing drama with them this morning  
and I  d idn 't get their homework checked. (AP4)

This view exists even among participants (Focus group C) who provide play

opportunities on a daily basis with the support o f  parents: "Now it is not an issue in our

school, our parents are very supportive but I wonder in other schools could it b e ? '

(CP4). Participants question parental priorities and values {“'She actually thought the

child was ju s t  coming and playing all day and was actually worried that the child was

playing all day and wasn't at all thinking about the fact, well obviously my child is happy

in school. That didn't come into the equation at all' FP2) but it is absolutely evident

from the data that the participants believe parental censure to be a very real and

im mediate possibility if  play were to be introduced widely into schools. Paradoxically,

there is evidence (code -  ‘Involvement from parents’) that the participants see parental

involvement in a more or less positive light: "It's ok for us all to go and get these

resources off people and teachers and parents are very helpf ul about bringing things in ’

(E P l), but such involvement is seen in tenns o f  helping with resources. Feelings about
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parents helping in the classroom by interacting with children during play evinced a more 

complicated range o f attitudes. One perspective sees such engagement as unproblematic 

and enjoyable for the children; another perspective articulated by a participant with 

experience with play in the classroom and possibly a greater awareness of how 

complicated such work is, is more cautious:

/  think parents though ... I don't think anyone can just do 
that, I  think parents would have to know why they are 
doing it and what they are trying to achieve. It is not like 
bringing them in fo r  maths games, that they Just play a 
game and that's it. this is kind o f  a bit different. And we 
can't undermine teachers and what they put into it by 
saying anyone can come in and do it. (DPI)

Insofar as there is any unanimity within any code, there is unanimity in ‘Parents don’t

realise how important play is’. This belief is manifest across all six focus groups, even in

group C, all o f whose participants provide a daily play session for all infant classes in

their school and describe the parents as supportive. There is evidence o f sympathetic

attitudes on the basis that parents can’t be expected to know, but also that parents are

overly focused on workbooks and other conventional practices and not open to

alternative views: ‘/  was saying, oh God he is very creative and imaginative. And she

[parent] was kind o f  like, blowing that to one side and going, yes but what about his

reading and writing and numeracy?' (FP9).

The data indicates a belief among participants that parental expectations and aspirations 

for their children are closely tied to conventional and traditional practices and this 

perspective on parental beliefs is likely to exert considerable influence on practice.

Again, the view emerged across all six groups on the necessity ‘To educate parents in the 

value o f it [play]’. A range o f views exist on how this would be achieved and on who 

should be responsible for such education, and, indeed, whether all parents would be open 

to such information:
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BP2: My set of parents would be very, very interested in 
working with their children and they would be reading 
books.

BPS: Yeah some people are.

In group D, one participant suggested that the Home School Liaison teacher could 

provide the training; others, in groups C, D and E, suggested that it could be included as 

part o f the annual induction talk, and there were suggestions in these groups that the 

training being made available in conjunction with Aistear could also be made available to 

parents. Included in this strand, in data from groups A and B, was a concern that such 

engagement with parents represented additional workload for teachers (see also ‘But 

there is just so much else’). The participants in these two groups did not have access to 

Home School Liaison teachers and, for the most part, had not experienced Aistear 

training courses. In whatever way such education is to be achieved, there is a very clear 

belief that it is necessary ^[bjecause at least they know what w'e are talking about when 

we mention it then ' (DP4).

Implicit in the data on parents is a belief that parents are powerful actors in teachers’ 

professional lives, and a strong belief that teachers are accountable to parents for their 

practice. In relation to play pedagogy, the participants do not believe that parents 

understand the value o f play in children’s lives and particularly not in school. Parents are 

believed to favour practice which is consistent with parents’ own school experience (see 

sub-theme ‘(In)Visibility, code ‘Word boxes and readers’) and to be in a position to 

censure teachers when this conventional practice is disrupted. The participants take the 

view that parents will have to be educated if they are to accept play pedagogy, but 

questions arise as to how this should be achieved.

While accountability to parents is evidently the main concern among the participants, 

accountability to other groups and beliefs about those groups' attitudes to play also
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feature in the data. The In Vivo code chosen for this strand o f  data on accountabihty is 

‘The Cigire’ which is ‘The Inspector’ in Irish. The participants exhibit uncertainty about 

the position being adopted by the Inspectorate towards play provision. While those 

participants who have attended training courses on Aistear relay the infonnation that 

‘ .. .they 're [the Inspectorate] on board, from  anything that they've been saying at the 

Aistear courses, the g irl who has been giving the course, the Inspectorate are on b oard ’ 

(EP2), there is evidence that that this message is not universally appreciated:

I 'd say i f  you had an Inspector knocking on the door and  
say in a m on th ’s time, you  are trying to argue that this 
hour o f  play covers your drama, your history, your  
geography, your science and your SPHE, I'd  say you 'd  be 
a bit worried, as you  sa id  before it's  confirmed. (EPS)

Data extracts from groups A, B, D and F contain similar comments. This level of

confusion about the position o f  the Inspectorate is emphasised by the experience o f  BP3:

... when we had our WSE [Whole School Evaluation] she 
[the Inspector] asked me -  why were they not playing  
when she came in in the morning? I said — we were told  
not to let them play that morning because we were 
supposed to start straight into our Irish but every other 
day, o f  course they p lay and it is an integral part o f  the 
day.

This is a school which is sympathetic to play provision, but was so convinced that the 

Inspector would not approve that play was abandoned for the duration o f  the Inspector’s 

visit.

In addition to beliefs about support from parents and the Inspectorate, the data indicate

that participants are uncertain that play provision would be acceptable or valued within

the school, even, again, in schools which make provision for play. Issues which

contribute to this perspective include the difficulties which would arise if  one teacher in

an infant class made provision for play and another teacher o f  infants did not (AP4).

Those children who played "...m ay not write or read as quickly as they would have in the
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other system ’ (APS), thereby causing difficulties with parents and colleagues who 

are teaching fu rther up the lin e ' (CP 1). The accountability to colleagues, who may be 

dissatisfied {"...w hy don't they know their maths . . . '  EP7) and unhappy with the 

behaviour patterns o f  children used to play {"messing' C ? l)  is crystallised in the ‘Ciintas 

M iosuir (M onthly Report), in which each teacher logs the curriculum content which has 

been covered. The ‘Ciintas M iosuil’ is where ‘Accountability to ’ intersects with 

‘Accountability For’.

The concern that teaching colleagues would not be supportive o f  play pedagogy is 

contextualised by data coded as ‘Y ou’d have to get all the teachers understanding it too’. 

Participants attribute lack o f  understanding o f  and support for play among colleagues to a 

number o f  factors, according to the data: attachment to traditional teaching methods and 

subject based learning (CP2); lack o f  familiarity with play as an approach to teaching and 

learning (FP5); discom fort with the time needed for play provision (CP3); lack o f 

‘pennission’ (CP 10) (see also code ‘Pennission’); fear o f  change (CP2); poor 

understanding o f  how young children learn (FP8); discomfort with the age group (see 

also code ‘Infants are their own thing’); "So even things like that about noise. Like i f  

people didn V know what I  was d o in g ’ (CP4); and unwillingness to cede control to 

children (FP2) (see also code ‘C ontrol’). Throughout this code, in data from groups A, C, 

D and F, there is evident anxiety that, in the absence o f  support within the school, 

teachers providing play opportunities in the infant classroom would be seen as less 

professional and conscientious than their peers:

And then when you  have your Principal, then, or people  
who are in charge o f  developing the literacy and  
numeracy strategy in the school telling you, well your  
kids weren't up to scratch at the end o f  the year, what 
have you been doing? So fo r  something like that to work 
it has to come from  the whole school plan and fo r  
everyone to be encouraging it and then for parents to he 
aware o f  that as well. (FP9)
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In the face o f these issues, the participants indicated that incorporating play into the 

infant classroom would require whole school agreement and training for all teachers, not 

just those working with infant classes.

What these fears about lack o f  support from stakeholder groups, to whom they believe 

themselves to be accountable, lead to is an attitude that play needs ‘Perm ission’, and this 

attitude is evident in all six focus groups. For example, participants in focus group C 

believe that they have 'extra permission ' (C PI) to work with play because their Principal 

‘... is so on board ' (CP 1). This is echoed by participants FP4 and FP5, both o f whom 

also practice play pedagogy, and who describe themselves as:

... very lucky as well that we have a very supportive 
Principal who has em braced it and thinks that it should  
be done with every infant classroom. So she is prepared  
to say, if an Inspector comes in and argues with us, I 
suppose, that our curricular areas haven't been 
significantly covered. She said, I am happy to stand over 
it and say that I support what you did and that I think the 
benefits fo r  the children in our school fa r  out weigh the 
fa c t that in SESE, they didn't cover every strand or music 
or art or the areas that you  may have borrowed a fe w  bits 
from . (FP4)

The Principal is seen as a key source o f  pen-nission and as a buffer between the teacher 

and the stakeholder groups described above. However, the data suggest the existence o f 

an attitude that support from the Principal may not be enough or may not be certain:

FP3: No I  mean the D epartment o f  Education stands 
over it.
FPL Exactly, that this is the way we do it and there's an 
agreed policy, an agreed fram ew ork to work off. I think 
everyone would fe e l more comfortable with that.

This may indicate a perspective among the participants that not all Principals would be

supportive, and that teachers in infant classes may need a higher authority to underwrite

the introduction o f  play into the classroom. The data suggest additionally that changing
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curricular policy to be more explicit about the particular needs o f children in infants and 

the appropriate approaches would contribute to the strength o f ‘perm ission’.

There is a small number o f data extracts which hint at an awareness that perhaps 

permission from other groups is not the ftill picture. ‘Ourselves putting ourselves under 

pressure’ contains only seven data extracts in which participants wonder -  and it is no 

stronger -  whether some o f the pressure they believe teachers feel is self-generated: ‘/  

could see it [play] happening i f  we weren 't under such pressure fo r  other aspects o f  the 

curriculum. Or maybe i t ’s ourselves putting ourselves under pressure  ’ (BP 1). 

Nonetheless, the overwhelming tide o f  the data indicates that the participants believe that 

before play can be adopted, they will need permission from external sources.

Embedded in the aggregate data is a belief that, because the stakeholders to whom 

teachers believe themselves accountable will not necessarily support the use o f  play, 

implementing such an approach is risky. The data suggests that play pedagogy invites 

such risk because it renders teaching invisible, whereas traditional and didactic methods 

makes it easy to see the teacher teaching.

Contributing to the perspective o f  play as making teaching invisible is a perspective 

evident in the data, coded as ‘We did nothing all day, we just played’, that play is 

considered doing nothing. The participants themselves do not necessarily see providing 

for play as teaching: ' I f  someone walked in on you, and you were playing, you 'd  he, like, 

‘Oh we ’re doing work in a minuteV  (CP7). This gives rise to concern that the teacher will 

be seen as less than professional:

DPS: Teacher passing the time.

DP4: Teacher not teaching . ...

DPS: The teacher is having a rest
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The ‘nothing’ effect is exacerbated by the difficuhy o f ‘showing’ teaching on the 

timetable where traditionally teaching is made explicit by allocating time to each subject 

area. Data coded as ‘How did it come out o f the timetable’ details the dilemma for 

teachers o f finding and accounting for the considerable time required for play provision. 

The timetable is the site at which subject teaching and play pedagogy come into conflict: 

‘/  was Just wondering under what say in the timetable, is it drama, is it English? ’ (AP6).

While the data suggest that play is not seen as teaching, there is a correspondingly strong 

perception that conventions built into the system are what is understood by stakeholders 

as ‘teaching’. The data coded as ‘Word boxes and readers’ very clearly expresses the 

belief that teaching is about checking word boxes (small boxes with sight vocabulary on 

small fiash cards), checking homework and readers, and completing workbooks and 

textbooks. These are the products which make teaching visible and these are the products 

that stakeholders use to assess teaching. Even participants in group C who have 

consciously moved away from using these conventions suggest that they are what define 

teaching across the system:

Now we are not led by books at all but I know I  have 
friends who have jun ior and senior infants who have nine 
or ten books. And I  know that a concern for parents 
might be, well when are they going to do their books? Or 
maybe from other teachers who are ju s t only un familiar, 
they might think when are they going to do their work?
(CP4)

There appears, from data in groups B, C, E and F, to be some dissatisfaction with the 

prevalence o f workbooks in particular, even among participants who are not convinced o f

the place o f play in schools: 'And an awful lot o f  those workbooks they are surplus to

requirements ’ (EPS). However, the riskiness o f play making teaching invisible is
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aggravated by the continuing pervasiveness o f the conventions o f  traditional practice, and 

their acceptance as the norm.

The data suggest that ‘Explicit teaching’ is seen as the ' ...norm al day to day classroom  

situation, where you tell them what to do and they go and they do their w ork' (AP4). 

Furthermore, the data assembled in this code indicate that curriculum implementation is 

best addressed through '[e]xplicit teaching, really ’ (D P I). Even in focus group C, where 

play is embedded into the daily routine in the participants’ school ' ...like  I would be 

wondering, am I covering the curriculum when we are spending an hour playing each 

day, lik e ' (CP7). A perspective is apparent throughout this code that, in order for teachers 

to feel they have covered the curriculum content required o f  them in ways that allow 

them to account for their teaching and the children’s learning, there is a need to be 

'..  .very form al in what you do in senior infants to get them ready for 1 '̂ ’ (FP8).

5.2.2 Accountabil ity For

The data in this sub-theme cluster around two key areas o f  accountability: accountability 

for children’s learning and accountability for curriculum implementation.

5.2.2.1 A ccountability  f o r  Learning
The data on beliefs about accountability for learning is collated across four codes: 

‘Difficult enough to track progress’, ‘It depends on the children you have in front o f 

you’. ‘You have to get through the work with them all’ and ‘It’s just what they’re like’. 

According to the data, play makes it difficult to account for children’s learning for a 

number o f  different reasons. The data coded as ‘Difficult enough to track progress’ 

represents a belief best encapsulated as ‘. ..with that number o f  children all spread out, 

all going in different directions and different areas. Difficult enough to be very sure that 

individual children were making progress ’ (BP2). A number o f  perspectives are evident 

in the data on why this is the case: the number o f  children in the class (see also code ‘33
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children makes it so much more difficult’); lack o f  classroom support (see also codes 

‘You do need help’ and ‘There is only one o f me in my class’); lack o f confidence in 

teacher observation as an assessment method; uncertainty about how curriculum 

objectives are evidenced in play (see also code ‘Hard to plan, then?’); the individualised 

character o f  play activity - ‘ . .how do you know who has actually gotten what you want 

to teach? (D PI); management tasks taking so much time during play that no time is left 

for observing; lack o f  structure to the assessment; concern that play becomes static and 

does not progress learning; and if  play is child led, it will not match what the teacher 

wants to teach. All o f  these concerns contrast with the certainty provided by traditional 

paper based assessment, . .like a finished project in the copy' (EPS).

There was virtually no concern expressed about this issue by the participants in focus 

group C who work with play pedagogy, nor from two o f the participants in focus group F 

who also provide daily play opportunities. One participant in group F, who also provides 

play opportunities, expressed concern that she is not able to observe all the children 

sufficiently because she is trying to spend time interacting with a small group, and does 

not know what is going on at the other groups.

Three o f the participants, who had attended Aistear training courses, described strategies 

that could be used for assessment, but these would require adaptation o f the school 

reporting systems. The data represents attitudes o f  uncertainty and nervousness about 

play having a negative impact on how teachers can account for children’s learning, a 

fundamental function o f the class teacher;

And ... the emphasis that we have, I  suppose, on 
assessment, particularly in senior infants, that is where 
we are particularly coming from , like you  do look at 
children and learning through a very specific lens and  
role p lay ju s t does not seem to tap in there at the moment.
Well, I  don't think so anyway. (FP2)
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Similar concerns are evident in the data in relation to delivery o f curriculum content to 

all children, coded as ‘You have to get through the work with them all’. This connects 

with the data in the codes ‘Word boxes and readers’ and ‘Explicit teaching’ in that all 

address the perception that if  every child does the same thing as instructed by the teacher, 

then the teacher can account for what s/he has ‘covered’. Because children follow 

unpredictable paths during play, the concern is th a t"[i]t would be difficult to make sure 

that every single child had an experience that would allow them to develop a concept o f  

behind, over, under’

In addition, because the teacher works with small groups or individual children during 

play, s/he cannot account for delivery o f  content to all children: "Then again, th a t’s only 

one adult, you might be only targeting two children fo r  that day, so you technically 

cou ldn ’t even call it your maths lesson ' (AP4). This debate also developed among group 

C participants familiar with play in the classroom. Those participants talk about 

balancing play with ‘more fonnal learning’ and with subject based lessons, but the 

tension remains:

And it is a balancing act as well because you  want to get 
into the role and play but at the same time you are trying 
to impart something and make sure that the children are 
actually picking up the curricular kind o f  s tu ff  as well.
So it is a lot fo r  one person to do. (CP 5)

In addition to beliefs about the incompatibility o f play with accountability for assessment

and assuring every child makes learning progress, both o f these are contextualised by

perspectives on the characteristics o f children in infant classes, coded as ‘It is just what

they’re like’. Another associated perspective relates to the contingent nature o f  teaching

this age group in which the characteristics o f the class and o f individual children requires

flexibility o f  approach and provision, coded as ‘It depends on the children that you have

in front o f  you’.
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A variety o f  attitudes can be identified in the data towards the characteristics o f young 

children. One the one hand they are seen as showing initiative and being active learners, 

but on the other as being in a state o f knowledge deficit; o f immersing themselves in play 

yet not being capable o f lengthy attention; o f  co-operating during play yet fighting 

among themselves (see also code ‘Are they going to fight over it?’). Play is seen as 

universally loved by children, but the data includes caveats on this with comments to the 

effect that not all children can play (e.g. EP2) or enjoy all forms o f  play (e.g. D P I ) (see 

also code ‘Isn’t very good at playing’). The principle that play should be child led is 

challenged by the view that there are children who are vocal and dominant and others 

who are not, and that the teacher has to protect the rights o f the second group; "Because 

there would be some very vocal children who would be very convincing and stu ff and  

sometimes you feel like going with what they say but you kind o f  say, well hang on, or we 

take a vote about things as w e ll' (FP5).

The data across the four codes described above imply concerns among participants that 

play pedagogy represents a risk and a challenge to teachers’ ability to meet their 

obligations to account for the learning o f  the whole class in ways that are compatible 

with the school system.

5.2.2.2 Accountability fo r  Curriculum Implementation
The data on accountability for curriculum implementation is collated across nine codes: 

‘Hard to plan then, isn’t it?’, ‘It is a balancing act’, ‘There’s never time to actually 

interact with them while they’re playing’, ‘Quality tim e’, ‘The four classes’, ‘Literacy 

and num eracy’, ‘Write or read’, ‘It would need to be very structured’ and ‘They learn 

best that way if  there is a them e’.

‘Hard to plan then, isn’t it?’ represents data demonstrating participants’ concerns that 

play disrupts curriculum implementation a priori because the content o f play cannot be
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planned. Play is seen as a challenge to curriculum implementation because it is not 

com patible with the requirement to pursue curriculum objectives;

You can have play, say teaching, I don't know, floating 
and sinking or something and you can do that through 
play so you just put out water and let them discover it 
and that's great. But then your more specific objectives, 
it is very difficult to achieve them through play, not that 
you are not achieving them but it is very difficult to pin 
point them and say, the children are going to learn this 
and I am going to teach it through a play session. (DPI)

The view is expressed that this is further complicated if  play is planned with the children

because the teacher’s agenda cannot be guaranteed. Planning for play is also considered a

demanding and time consuming task, more complex that subject based planning.

Thematic planning - ‘They learn best that way if there is a them e’ - is seen as both a 

solution and adding complexity:

I f  you pick a theme fo r  example and then you 're trying to 
get all the subjects into that theme so that you are not 
wasting time and that you can say -  look at all I  have 
covered. There is a huge amount o f  effort in sitting down 
and trying to bring as much as you can into one little 
activity and that is only in one subject or whatever, for 
one week. (APS)

Data extracts from groups A, D and E suggest that focusing play provision on a theme 

helps with resourcing. By having resources collected on a themed basis means that they 

can be rotated among classes, easing the workload and reducing the investment needed in 

resourcing play in larger schools with several infant classes. Another perspective, 

articulated by group D, is that a common theme would facilitate planning among a group 

o f teachers.

Data from three participants who teach in multi-class settings, coded as ‘The four

classes’, offer insights into the complexities o f  teaching in multi-class settings. While

there is an acknowledgement that the younger children can learn from the older children,
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the provision o f play in such classrooms is viewed as problematic because ‘[ijnfants are 

so different to first and second, it's very, very different’’ (AP6).

It is evident from the data, coded as ‘Literacy and numeracy’, that Literacy and 

Numeracy fo r  Learning and Life: The national strategy to improve literacy and 

numeracy among children and young people, 2011 -  2020 (Department o f Education and 

Skills [DES], 201 la) has had an impact on practice, and appears to be interpreted into 

practice as discrete, programme type activities rather than being integrated across the 

curriculum as it is implemented in classrooms:

BP3; It is very difficidt to fin d  time allocation with the 
new increases with the literacy and the numeracy. I  fe lt  
that I  had to cut back on my play, you know. That I ju s t 
couldn 't f in d  time. I  had to cut o f f  five  minutes here.

B P l: It is interesting that you say that you cut back on 
the play rather than cutting back, say, on history and 
geography.

BPS: No, 1 mean I cut back on other things as well.

Participants mention Power Hour and the First Steps programme, the ‘hours’ for literacy 

and numeracy, noting that ‘. ..but the day is quite short really when you have all the 

literacy and numeracy to get through ’ (F P 11). While the main thrust o f the data indicates 

that literacy and numeracy teaching (as associated with the strategy) is perceived as 

programme based, discrete from other classroom pedagogical activities, and 

incompatible with play provision mainly because o f  time factors, there is another 

perspective, albeit less evident. 3 data extracts (o f 16) provide evidence o f an attitude that 

literacy and numeracy can be progressed through play, that . .there is a way o f  getting  

around it, you can borrow time from  literacy and numeracy provided you have stations 

that include activities to do with those things ’ (FP3), and that oral language development 

particularly will benefit from children’s involvement in play (see also theme ‘Play is so 

important for children’, sub-theme ‘Language’).
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The participants are as one in their understanding o f what the system requires o f  them in 

term s o f the teaching o f  reading and writing in infant classes. Even those who question if 

such requirements are appropriate are clear that they exist: ^But, you know, especially 

come senior infants, they have to be reading, they have to be writing (FP8). Because 

o f  the primacy o f this teaching task, the participants’ attitudes to play may be coloured by 

their deep beliefs about what teachers are expected to have achieved with children in 

terms o f  reading and writing prior to entry to first class.

Embedded and implicit in the data coded as ‘W rite or read’, are beliefs about how 

children should learn to read and write (see also theme ‘Risk’, sub-theme ‘Word boxes 

and readers’). Play is seen as incompatible with practice in which children leam to read 

through direct instruction rather than through the child engaging with meaningful literacy 

experiences;

And it is not that /  don't give them play time, but I ju s t  
feel that you get a spare chance and you say, oh we 'II go  
back over the phonics or something now I know in the 
evening times we have the reading. Some days I might 
say, ok we have h a lf an hour now and instead o fpu lling  
out the activities, we 7/ ju s t go and do our letters or our 
sounds again or something like that. (EP7)

Again, the various perspectives articulated in the data indicate that these attitudes are

connected with parental expectations, pressure within the school for evidence o f

academic progress, and tied into concerns about how teachers’ professionalism is

perceived: "And there is an expectation that they will read and write and i f  the teacher

is n ’t doing that, she's ‘what sort o f  teacher is s h e '?' (BPS).

Accountability for curriculum implementation through play would be compromised, 

according to the data coded as ‘There’s never time to actually interact with them while 

they’re playing’, because the priority teaching tasks are not achieved through play and 

therefore the teacher could not justify spending time playing. In data gathered mainly
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from group C and coded as ‘It is a balancing act’, a tension is identifiable between the 

teacher’s responsibility to progress curriculum objectives and allowing the children to 

lead the play. One participant in group F suggested that this tension is due to individual 

teachers finding it difficult to let children take the lead. A very small group o f seven data 

extracts coded as ‘Quality tim e’ provides a different perspective. This data refers to the 

benefits o f  interacting with children during play in terms o f  building relationships and 

observation. Nonetheless, the dominant perspective is that the difficulties o f interacting 

with children during play, because o f  higher priorities elsewhere, means that curriculum 

implementation through play is problematic.

The response which emerges from the concerns about accountability in relation to play is 

‘It would need to be very structured’. This particular code contains more data extracts 

than any other code in this sub-theme, and contains data from all groups. While the 

number o f  data extracts does not o f itself indicate that this particular code is any more 

significant than any other, it does suggest that this concern is relevant across all teaching 

contexts. The various perspectives apparent in the data suggest that the uncertainties 

related to play provision need to be addressed by structuring the following: time 

allocations and frequency; relationship to subject areas {"But straight away that [SESEJ 

could be put to your play time instead of this, you  know, 'colour in the mechanic ’ in the 

h o o k ' EP4); relationship to academic progress { \ . . t o  get the balance right between the 

unstructured play and the structure that has to fo llow  to bring them on academically ’ 

AP6); space allocation both in the classroom and at school level; thematic planning; 

additional personnel with specific roles (see also theme ‘Com m itm ent’, sub-theme 

‘Everybody would be on board’, code ‘You do need help); observation systems: and 

school systems for accounting for learning:

So that is why I  was saying with regards to a structure 
fo r  your observations and all the rest, would we nearly be
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better getting together and drawing up a structure to say 
that you just put a copy o f  it into your reports then at the 
end o f  the month. (DP4)

Implicit in this particular pattern o f attitudes is the belief that play needs to fit the

existing system rather than the other way round, but it could also be interpreted as an

effort by the participants to find a way to bring play into the classroom.

5.2.3 'Our system’

This sub-theme is based on data collated across eleven codes; ‘But that’s our system ’,

‘We have eleven subjects’, ‘33 children makes it so much more difficult’, ‘There is only 

one o f me in my class’, ‘But there is just so much else’, ‘An awful lot o f work behind the 

scenes’, ‘They had so much space’, ‘Practicalities’, ‘Are they going to fight over it?’, 

‘Under pressure o f  time, trying to get everything done’, and ‘Harder than it looks’.

System characteristics are the context within which play emerges as a risk to teachers’ 

professional reputations because play is considered a poor fit for ‘Our system ’:

That is the word, structured because our system is way 
more structured and more form al than the English system 
obviously and other systems but that's our system. And 
while you do bring the play in, it's almost more form al 
play although they do have informal play. (APS)

When reading the data, there is a very strong sense o f  all the participants being embedded

in this system, believing implicitly in its ‘taken for grantedness’. ‘Our system ’ is the rigid

scaffolding onto which the participants project their beliefs about what they must do, and

be seen to do. This rigidity is primarily located in the Primary School Curriculum [PSC]

(DES, 1999a). Data coded as ‘We have eleven subjects’ describes the incompatibility o f

play with a curriculum structured into eleven distinct subject areas. The problems to do

with planning for curriculum implementation through play have been referred to above.

In addition, there is a strong perspective that there are divisions between subjects that

require them to be taught as separate areas, and this is translated into the use o f
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workbooks and textbooks (see code ‘Word boxes and readers’). The number o f  subjects 

(and there are repeated references to the number o f subject areas) is seen as a barrier to 

thematic planning.

There is also a small number o f data extracts which run counter to this very powerful 

image o f the PSC as a constricting imperative. They form part o f the picture o f how 

children could experience the infant classes and what would be appropriate experiences 

(language based and socially constructed) which will be discussed in the theme ‘Play is 

so important for children’. Data coded as ‘Is it not in the Curriculum already?’ gathers a 

numerically small -  just 3 exchanges in 3 different focus groups -  but significant set o f 

data extracts stating that the PSC mandates the use o f  play in infant classes. 'Are we 

supposed to be doing it though? Is it not, kinda, in the curriculum already!' (AP4). It 

would be incorrect to state that this represents a widespread willingness to challenge the 

perception o f  the PSC as inimical to play, but it indicates that there is an alternative view

The data on curriculum subject learning, coded as ‘They are talking in Irish’, show the 

participants identifying curriculum content learning in the following subjects, based 

either on viewing the stimulus footage or from their own play practice; Maths, Irish, 

Geography, Drama, SESE, SPHE, English (distinct from ‘Language’) and Science. The 

issue for the participants is not whether subject content can be learned through play (this 

data suggests it can), but the com patibility o f  the PSC as a whole (a very large whole) 

with play.

Throughout the data, the support o f the Principal is seen as allowing teachers to push 

back against the rigidity o f  the eleven subjects (twelve if  religion is included as some 

participants did), and participants who work with play express less concern but 

acknowledge initial worries:
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In fairness, the two o f  you were as apprehensive as I  was.
I remember saying, no, you  7/ remember this. We were 
saying we did consider the other curriculum subjects and  
say how are we going to have time. IVe did worry about 
having that play for a whole hour ... (CPS)

The number o f  subjects has consequences for time allocation and management. There is 

unanimity among participants that considerable time is required for successful play 

provision and this is incompatible with the current system o f time allocations (see also 

code ‘How did it come out o f  the timetable?). This data is coded as ‘Under pressure o f  

time, trying to get everything done’ in which ‘everything’ refers to subjects and the 

conventions associated with subject based teaching. While group C, whose participants 

are already providing for play, do not take that perspective, time continues to be an issue 

for \hQm" [b] ecause you still have to f i t  in everything ’ (CP4). The data suggest an 

assumption that play provision will have to be in addition to current activities rather than 

an alternative;

It has great benefits but at the same time, what else are 
we missing out on in order to do this, you know. The time 
that would go in to preparing it and say dealing with that 
programme, i t ’s obviously going to be time lost in 
something else. (AP3).

There is also evidence o f  the view that play needs a separate space within the curriculum 

in the data coded as ‘You get a curriculum for every other subject’. ‘ There is no 

guidelines therefor play either. There is guidelines fo r  every other curricular area that 

we are do ing '. (BP3). While, on the one hand, this suggests confusion or m is

understanding among participants about the nature and purpose o f  play in relation to 

curriculum, it is also indicative o f a desire for greater attention to play in curriculum 

policy.
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Emeshed with views about the impact o f  play provision on time management are beliefs 

about workload:

I thought it was an awful lot of work behind the scenes. I 
mean these things don ’t... That equipment and that 
doesn 't ju s t fa l l  into your classroom, like. I ’d imagine
there is a lot o f  behind the scenes, kind o f  work, we 11
say, involving parents and everything. (AP2)

‘An awfijl lot o f  work behind the scenes’ connects with the idea o f play making teaching

‘invisible’ (see sub-theme ‘Accountability to ’) in that setting up and resourcing play

requires considerable effort which is not seen or appreciated. Participants picked up

repeatedly on the fact that the garage role play portrayed in the stimulus film footage

lasted only three weeks, and they repeatedly referred to the intensity o f  behind the scenes

work that would be required on a year round basis if that three to four week cycle was to

be sustained throughout the school year.

‘But there is just so much else’ is what underpins this perspective on the possibility o f 

introducing play into the classroom: ‘ With First Communion, School Photographs, you  

name it, all the things that are going on, foo tba ll matches, everything else that is going  

on in school, I  would leave a lot o f  that to the parents ’ (BP2). Data from all six focus 

groups refer to the fact that ‘There is only one o f  me in my class’. This attitude is not 

exclusive to the introduction o f  play pedagogy as the belief refers to the way in which 

teachers are expected to ‘ ... muddle along with these new initiatives ’ (FP8) because in 

‘our system’ ‘ You know the way sometimes, it is all thrown out at you and you are told -  

o ff  you go n o w -y o u  are supposed to p ick  from  this and pick from  that ’ (APS). Taking 

into account data across the codes ‘Under pressure o f tim e’, ‘An awful lot o f  w ork’, 

‘There is only one o f  m e’ and ‘But there is just so much else’, there is a strong sense that 

participants see themselves as being expected to introduce new initiatives, play included, 

in the teeth o f  unsustainable workloads, unsupported by those who initiate the change
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and abandoned to sink or swim. Significantly, those in groups C and F who have already 

adopted play pedagogy are relatively silent on the issues o f workload, while 

acknowledging that not having help in the classroom is a challenge. This may be due to 

the collegiate nature o f their work, support from their Principals, the training they have 

received and other contextual factors (see section 4.3.3.5 for focus group participant 

profiles).

In addition to the participants perception o f the implications o f  play pedagogy for 

workload and the way initiatives are handled in the school system, other system 

characteristics impact on attitudes and beliefs. M ulti-class contexts have been referred to 

earlier, but ‘33 children makes it so much more difficult’ indicates that the participants 

view current class sizes as a material constraint on their ability to provide play 

opportunities:

/  am ju s t trying to visualise doing something like that in 
my own classroom where I 'd  have thirty-one children 
and you literally have your space for your activities and 
they take them every morning and they put them back 
again. And it regularly looks like a mess because you ju s t 
don 't have the space. (API)

The only participants who did not mention class size as a difficulty were those in DEIS

Band 1 schools in which infant classes have a maximum o f 15 children per class. The

numbers o f children per class is compounded by the lack o f teaching assistants: ‘/  can't

see how, with one teacher and 28 to 30 jun ior or senior infants, that it could he done as

effectively as we saw there on the D V D ' (EP3) (see also code ‘Com m itm ent’, sub-theme

‘Everybody would be on board’, code ‘You do need help’).

Not only is class size a constraint, but the size o f  classrooms into which those classes 

have to fit is identified as an issue in data associated with the code ‘They had so much 

space’. However, relatively little o f  the data is focused solely on classrooms being too
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small, but includes perspectives on storage space and access to outdoor space. This is not 

to suggest that participants believe that their individual classrooms are suitable, but they 

believe that solutions are possible in certain circumstances:

Maybe in the bigger schools, i f  there was a room or an 
area that could be used for role play where something  
like that could be rotated, you know, but within a smaller 
school where there m ightn 't be the space or the resources 
or the use that ’II be got out o f this space, maybe, being 
used for whatever length o f  time per week, you know, it 
mightn 't be as realistic but mavbe in the bigger schools.
(AP3)

Where play sessions happen regularly, the data suggests participants still find the space 

limited: "But /. although our classrooms are really big, compared to that, they are really 

small and they are really small when all the children are here, but even though you  have 

two or three adults, everyone can feel very much on top o f  each other' (CP4) . The need 

to have space for tables is referred to by only one participant in a way that indicates that 

the need is self-evident. The need for tables in the classroom is not questioned and is 

evidently an implicit belief among the participants

Associated with space is the issue o f ‘practicalities’ which have an impact on attitudes 

towards the feasibility o f  play provision. A significant practical concern is that o f  storage 

o f resources which connects with the lack o f  space previously identified. Other 

practicalities arise because o f the teacher being alone in the classroom: "This is realistic, 

like, this is what goes on. I f  someone is in the toilet too long or -  teacher, there is no 

toilet roll in the toilet- all these things I  suppose come into a real classroom situation ’ 

(AP4). There is another perspective associated with ‘practicalities’ which suggests that if  

teachers are ‘practical’ about what they can and cannot achieve, there is a greater 

likelihood o f making some progress, rather than ‘ .. .trying to do the devil and all and this 

beautiful shop with them all and then say, ‘no, I can't work this ' ’ (EP3).
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A suq^rising number o f data extracts, coded as ‘Are they going to fight over it?’, reflect 

concerns about the possibility o f  children fighting during play over resources, because o f 

difficulty sharing, taking turns or due to lack o f social skills; o f  doing damage with (as 

was seen in the stimulus footage) real tools; and o f  taking advantage o f  open spaces to 

misbehave because o f  reduced supervision. A smaller number o f data extracts provide a 

contradictory perspective: One participant in group F with experience o f  play provision 

noted that behaviour in her class had improved; another participant in group A suggested 

that the motivational impact o f  enjoyable play would have a calming effect on the 

children; a third, also in group A described a wet day play scenario notable for the co

operation o f  all the children. But the greater part o f  the data in this code expresses 

participants’ views that play could stimulate problematic behaviour from some children.

Much o f the data generated about ‘Our system ’ was in direct response to the stimulus 

film footage in which conditions in the school in England gave rise to direct contrast with 

conditions in participants’ schools. What is identifiable in the data is the view, both 

implicit and explicit, that providing for and using play in a ‘real classroom ’ is 

considerably more difficult than it appeared in the film footage. It is ‘Harder than it 

looks’: ‘/ probably might see a bit o f  an issue with how y o u ’d actually organise it in the 

present set up, the way we are in this country compared to the obvious back up they have 

over th ere ' (EP3). What is difficult to appreciate when reading the data is the degree o f 

scepticism and wariness evident in the audio data, where tone o f  voice contributes a 

significant layer o f meaning. 1 also got a very clear impression during the focus groups, 

particularly in groups A, B and E, that some participants felt (and on occasion 

articulated the view) that the film footage represented an idealised version o f what play 

would look like in a classroom: ' so I ’d say it was selectively edited as well ’ (AP6). 

This scepticism is contextualised by the data on class size, lack o f teaching assistants,
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curriculum  overload, w orkload, experience o f  initiatives being foisted on teachers with 

no support and the practical challenges o f  play provision. Indeed the data is clear that in 

‘O ur system ’ it is indeed ‘H arder than it looks’.
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I al)k‘ 5.1 ()^cr^ie^^ of the m e ,  Mih- theine a n d  co ns t i t ue n t  code yroi ips:  Kisk

Thetne: Risk

Adopting and implementing play as an approach to teaching and learning in infant classes 
represents a risk to teachers across a range of dimensions and for a number of reasons.

Sub-theme: Accountability to ...

P aren ts
“The parental role” A range o f perspectives on the role of parents in supporting 

early learning outside school through the provision of 
stimulating experiences, incorporating beliefs about parents 
willingness/unwillingness, ability/inability to do so.

“The next thing you have 
parents in”

Parental responses in cases where conventional practice is not 
adhered to, and parents willingness to voice their disapproval.

“ Involvement from parents” Perspectives on current levels of parental involvement, and the 
potential for parental involvement in play including involving 
them by giving them responsibility for making sure children 
play at home rather than in school.

“Parents don’t realise how 
important play is”

Assertions that parents do not understand the importance of 
play for children’s learning, that they would not understand or 
appreciate its use in school, but evidence o f an awareness that 
they couldn’t be expected to know.

“To educate parents in the 
value of it”

How and why teachers should/could/might engage with 
parents to educate them about play as an approach to teaching 
and learning.

The Ciqire [The Inspector}
“The Cigire” Teachers’ sense of being accountable to other stakeholders in 

the system -  the Inspectorate, other teachers -  but 
accountability in the sense of being open to censure from these 
groups and a sense of being vulnerable to that censure without 
an entitlement to independent action. Related to self-efficacy 
and locus of control.

Other tea ch ers
“You’d have to get all the 
teachers understanding it too”

Teachers’ lack o f understanding that play is an approach to 
teaching and learning.

Perm ission
“Permission” The need for authorisation from a range o f sources 

(Inspectorate, curriculum refonn, Principals) for play provision 
so that teachers have security in changing their practice. 
Indications of lack of professional autonomy and self-efficacy.

“Ourselves putting ourselves 
under pressure”

A suggestion that at least some of the pressure experienced by 
teachers in terms of curriculum implementation is self- 
generated rather than emanating from external sources.
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(In)Visibility
“W e did nothing all day, we 
just played”

The status o f play as ‘doing nothing’, rendering teaching 
invisible and calling the teacher's professionalism  and work 
ethic into question.

"How did it come out o f the 
timetable?”

Accountability for how time is allocated in school across 
subjects, and the difficulties o f accounting for play in the 
context o f a subject based timetable. Extracts indicate that play 
is not seen as an approach to teaching and learning but as a 
subject.

“Word boxes and readers” The conventions attached to teaching in the infant classes, and 
their impact.

“Explicit teaching” Examples o f  participants describing what is required in order 
for them  to feel that they have covered the required content 
with the children. How teachers prove that they have been 
covering content with the children, and getting results. How 
teachers see themselves covering content and academic 
learning. Instances o f participants expressing their need to be 
explicit (didactic but no one used the word) in their teaching in 
order to feel that curriculum content is covered.

Sub-theme: Accountability for ...

Leorninfi
“Difficult enough to track 
progress”

Perspectives on how assessment can or cannot be achieved in 
the play context, and on what is valued as the focus of 
assessment, i.e. what learning is valued.

“ It depends on the children that 
you have in front o f  you”

The contingent nature o f teaching in which the characteristics 
o f the class and o f  individual children requires tlexibility o f 
approach and provision.

“You have to get through the 
work with them all”

Accountability for the children’s learning and the challenges o f 
tracking each child’s learning through play in the context of 
large classes and individualised learning.

“ It is just what they’re like” The characteristics o f  children in the infant class age group as 
perceived by the participants and which have an impact on 
how teachers provide for them in the classroom.

Curriculum implementation
“ Hard to plan then, isn’t it?” The challenges o f  planning play, ranging from the 

com plexities o f integrated, thematic planning to the 
requirement to plan curriculum objectives for an open learning 
context like play.

“ It is a balancing act” The tension between the teacher’s responsibility to progress 
curriculum objectives and allowing the children to lead the 
play, with suggestions that the teacher’s unwillingness to cede 
control is a factor in that tension.

“T here’s never time to actually 
interact with them while they’re 
playing”

Spending time with the children during play conflicts with 
other teaching tasks which are understood to have higher or 
more urgent priority.

“Quality tim e” The degree to which teachers can and/or do spend time with 
the children, and the value they place on such interactions.

“The four classes” The specific challenges and conditions associated with 
teaching in multi-class contexts.

“ Literacy and num eracy” References to the requirements o f the literacy and numeracy
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strategy and other programmes focused on literacy and 
numeracy.

“W rite or read” The connections made by the participants between play in the 
classroom and the children’s writing and reading progress.

’i t  would need to be very 
structured”

The necessity for play provision to be structured in a range o f 
different ways (time allocation, relationship to subject areas, 
‘academic focus’, designated space, thematic planning, 
additional personnel with specific tasks, child access, 
assessment, etc.) to tit with the school as an institution.

'T h e y  learn best that way if 
there is a them e”

Using themed topics to organise learning through play.

Sub-theme: Our system

“But that’s our system” The characteristics o f  the Irish school system, specifically in 
infant classes, which impact on the nature o f practice, 
including play, in those classes; subject based, multi-classes, 
no classroom assistants, structure and formality in the 
curriculum and environment, program me requirements, 1*' 
Communion, etc.

“ We have eleven subjects” The incompatibility o f  play and a curriculum structured in 
eleven distinct subject areas.

“ Is it not in the Curriculum 
already?”

The extent to which the PSC m andates the use o f  play as an 
approach to teaching and learning.

“They are talking in Irish” Observations o f  curriculum objectives being achieved through 
play.

“Under pressure o f time, trying 
to get everything done”

The difficulty o f  finding time for the children to play because 
there isn’t enough time in the school day to do everything; 
‘everything’ relates to subjects and the conventions associated 
with them.

“You get a curriculum for 
every other subject”

Play characterised as a curricular area or subject rather than as 
an approach to teaching and learning. .

“An awful lot o f  work behind 
the scenes”

Perspectives on the burden o f  work on an individual teacher to 
make provision for play in the classroom, prim arily in terms of 
pedagogical framing activities such as the provision o f 
resources, arranging space, eliciting parental involvement, 
ongoing organisation. The burden is exacerbated by being 
repeated after a short number o f  weeks.

“But there is just so much else” Teachers are already overloaded with work, and for teachers to 
initiate play provision in the classroom  would be too much. 
Suggestion that play is seen as an add-on, and that integration 
through play seen as more work.

“There is only one o f me m my 
class”

Participants’ sense o f aloneness in their classrooms, o f  not 
having support, and o f  being required to implement system 
initiatives with no support from those who require such 
implementation.

“33 children makes it so much 
more difficult”

The impact o f class size on the possibility o f  providing play 
opportunities in the infant classroom.

“They had so much space” Space requirem ents for play provision, including storage as 
well as the space in which the play takes place, both indoors 
and outdoors.

“Practicalities” Examples o f  specific management issues in the classroom 
which teachers have to attend to, and which impact on teaching 
and learning.

“Are they going to fight over Expectations that children’s behaviour will be problematic
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it?” during play.
“Harder than it looks” The view, both implicit and explicit, that providing for play in 

a ‘real classroom’ is considerably more difficult that it 
appeared in the stimulus film footage.

5.3 Commitment

This theme can be described across two dimensions. First, the need for commitment from 

a broad range o f  stakeholders from all strata o f the education system to support play in 

schools: ‘Everybody would be on board’. The second dimension communicates how the 

participants position themselves in relation to the perceived need for commitment in 

relation to the introduction o f  play into the infant classroom; ‘So, 1 would, in principle, 

think it’s a great idea’.

5.3.1 ‘Everybody would be on board’

All six focus groups contained several data extracts coded specifically as ‘Everybody 

would be on board’, representing a consistent strand throughout the data. The range o f 

stakeholders identified in the data whose support is necessary if  teachers are to engage 

with play in the infant classroom is closely, but not exclusively, aligned with those 

alluded to in the Risk theme. The following are referred to throughout the data, but not 

necessarily in every focus group: the Inspectorate, parents, other teachers (those ''up the 

school ’(CP4) and in "resource and learning support ’ (DP3)), teacher educators and the 

Colleges o f  Education, Principals, Government, ‘.. .top down management ’ (E P 1), the 

Department o f  Education (sic), and those responsible for curriculum development.

As became clear in the data on Risk, participants do not believe that all the stakeholders 

referred to are ‘on board’. The data coded as ‘Big shift’ indicates that the participants 

take the view that to change to play based approaches in infant classes requires a major
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shift in attitudes as well as practice at all levels o f the primary school system, and is not a 

simple matter o f teachers changing what they do:

I think that would have to come from  the top, the attitudes 
of evetyone would have to change completely, the 
teachers, the parents and the Department o f Education, 
you know. I mean I think it would be fantastic i f  they did  
it but it really is down to the Department to make that 
decision. (FP7)

The data indicate that such a shift in attitudes would require stakeholders to understand 

that the benefits would take some time to become evident. The data suggest that 

stakeholders would have to accept that in the short term it might appear that there is less 

focus on v^hat is conceptualised as ‘learning’, but that in the future, it will pay o f f . . . '  

(FP5). This data on changing attitudes implies a belief that current practice is supported 

by the stakeholder groups in question.

Within the data, attitude change is associated with a requirement for stakeholders to 

acknowledge that ‘Infants are their own thing'. This code refers to the belief that infant 

classes are a distinct grouping within the primary school and should be recognised as 

such, with specific measures taken to accommodate their particular characteristics: ‘... 

kind o f  give infants a stronger position, kind o f  instead o f  seeing them as ju s t part o f  the 

rest o f  the school, like that infants are their own thing' (FP5). The range o f  participant 

perspectives on the characteristics o f young children in infant classes -  often 

contradictory -  has been detailed in section 5.2.3.1. While that data indicates that there 

are differences among the participants’ perspectives on the capabilities o f young 

children, there is a consistent view within this particular code (‘Infants are their own 

thing’) that infant classes are a "distinctive g ro u p ' (F P 1).

Data extracts from all groups were assigned to the code ‘If people got together’. This 

data indicates a belief that collaboration between all staff in the school in the range o f

225



activities involved in play provision is a contributor to the feasibility o f  providing for 

play in infant classes. Examples within the data o f  how this might work in practice 

include the possibility o f ‘ ... the support teachers ... in the room playing with them ’ 

(DP7), as well as '... an SNA [Special Needs Assistants] or somebody else in the room 

with you ’ (BP3). Another perspective in the data is the role o f the Principal in allocating 

teachers to classes each year; 7  think the Principal will probably have to leave the same 

people at the level even for a year or two to get the resources together . ..’ (EPl). 

However, the most common perspective on collaboration manifest in the data is 

collaborative planning and sharing o f  resources among the cohort o f teachers o f infant 

classes.

It can be sort o f  m inded between, you know, i f  we take a 
theme say per month and we rotate the resources around 
classrooms. We don't all have to be doing the same thing 
at the same time and we can, say, one and I  think usually 
a month is about right. Say September I am doing 
something, then E P l does it the next month, EP7 does it 
the next month, that kind o f  way. (EP l)

This perspective did not emerge in groups A or B whose participants were mainly

working in smaller schools.

Another practical manifestation o f  support for play at whole school level, specifically in 

larger schools, is identified through the data coded as ‘A play room ’. This perspective 

emerged in group A, most o f  whose participants taught in small schools. The consensus 

in group A was that this would not be realistic in small schools, and even in larger 

schools, there would not necessarily be a room to spare. In response to the stimulus film 

footage, participants in four o f  the six focus groups commented on the use o f  dedicated 

outdoor play space. There was some speculafion about such provision in Ireland, but this 

was not pursued in any depth.
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All six focus groups addressed the issue o f the resources required (code ‘Resources as 

w ell’).

I think plus resources as well. To come up with these 
little cars and the little area. It is all good and well 
saying they had a lot o f parents in to help. That m ightn't 
necessarily be the case that parents have time to help ....
I don 't think th a t’s really realistic, you know. O f course, 
obviously there isn 't really the money within the schools 
to be asking to buy all this equipment which will 
obviously be stored away somewhere and be kept fo r  its 
three week stint in the following year. (APS)

There were different perspectives on the degree o f  help teachers could expect in the

gathering o f  resources, in response to the levels o f  community support for resourcing

play seen in the stimulus film: 'The involvement o f  the community very much impressed

me because that doesn't happen here. Like, they supplied every bit o f  s tu ff and like you

could be looking fo r  things here and it ju s t doesn't happen,... ’ (CP3). There was also the

opposite perspective that ‘... parents are very helpful about bringing things in ’ (E P 1).

Group C participants work in a DEIS Band 1 school whereas those in group E are based

in a more affluent urban area, and this may explain the different perspectives, although in

a different context a group C participant referred to their cohort o f  parents as very

supportive.

There are a number o f  data extracts from group E which explore pertinent issues which 

might arise consequent to the introduction o f  play pedagogy involving a group o f  infant 

classes. One issue is the question o f ownership o f  resources which have been collected 

by an individual teacher, especially in cases when that teacher moves out o f the infant 

class. The participants agreed that school policy would need to state that: 7 / is not our 

own resources, it is the resources fo r  the infant level. Say i f  I had them and  /  moved up, 

do I take them with me, as you  say, do I leave them behind?" (EPS). Another issue is care 

and responsibility for shared resources:
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So [if] we had a box fo r  the garage, obviously i f  there are 
bigger things, a box fo r  the shop or whatever and it was 
stored somewhere. And obviously, maybe it'd  have to be 
a case o f  there is a check list, what is supposed to be in 
the box and it is supposed to be passed on. Because 
otherwise you are going to lose bits and pieces along the 
way. (EPS)

As an aside, this is an example o f an instance o f  a very small number o f data extracts 

being very significant. In this case, these are the only insights into the kind o f 

interpersonal issues which might arise in schools with the potential to undermine an 

initiative and cause bad feeling, which, in turn, might interfere with collaborative work 

and successful implementation.

Finally, as something o f  an anti-dote to concerns about the levels o f  resourcing required, 

there is, buried within the data, a recognition that perhaps resourcing can become over- 

elaborate: "On the flip side o f  it, the taxi was a couple o f  chairs pu t together, d ’you know, 

you can be as flamboyant as you want to ’ (DP 1).

This sense o f  the burden o f provision being assigned to the individual teacher is evident 

with the data collated as ‘You do need help’, one o f the most populated codes in this 

theme. This is associated with the data coded as ‘There is only one o f me in my class’ 

(See theme ‘R isk’, sub-theme, ‘Our system ’). The data is very clear that, as part o f  a 

system wide commitment to play in the infant classroom, all teachers o f  infant classes 

would have to be given help:

/  think the most important thing is people. Yes resources 
will come, like. Experience, eventually you will get better 
at but I think to get it up and running and to do it as best 
you can do you ju s t need as many adults as you can get.
(DPI)

This position was held consistently throughout all six focus groups and was equally 

relevant across all the different contexts in which the participants taught. It is worth 

noting, given the strength o f the concerns expressed about accounting for individual
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children’s learning (see theme ‘Risk’, sub-theme ‘Accountability For’, code ‘You have to 

get through the work with them all’), that the lack o f personnel is a contributor to that 

problem: "I think, as well, kind of, on that, if you don't have that many adults, I think it is 

a bit harder to get something more specific like what exactly have they learned at the end 

of it ... ‘ (EPS). While the participants cite many contexts in which help would be 

necessary, the core belief about play in the infant classroom which is evident throughout 

this data is that ‘/  really can 7 see how one person could actually effectively organise 

that ’ (EP3). The only exception is the participants in focus group C who work with small 

classes o f 15 children. All other participants, including DP 1 quoted above, who provide 

play opportunities in their class acknowledge the challenge o f  being unsupported.

Extensive discussions took place in five o f  the six groups on the need for training, both 

pre- and in-service (the exception was group E from which there is only one data extract 

in this code). This is one o f the codes in which there is absolute unanimity o f perspective 

among all participants on what is required: 'Train us properly so that we know what we 

are about ... ’ (APS). Participants mention levels o f training ranging from none to 

specialist early childhood education [ECE] training at pre-service level, including 

training associated with Aistear (see 4.3.1 .S Participant profiles). Implicit in the data on 

training is the perspective that such training would be evidence o f  commitment and 

‘perm ission’ for teachers, indicating the imprimatur o f  the authorities.

A small number o f  data extracts from four o f the six groups coded as ‘An ideal situation’ 

can be characterised as a little wishfijl thinking: 'In an ideal situation it would be lovely 

to go to someone else's classroom, do it and walk away when it is all set up for you, and  

then to go back to your own classroom ' (AP4). Other references to the ideal include 'an 

ideal world [where] ... they would get a lot more o f  this at home ’ (BP 1); there would be 

no multi-classes; and infants '... would have their own curriculum' (FP4). However, the
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accumulated data from the codes described in the sub-theme 'Everybody would be on 

board’ indicate a clear be lie f  that a system wide comm itm ent from all stakeholders is 

necessary to support the change required to implement play pedagogy in infant 

classrooms. Implicit in the data is a be lie f  that teachers cannot do this alone and should 

not be expected to in the absence o f  the kinds o f  support which would be evidence o f  

commitment, such as training, in-class support personnel, funding for resources, school 

policy and leadership, and curriculum review.

5.3 .2  ‘So, I w o u ld ,  in  p r in c i p le ,  t h i n k  i t ’s  a  g r e a t  i d e a '

Data extracts coded as ‘So, I would, in principle, think it’s a great idea’ distinguish the 

value o f  play in principle from the reality o f  implementation. The value o f  play for 

children is juxtaposed with the feasibility o f  classroom provision in the context described 

in the previous section, ‘Everybody would be on board ’:

I f  you had loads o f  support and maybe i f  people got 
together, you know, and you had involvement from  
parents and all that but that also takes a huge amount o f  
work, so I would in principle think i t ’s a great idea.
(AP5)

Data gathered in the group o f  codes discussed in this section provide insights into the 

participants’ own level o f  comm itm ent to the possibility o f  implem enting play in the 

infant classroom. The picture which emerges suggests ambivalence towards 

implementation, tension between beliefs about play as a phenomenon and beliefs about 

implementation, and contrast between enthusiasm and reluctance.

While distinguishing their beliefs about the value o f  play for children from 

implementation matters, at least one participant in each focus group, with the exception 

o f  C, expressed the view that they would be unlikely to implement play in their 

classrooms. This data is coded as ‘1 couldn’t see m y se l f .  All participants in focus group 

C worked in a school which provided a daily play session o f  one hour duration in all
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infant classes. The data associated with the code ‘I couldn’t see m yself indicates an 

awareness that expressing this attitude to play in the classroom is not currently entirely 

acceptable:

And I  think for me, I know, maybe I shouldn't say it, but 
that would be the first thing to go, i f  I had my fortnightly 
plan and I had a list o f  things to tick o ff and I was putting 
this play in every day, I  would wipe it until I had caught 
up on m yself (DPS)

W hile there are relatively few explicit statements to this effect, when placed in the

context o f other data (e.g. ‘But that’s our system), it is evident that this position has

currency. It may be that awareness o f  the negative reactions which such explicit

statements might provoke may be limiting their expression.

However, the data coded as ‘It is possible’ also contains assertions that, despite 

challenges, it is possible to provide play opportunities in the classroom and to achieve 

curriculum implementation through play and playful approaches:

It [CPD course] kind o f  gives you similar ideas to that 
[practice in fd m  footage] but something that we can do, 
maybe, on a smaller scale because we don ’t have all 
those adults in to help us in the morning. Maybe just one 
small little group or even i f  you can take one little thing 
from  it, it is kind o f  moving things forward. (BP 3)

The data in this code, drawn from four o f  the six groups, is characterised by a degree o f

caution about the scale o f  what could be achieved or attempted within the constraints o f

the infant classroom.

There was some evidence within the code ‘A larger version o f  the free play w e’d have’ 

that the participants were looking for aspects o f current practice which could be either 

identified as fulfilling some o f children’s play needs or could be evolved into a more 

comprehensive play provision. Data within this code, incorporating data extracts from all 

six groups, illustrate participants’ estimation o f current play provision in infant classes in



comparison to the practice presented in the stimulus film footage. The data indicates an 

attitude that some provision is better than none, even if  such provision is not perfect but 

that context is a major consideration. The data extracts represent a debate among the 

participants and across the focus groups, illustrating the negotiations teachers engage in 

to resolve the conflicts inherent in their various contexts, and balance these with the 

imperative to provide children with play opportunities in school:

It is really important that we try and give the children 
that experience and facilitate it. In whatever way we can.
I f  we don 't have all those extra people to help us, we do 
whatever we can to try and, sort of, get it up and running 
in the classroom. Obviously, probably not to that sort o f  
a standard that they had in that school but to try our best.
(BP4)

This is counterbalanced by data indicating that ‘We don’t do half enough o f it’ which is 

less cautious in tone in asserting that play provision should be widespread in schools, but 

there are relatively few data extracts (7 from 5 participants across groups B, D, E and F) 

associated with this attitude. Such definitive statements contrast with a much stronger 

sense, identifiable in the data coded as T just see huge possibilities’ that, at best, there are 

possibilities, options, openings and opportunities for play provision which can be 

identified in infant classrooms without being as definitive as to commit to provision: 7 / 

really is open, the possibilities that you have once you have everybody working with you  

and in tune with you. But then I  suppose within that you have limitations as well, like 

you were saying, once they get bored, where do you  go from there?' (FP2)

However, this perspective is at best tentative, and these tentative attitudes towards 

implementation are encapsulated in the data coded as ‘I mean, w e’d all love to do it 

.. .but’. As the following examples o f  data extracts suggest, participants express 

willingness followed by regret that it can’t be done, and reluctance to engage:
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7 mean, w e'd  all love to do it and it looks brilliant and  
the children obviously really enjoyed it but it is ju s t 
constraints o f time and space and numbers I suppose, 
really, yeah ’ (AP2).

7 would love to do more o f it, and I really would, hut it 
would take a huge amount o f  energy ... ' (APS).

‘It would be lovely to ju s t go and play with them and  
develop that hut it's  ju s t not fea sib le ' (BPS).

'Just conscious o f  the practicality, not that I wouldn't do 
it hut ju s t those things ' (EP l)

' role play and play is so important fo r  children and I 
do agree with it, ye t I fin d  the actual practice, it ju s t  
doesn't translate, I  don't have the time ’ (FP2)

While there is no evidence to suggest that all o f  these participants, and the others who

contributed to the data in this code, are anything less than completely sincere in their

expressions o f belief in the value o f  play in the classroom, the question must be asked

whether the constraints alluded to are actually the barriers the participants suggest them

to be? However, that question cannot be answered by the data gathered for this project.

Collectively, the group o f  codes outlined above indicate a complex, sometimes 

contradictory melange o f attitudes towards implementation. One identifiable attitude is 

that play is all very well but the conditions in infant classes render those classes 

unsuitable contexts for implementation. Those conditions engender a negative attitude 

towards introducing play, but there exists, in parallel to that attitude, one that views play 

as possible with effort and positive dispositions towards play itse lf However, there is no 

one consistent, unanimous attitude towards play in the classroom and the overall message 

o f the data is that there is no fixed attitude towards the use o f play in classrooms, one 

way or the other.

Aside from the range o f constraints related to the classroom context, participants raised a 

range o f what might be called intra-personal issues which have an impact on teachers'
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beliefs, attitudes and values around play. Data coded as ‘Uphill struggle’ reveals an 

attitude towards obstacles and constraints that ‘ . ..if it is going to be an uphill struggle 

then you will immediately ju s t go -  God Almighty that is Just too much ’ (AP5). While 

there are only three data extracts in the code (from groups A, D and E), this is an instance 

o f  a small number o f  participants honestly voicing an attitude that others might be 

reluctant to own.

A perspective apparent in data coded as ‘Give it a shot’ is that teachers need to be given 

time to learn without being expected to achieve perfection in a short time. In data coded 

‘Experience’ participants express the view that teachers need time to gain experience, 

and for that experience to have an impact on their individual sense o f  com petence in 

using play as an approach to teaching learning. This also allows for the possibility that 

the experience could be negative:

My opinion, I started Aistear this September with my 
class, but they did it last year in jun io r  infants. ... They 
did so much in ju n io r  infants that when they came to me 
they were like, we did that, we've done that, we are not 
interested in that anymore. ... So I  stopped using it in 
January, February and ju s t moved more into, kind of, 
form al teaching as well because I je lt  that they are now  
ending senior infants, that they needed a bit more prep  
for 1st class, they needed a bit more form al teaching.
(FP6)

This particular data extract is the only one in the data set in which a participant explicitly

describes withdrawing from providing play opportunities. The rationale here is that the

children no longer wanted to play. It may be that this rationale is perceived as more

acceptable than for a teacher to state that s/he does not support the use o f  play in the

classroom, but there is no suggestion that this is the case with this participant who may

have been expressing views that others did not feel comfortable in sharing. This

perspective may also reflect lack o f  training, leaving the teacher unable to respond to the

children’s wish to move on; another possibility is that the demands from senior classes
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exerts such downward pressure on a teacher that s/he finds a way to rationahse moving 

away ft'om play provision which does not give the appearance o f  ‘giving in ’.

Certainly, the very small number o f  data extracts which constitute the code ‘Feel a little 

bit guilty’ express feelings o f  guilt and/or regret because o f not providing sufficient play 

opportunities:

I would kind o f agree with what FP2 said about you fee l 
guilty, having seen that, what can be done. But, you  
know, you do fe e l under pressure to meet all the 
curriculum demands, and there are all these targets set 
that you have to meet before the end o f  the month. And, 
you know, p lay really does take a back seat in that. (FP7)

This is balanced by a view within that data that ‘ . . . /  don't think we should be too hard on

ourselves . . . ’ (FP8) because o f  the difficult classroom conditions encountered by

teachers in the Rol in comparison to those in the stimulus film footage.

The code ‘The confidence to do it’ contains data from all six focus groups describing 

various perspectives on the role o f confidence in teachers’ decisions about play 

provision. Understandably, participants who are experienced players express a sense o f 

confidence about play in the classroom: ‘... so the most that I ’d ever do p lay with would 

be with, maybe, three kids, fo u r  at a max, and so obviously I  have had a lot o f  practice at 

that so I am fa ir ly  ok playing with kids and that's not a problem ' (DP2). A very small 

number o f data extracts within this code, suggestive but not in any way definitive, 

indicate a perspective among participants that teachers do not feel confident in exercising 

autonomy in their decisions about their practice: 'Confidence and we need to be 

confident what we are doing is right and that we can back it up, we can ju stify  what we 

are doing. And that is hard when you are find ing  it hard to integrate play into your  

plans, your English and you know' ( D P I ). This reflects the concerns evident in the 

theme ‘Risk’ about the potential damage to professional reputation which might arise
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from play; ‘ fVe have got to remember that we are professionals, we've got to remember 

we have to be trusted' (EP2).W ithin the code on confidence, the lack o f confidence is 

thrown into relief by the following comment:

I think that, you know, looking at the video, I  thought that 
the fa c t that the teacher was o bsen ing  and had her 
clipboard and went around obsen ing  and she was taking 
notes as what was working and what wasn 7 working and  
what were the children learning and what maybe they 
needed to learn more about. That was enough 
assessment fo r  me about it. (BP I )

This comment occurred in an exchange in group B related to the code ‘Difficult enough 

to track progress’ in which the thrust o f the discussion favoured accountability for 

children’s learning through formal methods. The point here about confidence is that this 

participant is demonstrating professional confidence through a belief that teacher 

observation is a valid and sufficient method o f assessment o f children’s learning, a view 

not widespread among the participants in group B. This participant did not express any 

need for ‘Permission’ (See theme ‘Risk’, sub-theme ‘Accountability T o’, code 

‘Perm ission’). Data from group C indicated that the participants in that group benefit 

from the support o f the Principal in terms o f their own confidence in what they do. The 

following data extract from group E illustrates one perspective on the impact o f  system 

expectations on teacher confidence and autonomy:

EP7: It is books, there are no more play activities. And  
then even I  fin d  ... I  had senior infants before, now I ’m 
jun ior infants, but I f in d  even now, I  ’m doing less play  
than I probably would have started out with in senior 
infants now in jun ior  infants, i f  that makes any sense.
There is kind o f  more and I am going 'oh God I could do 
a bit more now with that and th a t ', and it is ju s t 
becoming less and less and less.

EPS: What happens is as you go on. EP7, you actually 
feel the pressure more. When you were starting o f f  you  
were so innocent in a way, there is no [unclear 36 04 I2[  
and it was great. But then suddenly you realise that

236



somebody is going to be knocking on your door saying  
‘what letter, how many numbers can we make, have you  
got your addition done? And once you have that 
pressure I honestly don't...
EP7: You can't justify  it as much at the moment.
EPS: No you can't because you feel then that you are 
trying to defend what you are doing.

There are several references in the data to teachers having to justify what they do, but it 

isn’t possible to ascertain what impact this has on teacher confidence and autonomy. 

W hile there is relatively little data in this code, the implicit evidence o f a lack o f 

confidence among some participants in their own autonomy is an unexpected finding.

What is perhaps less unexpected is the data on teachers’ sense o f  comfort and ease in 

being a player with the children, coded as ‘Com fortability’: ‘/  think another factor really 

that's worth mentioning is the comfortability that a teacher would have with role play  

themselves ’ (FP2). Participants describe finding it difficult to play, ‘. . .difficult to be 

spontaneous like that with another adult there or in a crowded room or something ’

(BPS). The data refers to the importance o f enjoying yourself because to be otherwise 

will interfere with the children’s enjoyment. Being able to laugh at yourself is referred to 

as an important quality, and the willingness to pretend and get ‘. . .down to that five  year  

old level, kind o f  rolling around on the ground. You kind o f  need to do that ’ (BP3). 

Participants acknowledge that not everyone can do that, but that being a teacher o f 

infants requires certain dispositions, such as imagination, creativity and playfulness. This 

is one o f  the areas in which training is referred to as a necessary requirement, a need 

identified equally among those working in contexts where opportunities are provided for 

play:

...it's  something that doesn't come natural to everybody, 
playing, obviously because you  are an adult, like, it 
doesn't come naturally. It is hard to get used to it and not 
just, like, observe and, like, com m en t, you know, and not 
actually get into the play, to get in and be a part o f  it. It

237



is very hard to do, like, it is and especially if you are not 
used to it so I would w onder about training and s tu ff like 
that. (CP4)

An impediment to ‘com fortability’ is evident in data coded as ‘Control’, defined as 

teachers’ perceived need to be in control in the classroom, and to have control o f  the 

children’s actions, decisions and activities. One perspective apparent in the data is a 

concern that play provision would result in a loss o f  control o f the children: ‘/  think if I  

started doing something like that in September the kids would go wild, and you 'd  have no 

contro l’ (DPS). This concern to not lose control may be associated with the beliefs about 

accountability described in the theme ‘Risk’. On the other hand, some participants 

express the view that it may be related to teacher self-identity:

I think some teachers like to have a distance and to be 
very much, ‘the t e a c h e r A n d  you can't really do that, 
you have, kind o f to let go a little and be willing to not 
necessarily ju s t be the teacher and be behind your desk,
... you  know, some children would never know the first 
name o f their teacher, they are the teacher and they live 
in the school. ... I 'd  tell my class what I did at the 
weekend, ..., ju s t be a person rather than be the teacher.
You are the person who happens to be the teacher but 
you are not ju s t the teacher. ... /  know other people don't 
feel like that and they like to teach in a dif^ferent way and  
that is fine for them. But I don't think it would work in 
this situation. (CP4)

If such beliefs are ‘ . engrained in our nature ... And ... control is massive for teachers ’ 

(FP2), then training has to address not only play pedagogy, but also issues related to what 

teacher identity might look and feel like in a reconfigured ‘control’ context.

A final intra-personal issue for the participants that impacts on their attitude to play and 

coded as ‘Mary Poppins’, is the motivation, enthusiasm and perfonnance required to be a 

teacher o f infant classes, especially in relation to play: ‘/  think your motivation wanes if 

you are doing it five days a week as well, it is hard to be motivated and Mary Poppins 

eveiy single evening ’ (CPI 0).
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However, to add to the complexity o f the participants’ very qualified commitment to 

play, there was agreement across all six focus groups that ‘A teacher-in-role is so 

im portant’. In fact, this is an extensively populated code, which does not o f  itself make it 

more significant than any other but shows the relevance o f the issue in a variety o f  

contexts. There is agreement that the teacher has to be involved in play to enhance its 

learning potential, but there is considerable consideration o f the tensions in balancing 

teacher modelling with being child led, and the tensions between pursuing objectives and 

being child led. Participants query the feasibility o f  being able to maintain role given the 

constant interruptions they anticipate during play, and the necessity to supervise all the 

class:

... so, not to break role and keep the fluidity o f that 
drama would be very difficult as well, in a big group.
Especially i f  you had any special needs children in the 
class, it would be a huge issue as well. (AP4)

Participants discuss the fine line between m odelling and directing, "[n]ot try and direct

them so much and Just see where they go with it themselves ’ (BP4). There is, finally, an

acute awareness o f  the demands placed upon teachers by this necessity o f being involved

in the play and this is connected to the data described in the sub-theme ‘Our system ’.

This awareness is consistent with the apprehension evident in the data on ‘Risk’, and

suggests that change will be a challenge;

... in order for this to be effective it needs a lot o f  teacher 
input, a lot, and in fact it would be more demanding, 
much more demanding than teaching the other 
alternative way which is o f  everybody sitting looking up 
at teacher. (EPS)
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I al)lc 5.2 ( ) \ c r \ i e \ \  o f  tlicnu', siih-thenie and fonstitucnt codc {jroiips: (  oininitnK'iit

Theme: Commitment

A d o p tin g  a n d  im p le m e n tin g  p la y  a s  an  a p p ro a c h  to  te a c h in g  a n d  le a rn in g  in  in fa n t 
c la s se s  re q u ire s  c o m m itm e n t f ro m  th e  e n tire  ra n g e  o f  s ta k e h o ld e rs  in c lu d in g , b u t n o t 
l im ite d  to , te a c h e rs .

Sub-theme: 'Everybody w ould be on board’

“ E verybody w ould  be on board” T he necessity  for a cohesive approach  to  the in troduction  o f  
p lay  in in fan t c lasses am ong all stakeholders.

“ B ig  sh ift” A cknow ledgem ents that to  change to  play  based  approaches 
to  teach ing  and  learn ing  in infant c lasses requires a m ajo r 
shift in a ttitudes as w ell as p rac tice  at all levels o f  the 
prim ary  school system , and is not a sim ple m atter o f  teachers 
chang ing  w hat they do.

“ hi the fu ture it w ill pay o f f ’ Issues re la ted  to play  prov ision  and fu ture learning, e ither for 
the individual o r for the school system . T he need for 
expectations o f  results to be long- ra ther than  short-term .

“ Infants are the ir ow n th ing” Infant c lasses are a d istinct g roup ing  w ith in  the prim ary 
school and  should  be recognised  as such w ith  specific  
m easures taken  to  accom m odate  the ir particu lar 
characteristics.

“ If  peop le  got toge ther” C o llabo ra tion  betw een  all s ta ff  in the school in the range o f  
activ ities involved  in p lay  p rovision , includ ing  planning, 
resource p rov ision  and  in teraction  w ith  the ch ildren , as a 
con tribu to r to the feasib ility  o f  using  p lay  as an approach  to 
teach ing  and learn ing  in infant classes.

“ A p lay  room ” T he w ay in w hich  a ded icated  space in a school for p lay  
w ould  m ake it feasible.

“ R esources as w ell” T he im plications o f  resourc ing  p lay  opportun ities.
“ I th ink  tra in ing  is num ber o n e” T he im pact o f  and necessity  fo r tra in ing  in p lay  and playful 

approaches to  teach ing  and  learning.
“ Y ou do need help” P rovid ing  p lay  opportun ities requires help, specifica lly  

additional personnel, to cope w ith  all the  associated  
activ ities such as observation , to ile ting , record ing , teacher- 
in-role, p rov ision  o f  resources etc.

“ In an ideal situa tion” T he ideal cond itions for p rov id ing  p lay  opportun ities  for the 
ch ildren , essen tia lly  w ith  space, tim e, resource  and cu rricu la r 
constra in ts rem oved.

Sub-theme: 'So, 1 would, in principle, think it's a great idea’

“ So I w ould  in princ ip le  th ink  i t ’s 
a great idea”

S tatem ents that d istingu ish  the  value o f  p lay  in p rincip le  
from  im plem enta tion  o f  p lay  and playful approaches to 
teach ing  and  learning in the classroom .

“ I co u ld n ’t see m y s e lf ’ Ind ications that the partic ipan t is not p re-d isposed , in h is/her
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current context, to introduce play.
“ It is possible” Assertions that, despite challenges, it is possible to provide 

play opportunities in the classroom  and to use play and 
playfial approaches for curriculum  implementation.

"W e don 't do half enough o f  it” There is insufficient provision for play in infant classes.
“ I just see huge possibilities” Options, openings and opportunities which participants 

identify as offering the possibility that play provision might 
be achievable.

“ I mean, w e’d all love to do it 
...b u t”

Expressions o f positive pre-dispositions towards play, 
constrained by the view that play is not feasible in the infant 
classroom.

“Uphill struggle” The danger that if play provision becom es a struggle in the 
early stages, that teachers will not persevere. Associated 
with the ‘give it a sho t’ code.

“Give it a shot” The best way to approach play is to begin, to start 
som ewhere but to give oneself time to get used to it, and not 
to expect perfection.

“ Experience” The im pact o f  experience on a teacher’s sense o f 
com petence with play, including the possibility o f  the 
experience being negative.

“ Feel a little bit guilty” The feelings o f  guilt or regret felt by a teacher because o f  not 
providing sufficient play opportunities, but also arguments 
that teachers should realise that such provision is not their 
sole responsibility.

“The confidence to do it” The role o f teacher confidence in play provision in the infant 
classroom.

“C om fortability” A teacher’s sense o f com fort and ease in being a player with 
the children.

“Control” Teachers’ perceived need to be in control in the classroom, 
and to have control o f  the children’s actions, decisions and 
activities.

“ A larger version o f  the free play 
w e’d have”

Participants estim ation o f  current play provision in infant 
classes in com parison to the practice presented in the 
stim ulus film footage, incorporating the sense that some is 
better than none, even if  not perfect but that context is a 
m ajor consideration.

“ M ary Poppins” The m otivation, enthusiasm  and perform ance required to be 
a teacher o f  infant classes, especially in relation to play.

“ A teacher-in-role is so 
im portant”

Perspectives on teacher-in-role as a strategy, including the 
tensions in balancing teacher m odelling with being child led, 
and the tensions betw een pursuing objectives and being child 
led.
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5.4 "Play is so important for children'

In the data collated within this theme, the participants related play to many different 

aspects o f children’s lives, both in and out o f school. The data is categorised into four 

sub-themes for presentation: ‘Children’s lives’, ‘Language’, ‘A lot richer’ and ‘Fun’. In 

the sub-theme ‘Children’s lives’, the data reveals perspectives on play as a context for 

children’s agency in their own lives, on the problems play poses for some children, on 

the limitations placed on childhood by socio-cultural expectations, and the degree to 

which the school is expected to compensate for these deficits. The sub-themes 

‘Language’ and ‘A lot richer’ contain data on learning through play across a range o f 

dimensions. Finally, and appropriately, the sub-theme ‘Fun’ presents data on 

participants’ perspectives on the enjoyment inherent in play.

5.4.1 ‘Children's l iv e s ’

Play is seen by the participants as facilitating children’s agency in their own lives. There 

are eight codes associated with perspectives on children’s agency: ‘In control and 

confident’, ‘They are active’, ‘So personal’, ‘Connected with the children’s lives’, ‘The 

one part o f  the day your kids don’t want to m iss’, ‘The kids leading it’, ‘Great just to see 

that im agination’ and ‘It would be hugely beneficial’.

In the data coded as ‘In control and confident’, participants describe the children as 

exercising control in their play, o f  experiencing ownership and o f dem onstrating 

confidence. Participants who provide play opportunities in the classroom share anecdotes 

o f  how the children represent to their teachers their sense o f  their right to have play: "And 

since we have started it, they never let us, like, not play ’ (TP3). Within this code, there is 

a distinct wannth in the way the participants refer to children’s tenacity, autonomy and 

commitment to play:
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CP4: And they will say at the end o f the day, you know  
the way, and it is all clever thinking, you know the way 
we didn't get play today, well does that mean we are 
going to play twice tomorrow? And how come they never 
say that about maths or anything else, so they have an 
ownership o f  it.
CPI: They have a sense o f their right to play.

Data coded as ‘They are active’ illustrate participants’ perspectives on children’s 

engagement with play, how the children value and invest in their play. This code has data 

extracts from all six focus groups and is the most extensive in this theme. Children are 

seen as valuing play because o f enjoyment, and, while enjoyment is valued by the 

participants, it is also seen as usefial for motivating children because o f  ‘‘the fact that 

they 're ju s t going to love coming in ’ (CP2). Engagement and concentration are highly 

valued by the participants because these are seen as challenges for the teacher o f infant 

classes:

And the fact I think they are ju s t engaged in it. In infants 
you spend so long trying to engage them in work and, you  
know,... but sometimes they are ju s t zoned out completely 
.... Whereas f fe e l  during role play or any kind o f  
activity, you know, like that, they are all engaged, i f  you  
look around, they are all engaged, and for an infant to 
actively be involved in something to hold their interest for  
30 minutes, without you telling them to do it, is huge.
(FP4)

Children’s investment in play is perceived as emotional as well as in terms o f 

concentration and engagement. ‘So personal’ codes material from focus group C where 

participants recount episodes in which children became emotionally distressed over the 

loss o f artefacts created during play. Focus group C participants provide all infant classes 

with a daily play session o f roughly one hour. The anecdotes express children’s intense 

investment in their own creations, such as this about junk art:

CPI: I had an incident where someone used J* * * * ’s . 
J**** fell in the yard  umpteen times and her knee was in 
bits and the face was ju s t stoic, nothing, and then
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someone used her junk. Oh my God. she was hysterical.
CP4: For a very emotionless child, she was actually 
distraught. And you said she doesn't usually bring in 
anything, it was the one day.
CPI.: It was the one time and someone else used it. And  
there was nothing that we could do. I said: 7  7/ bring in 
exactly the same tomorrow ’ and it was no good, it hadn't 
come from  her house. And the parents ju s t think it is 
rubbish.

The data coded as ‘Connected to the children’s lives’ indicates, although not extensively, 

that participants view play as both an opportunity and context for making learning in 

school meaningful for children by connecting role play scenarios with their life 

experiences. The participants noted the effectiveness o f play for establishing prior 

knowledge as the starting point for learning, -  ^Starting from the children's own 

experiences as well, that was really evident there, that it was all about what the children 

knew ’ (CP 1) - and for connecting school based learning with the ‘real world’ -  ‘/  

thought that it brought reading and maths into the real world which is where we have to 

have it i f  we ’re going to get children to really engage with reading and see the point o f  

reading' (BP2).

Those participants who provide a daily play session describe the children’s responses if 

and when the play session does not happen in data coded as ‘The one part o f the day your 

kids don’t want to m iss’, and they contrast this with the children’s attitudes towards 

subject lessons: ‘ Well, I  have never heard one child say ‘we never did Irish, we didn 't do 

Maths ” (CP4). Those teachers who are very familiar with children’s investment in play 

also describe how children plan ahead within the play routine to identify when they and 

their friends will have a particular play opportunity. A resource teacher participant 

describes the children’s unwillingness to leave the room during play:

Like I am learning support and you cannot take those 
kids out o f  that classroom when play is going on, they
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ju s t love it. When I am talking to them on the way down 
they talk about what they played. They talk about what 
they were doing, who they were with, whether they want 
to be in the sand today or i f  they are playing with a shop  
or even if they were in the aeroplane and they went to 
Spain. But thev talk about it all the time and thev love it.
(CP6)

While the data within the five codes described thus far is consistently positive about 

children as active agents in and through play, such agency is not without its 

complications as perceived by the participants. In data coded ‘The kids leading it’, issues 

are raised about the degree to which play is and/or should be led by the children, based 

on their interests, and the tensions between the principle o f  working with children’s 

interests and pursuing curriculum objectives:

It is all about where the children want to go. The adult is 
not leading anything. That is fine where role play is 
concerned but as a teacher you have to. It goes against 
your instinct as a teacher: ‘Lookit, I  need you to know  
this and this please'. ... You c a n ’t get away from  that.
There is a tension there between the two. (BP2)

A variety o f  perspectives are represented in the data, but no one perspective is more

evident than any other. One perspective queries how curriculum objectives can be stated

or pursued in child-led play; another problematises thematic planning if  the logic o f

child-led activity is pursued, as the children’s interests would detennine future activity

rather than the planned themes which are the nonn. Concern is expressed that the less

vocal children 'who aren 't necessarily out there pushing themselves forw ard  .. .’(FP2).

(See code ‘But what are they learning’) might not get the opportunity to lead play or

make decisions about play because o f  being overshadowed by the more vocal and

assertive children.

While there are data extracts from all six focus groups in the code ‘It [play] would be 

hugely beneficial’, and many assertions that play has multiple benefits, nonetheless these 

benefits are qualified by the constraints inherent in the system. For example, one
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participant suggested that the benefits are perhaps not that easily recognised and there is 

a need for training so that "everybody can see the benefits o f  i t ' (APS); another participant 

acknowledged, in reference to the stimulus film footage from a primary school in 

England, that play is beneficial, but noted that the facilities they have [in England] 

are incredible' (EP6). The overall thrust o f the data on play being beneficial for children 

is that these benefits are not without cost to the teacher: ‘ Yeah, you definitely see the 

benefits o f  it and it is really hard to try and pack everything else in around it but I 

suppose it's  ju s t a matter o f  seeing the worth o f  giving 50 minutes to it every day ’ (FP3).

If children’s ownership o f  play is evident through their exercise o f  choice, in asserting 

their right to play and in using play to explore their own lives, it is also evident, from the 

participants’ perspective, in the imaginative power they bring to their play. In data coded 

as ‘Great to see just that im agination’, participants see this as a gift which adults do not 

have and which emphasises that play is a child’s space, "because it is amazing what they 

will come up with. It is something you might not have thought about at a l l '

However, there is also a perspective evident in the data that this imaginative, creative 

engagement is being damaged "...because they are all stuck on D S's now andX-boxes, 

and everyth ing’ ( \? 6 ) .  Nonetheless, the core perspective associated with this data is o f 

wonder at the ‘ . s tu ff that they can make with [blocks], like, y o u ’d never, I suppose, you  

yo u rse lf would never think o f  things like that ’ (FP13).

W hile play is valued by the participants for offering opportunities to children to be 

actively engaged in their own learning, participants do not believe that this is true for all 

children. In data collated as ‘But what was he learning?’, participants question whether 

play always results in learning.

In data coded as ‘Special needs children’, play is seen as potentially difficult for children 

with special needs because o f noise, social demands and opportunities for disruptive
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behaviour. Participants see the presence o f children with special needs in the class as 

making play more difficult to provide because there are insufficient personnel to support 

the children to be able to engage. Participants also identify a group o f  children who, for a 

variety o f  reasons, " ...ju s t aren 't good at that kind o f  th in g ’ (AP2) (code ‘Isn’t very good 

at playing’). Some o f  the reasons suggested are that children do not like role play and 

prefer more structured activities, others lack confidence to engage with new experiences, 

and yet others do not have the social skills associated with play. W hile there are only five 

data extracts in this code, each extract involves a participant with experience o f playing 

with children, and it is clear from the data that these perspectives come from experience.

The issue o f  children becom ing bored with play was raised in each o f  the six focus 

groups, but from a variety o f  different perspectives. One perspective is that young 

children by nature do not stay interested for extended periods; in another perspective, 

children become bored and role play becomes stagnant if  the teacher is not involved as a 

participant \ . .  to facilitate it, as I said, and to, kind of, tell them where to go next with it, 

so that you can maybe ask the question, or to move it on" (BP3).

This connects to the data in the code ‘W racking my brains’, which only contains four 

data extracts, but is significant in showing perspectives on children being involved in 

planning as a response to the boredom issue. One perspective is that planning is entirely 

up to the teacher, another that while it is up to the teacher to pick topics and scenarios, 

this is done in response to the children’s views. Having viewed the stimulus film, one 

participant articulates a third perspective:

And the children involved with the dismantling and all 
that as well was very poignant. That's something  /  tend  
to do when the children have gone home, and they come 
in and there is a new area, you  know. So I think that's a 
good idea, that they be involved in absolutely every step 
o f  the way. (CPI)
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Data coded as ‘H aven’t we robbed children som ew hat?’, ‘T hat’s their whole social 

scene’, ‘The whole pink thing now with girls’ and ‘Hammer and nails’ collectively make 

apparent participants’ concerns about the impact o f  separating childhood and children 

from play experiences, not just in schools but through constructions o f  childhood. The 

data across these codes is not extensive, but suggests a range o f  perspectives. These 

perspectives suggest concern about childhood being confined and children lacking 

freedom, even if  the impetus for this is children’s safety; homes and other environments 

are ‘ ... so neat that hammering and banging and fixing and breaking is ju s t not allowed' 

(BP2), and health and safety (code ‘Hammer and nails’) considerations limit children’s 

activities both inside and outside school. Parents are so busy that they don’t have time to 

interact with their children, and children do not have opportunities outside school to mix 

with other children because o f  fears o f  abuse. Although there is only one lengthy data 

extract coded as ‘The whole pink thing now with girls’, the gendering o f  play is a 

significant issue:

But this has a lot to do with the teacher’s attitude ... I f  we 
only hand the girls the ponies and only hand the boys the 
cars, you know what I mean, that we are adding to it.
They get plenty o f  it from  outside ... Because the boys 
love the dress up bag, they love the kitchen, they love the 
tea set and sometimes, it's  the only place they get a 
chance to use it because they are getting judged  other 
times... (FP5)

The data associated with perspectives on the constraints being placed on young 

children’s live connects closely with data coded as ‘Are we carrying society again?’.

This code has only three data extracts, all fi'om focus group B which explored these 

issues in more depth than any other group. In a significant contribution, one participant 

locates the debate about how young children experience the early years o f  school in a 

wider social context, and the extent to which schools are required to compensate for 

deficits in children’s lives at home or in society:
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I think y o u 'd  be talking to the converted really in the 
sense that we would all love more o f  that but it's  a bigger 
societal issue about how we view children and how we 
view play and not respecting the fa c t that children learn 
through plav a lot more than thev learn any other wav.
(BPS)

5.4.2 Language

In terms o f  children’s learning and development, one o f the key links the participants 

made with play was the efficacy o f  play in promoting language development. The data 

coalesced around three codes: ‘The language development was really interesting’, ‘So 

deprived o f  language’ and ‘Children that English is their second language’. Language 

development data featured in all six focus groups, language deficits in four groups, and 

learning English as an additional language in three o f  the four urban groups. The main 

focus o f  the data is oral language development, but it is contextualised in a variety o f 

ways.

Positive attitudes to play which are evident in the extensive data coded as ‘The language

development was really interesting’ include seeing play as a context for authentic

language learning ‘ ... instead o f  ju s t colouring a picture o f  a mechanic ’ (EP4), where the

children’s engagement with concrete materials and the opportunity for extensive talk

means that ' ...it is not, like, me teaching them, they are learning themselves ’ (CP2). The

data indicates a perspective among participants that play not only offers opportunities for

vocabulary expansion and extended utterances, but also for contributing significantly to

social competence through enhanced communication skills. In addition to benefits for the

children’s language, the data indicates that play provides opportunities for teachers to

assess children’s language competency. Examples provided by the participants suggest

that this is particularly the case for children who, for a variety o f  reasons, do not speak in

class or who will not speak directly to the teacher, but are much more likely to talk while
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playing. These benefits are contextualised by the data on language detlcits (code ‘The 

children are just so deprived o f  language’) which are not confined to children attending 

designated disadvantaged schools. Data extracts from group B, whose participants work 

in rural and non-urban schools indicate concern about children presenting with poor 

language development, as much as those participants in groups C and F who work in 

urban areas.

Play emerges very strongly as highly effective in supporting children learning English as 

an additional language (code ‘Children that English is their second language’). Virtually 

all the data extracts in this code are contributions from participants who were working 

with children for whom English is not a first language, and most from participants with 

experience o f  play in the classroom. Only one data extract provides an alternative view to 

the dom inant view on the efficacy o f  play in additional language learning. One 

participant, who does not currently use play, expresses concern that children who do not 

speak English would be excluded from play because class size would preclude her from 

giving those children sufficient individual support. However, the main perspective 

apparent in the data is that play is highly effective in promoting the learning o f  English as 

an additional language. This is associated with the motivation provided by the enjoyment 

o f  the play and peer interaction:

. . .  we have about 50% non English speaking as well, and  
/  think the role play has benefited those kids massively 
because lots o f them don't speak at all in class. They 
come in in jun io r infants with no English at all, the 
parents don't have any English and they live in a 
completely non English speaking environment. And they 
come in and fo r  the firs t fe w  months or year o f  play time, 
they 'II take part but very quickly they start to pick up the 
language far better in that setting than they would sitting  
in a classroom. (FP3)
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5.4.3 'A lot richer’

W hile the participants identify instances -  either from the stimulus film or from their 

own experience -  o f  subject specific learning during play (see code ‘They are talking in 

Irish’), the data suggest that there is a belief that young children’s learning should be 

conceptualised much more broadly: "Are you  not looking fo r  something a lot richer than 

that ... ? ... That is again trying to quantify it in terms o f  your little list o f  words rather 

than an inner experience that the child has' (BPS). When the data on language learning, 

social learning and other non-subject specific references are brought together, while not 

conclusive, strongly suggest that teachers are concerned with a broader range o f  teaching 

and learning than is encompassed in the subjects o f  the PSC (DES, 1999a).

In addition to language learning, the other key element o f  children’s learning and 

development referred to in the participants’ discussion was social skills. ‘Even socially, 

even to take turns’ contains data from five o f  the six groups. Social skills such as co

operation and teamwork, turn taking, sharing, conversation skills, understanding that 

' ...you don 't always get what you want ’ (AP4), dealing with dominant characters, 

interacting with different age groups, and dealing with interpersonal conflict are all cited 

as aspects o f  social skills development which can occur in the play context. However, the 

data suggest that, while teachers value this type o f learning, the system does not:

...there is no value to the fa c t how they are working 
together, playing together, socialising together, like the 
‘please ’ and ‘thankyous ’, ju s t  ‘can I  use that when you  
are fin ished  with it? You can't teach that. Plus, like, 
they deal with their own issues, like. I f  there is a 
problem, like before I even have to step in, they sort it out 
themselves. And, like, using that kind o f  cooperation 
together, th ere’s no value... (CP2)

A range o f  perspectives can be identified in the data on Aistear, the Early Childhood

Curriculum Framework (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA],

2009). Aistear is perceived as a major realignment o f  practice in infant classes, which
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will necessitate training (see also ‘Big shift’ and ‘1 think training is number one’). It is 

also seen as a buffer against risk, and there is some evidence o f  Aistear being 

strategically deployed;

CPIO: Yes and I think in this climate that we are in as 
well, that th e re ’s so much teacher hating out there and i f  
you said to someone, sure we play for an hour a day.
Can you ju s t imagine, people don't get how valuable it is 
fo r  the children. And i f  you are sort of, they get their 
language and they get their maths and their numeracy.
People, that ju s t goes over their heads, they ju s t think you  
are playing.
CPS: That is why you  have to call it Aistear and not play  

Parents, the data suggest, are more likely to accept play in the classroom if  they can be 

convinced by the authoritativeness o f  Aistear. V am sure there is a website fo r  Aistear 

and things like that for them to look at, and then I think they'd  understand' (EP4).

The title "Aistear' is used in several instances in the data as a short hand for the provision 

o f a daily play session. In a sense, the data suggest that Aistear is being reduced to the 

provision o f  a daily play session: "They say an hour fo r  Aistear, but like there is no way 

we could  . ..’ (D PI). However, what this data might reflect is a desire for a different way 

o f doing things which conceptualises children’s learning as being about more than 

narrow curricular subjects, and for curriculum policy that is clear about the role o f play in 

learning.

5.4.4 Fun

It seems appropriate to bring this theme about the importance o f play for children to a 

close with a section on fun. The data on fun is collated across three codes: ‘The fun that 

you would get out o f  a cardboard box’, ‘1 thought it was lovely’ and ‘The children 

obviously really enjoyed it’. The small number o f  data extracts in the code ‘The fun that 

you would get out o f  a cardboard box’ can be characterised as nostalgic. Those 

participants who contribute to this code associate fun with their own experience o f play
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as a child: ‘ we all remember back to being children and the fu n  that you would get 

out o f  a cardboard box' (AP6), but there is a sense that modem children are missing out 

on " [tjhese kind o f  simple things ’ (EP7) because o f  the dominance o f  gaming technology 

and "...children 's toys that don ’t involve any play ...press a button and the child 

...d o esn ’t have to interact with the toy ’ (BPS). This is suggestive o f a view o f childhood 

as a space which should be protected from the world, and its innocence and simplicity 

preserved.

The experience o f  watching children at play is most often described as ‘lovely’ or a 

variant o f  that, but the most important belief is that the children love play and enjoy it. 

This belief, evident in data coded as ‘The children obviously really enjoyed it’, was 

expressed in each focus group and there was unanimity on this point.

There is ambivalence evident in the same data related to enjoyment as to whether the 

children’s enjoyment outweighs the difficulties for the teacher in providing it: ‘/  mean, 

w e'd  all love to do it and it looks brilliant and the children obviously really enjoyed it but 

it is ju s t constraints o f  time and space and numbers I suppose, really . . . ’ (AP2). One 

significant perspective, although not supported by many data extracts, is that children’s 

enjoyment o f  play is just as valid a rationale for provision as any adult agenda around 

learning.

/  suppose it depends on how you determine value. Like, i f  
the children are enjoying it, doesn't that have some value 

fo r  them as well, that they are getting the curricular 
things at other times, sometimes they are ju s t playing fo r  
the sake o f  playing, like. (CP4)
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l a h i c  5.3 ( ) \ cr \ ic M of  thcnic.  suh-themc and constituent code ^roups: 'Pla> is so important  

for children'

Theme: Play is so important for children

Adopting and implementing play as an approach to teaching and learning in infant classes is 
im perative because o f the importance o f play in the lives o f children. Recognition that play is an 
important element in a child’s life, not just as a vehicle for learning even though this is the focus 
o f  play in school.

Sub-theme: ‘Children’s lives'

Agency
‘i n  control and confident” C hildren’s sense o f ownership o f their play, and the respect 

for this shown by the participants who note this particular 
phenomenon.

"They are active” C hildren’s engagement with play, how they value it and 
how they invest in their play.

“ So personal” C hildren’s emotional investment in their play and the 
artefacts that are produced through play.

“Connected with the children 's 
lives”

Observations on play as both an opportunity and context 
for making learning in school meaningful for children by 
connecting role play scenarios with their life experiences.

“The one part o f the day your kids 
don’t want to m iss”

C hildren’s reactions to either the possibility or the reality 
o f m issing a play session, and the participants sense o f  the 
pow er o f those responses.

“The kids leading it” Issues related to the degree to which play is and/or should 
be led by the children, based on their interests, and the 
tensions between the principle o f  working with children’s 
interests and pursuing curriculum objectives.

“ It would be hugely beneficial” Observations on the benefits o f play for children.
“Great to see just that im agination” The pow er o f  children’s imaginations in action during play, 

seen as a quality which adults don’t have and one which is 
being disrupted by play with technology and manufactured 
toys.

But what was he learning?
“ But what was he learning” Observations regarding play in which the learning value o f 

the play is questioned.
“ Special needs children” The inclusion o f  children with special needs in play 

provision.
“ Isn’t very good at playing” The difficulties some children have in playing, especially 

role play.
“ Sometimes they just get bored” Teachers’ observations that children become bored with 

play, and perceptions o f  why this happens, ranging from 
the characteristics o f the age group to having done too 
much play.
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“Wracking my brains” Instances in which participants indicate their approaches to 
developing play scenarios in response to children’s 
‘boredom’ or other views.

Haven't we robbed children somewhat?
“Haven’t we robbed children 
somewhat?'’

The impact of separating childhood and children from play 
experiences, not just in schools but through constructions 
o f childhood (such as through toys and gendered 
expectations)

“That’s their whole social scene” Playing and interacting with other children in school 
represents a child’s entire social engagement with other 
children because o f restricted access to interaction with 
other children outside school.

“The whole pink thing now with 
girls”

The gendering of play in schools, particularly in role play 
and through the toys provided.

“Hammer and nails” The extent to which health and safety considerations are 
felt as constraints on play.

“Are we carrying society again?” Schools being required to compensate for deficits in 
children’s lives at home or in society.

Sub-theme: Language

“The language development was 
really interesting”

The relationship between play and language development 
in the infant classroom, incorporating language deficits, 
language learning and teacher modelling, EAL and SEN.

“The children are just so deprived 
o f language”

Descriptions of the language deficits observed by teachers: 
a companion code for ‘language development’ to illustrate 
the importance o f the positive effects of play on oral 
language.

“Children that English is their 
second language”

The impact of play provision on children with EAL, and 
the potential of play to support inclusion o f children 
learning English as an additional language.

Sub-theme: 'A lot richer'

“A lot richer” Implicit references to children’s learning as more than 
curriculum content or achieving curriculum objectives, 
implying that teaching is more than ‘covering’ content or 
pursuing system conventions. Reflects issues to do with 
meaningful experiential learning, autonomy and control.

“Even socially, even to take turns” The efficacy of play in developing children’s social skills, 
with reference to the low value placed on such learning by 
the system even though it is highly valued by participants.

“Aistear” References to Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum 
Framework (NCCA, 2009) encompassing both the 
framework and as a synonym for play in the infant 
classroom.

Sub-theme; Fun

“The fun that you would get out of 
a cardboard box”

The view that play in the past was a more imaginative, 
innocent and simpler experience.

“ I thought it was lovely” W ann comments about children at play, as seen in the film
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footage.
“The children obviously really 
enjoyed it”

Children’s observed response to and engagement with play, 
and their likely response to play opportunities, should they 
be provided. Suggestion o f  juxtaposing the effort required 
in the face o f  constraints to provide play, against the level 
o f  children's enjoyment and the effects o f  that enjoyment.

5.5 Conclusion

The findings presented in this chapter are unique in the context o f  the research base in the 

Rol. For the first tim e there exists baseline, w ide-ranging and detailed data on the beliefs 

o f  prim ary teachers in relation to play provision in infant classes. These data are draw n 

from participants who currently provide play and those who do not, and the data has 

benefitted from  the range o f  perspectives the participants brought to the focus groups.

The research did not set out to com pare the perspectives o f  those two different groups, 

but rather to include both perspectives. These findings open up the field for further 

research into what is an increasingly significant area o f  developm ent in the prim ary 

school system  in the Rol.

W hile the analysis process set out to explore the data and to identify them es, there is no 

intention here o f  m inim ising the evident com plexity  o f  the m yriad perspectives apparent 

in the data. There are clearly different perspectives am ong the participants on m any 

issues, and the different contexts in w hich the participants work probably contribute to 

that com plexity. This study did not set out to establish the effect o f  school context on 

beliefs, but rather to explore the range o f  beliefs am ong the participants and to identify 

what the participants believe to be the salient issues in term s o f  play provision in infant 

classes. Such insights w ere not previously  available, but these findings contribute to the 

know ledge base available to support the changes to practice in infant classes currently 

being encouraged.
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The complexity inherent in the findings suggests that the change process itself will be 

complex, and will have to involve the entire school and broader education community. 

The findings may also illustrate at least some o f  the reasons why practice in infant 

classes is currently so formal, insofar as there is infonnation about current practice. In 

particular, the findings about the belief that play represents a risk to teachers may help 

teachers and Principals understand the dynamics o f  change and shed light on any sense o f 

reluctance to engage with play in the classroom.

The overall message o f  the three themes identified in these findings is that the successful 

introduction o f  play into infant classrooms requires the explicit support o f all stakeholder 

groups so that teachers are secure in making that change. Participants’ perspectives 

indicate that they believe the status quo in terms o f  practice is mandated by stakeholder 

groups. Introducing play provision into infant classrooms is seen as a major change to 

practice, and while play is valued as an appropriate and happy activity for young 

children, the infant classroom is not universally seen as a suitable context in current 

circumstances. There is no evidence o f  widespread commitment to the introduction o f 

play into classrooms among participants, and this view was generally held by those 

already doing so. These findings address the research questions on which this project was 

based, and these, and other issues, will be discussed in the following chapter.
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Chapter 6: Discussion

6.1 Introduction

This chapter considers the im plications o f  the findings from this exploratory study o f  

teachers’ beliefs about play in the infant classes in prim ary schools in the R epublic o f  

Ireland [Rol], The discussion is fram ed by the research questions and defin itions which 

established the focus o f  the research. The overarching research question guiding the 

study is:

W hat are teachers’ educational beliefs about play in infant classes in 
prim ary schools in the Rol?

The sub-questions associated with this overarching question are:

1. W hat do the data indicate are the elem ents which constitute teachers’ educational 

beliefs about play in schools?

2. W hat do the data reveal about the attitudes, values and perspectives which 

underpin teachers’ educational beliefs about play in infant classes?

3. How do these educational beliefs relate to the literature on play in schools?

The definition o f  teachers’ educational beliefs specified for this study is: Pre- or in- 

service teachers’ im plicit assum ptions and/or explicit statem ents about teaching, 

students, learning, classroom s, and the subject m atter to be taught. Them atic analysis was 

the m ethod chosen to reveal the im plicit assum ptions and explore the explicit statem ents 

w ithin the data. The literature review  on teachers’ educational beliefs revealed that belief 

substructures can be understood as attitudes, values and perspectives w hich are defined 

as follows:
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• Attitude, defined as an individual’s disposition, either negative or positive, 

toward a topic, object or phenomenon.

• Value, defined as the worth an individual associates with a topic, object or 

phenomenon.

• Perspective, defined as the standpoint or position the individual adopts in relation 

to a given topic, object or phenomenon, and which provides a context for both 

attitudes and values associated with the topic, object or phenomenon.

The research questions were pursued through an exploratory interpretative process 

enacted through various methods which included an intensive, six-step analysis. These 

have been described in detail in Chapter 4 to ensure transparency. In any interpretative 

study, however, the researcher is the instrument o f  interpretation. Kogler (2011) noted 

that prior understanding o f  the research participants’ lived experience on the part o f the 

researcher enabled the interpretative research process. As described in Chapter 1, I 

identify with primary school teachers, having worked as a primary teacher for many 

years. However, having stepped out o f that role into teacher education has provided the 

opportunity for a perspective less embedded in the classroom. 1 advocate for play 

pedagogy in primary schools, and work with teachers and relevant agencies to support 

change in practice towards play based approaches to teaching and learning in infant 

classes. 1 am familiar with the systems pertaining in primary schools, with school culture 

in the Rol and with conditions in infant classes. This then, constituted my prior 

understanding o f the lived experience o f the teachers who participated in this study.

There were both benefits and limitations for the study from this prior understanding. One 

o f  the more practical benefits was my knowledge o f  the various contexts in which infant 

classes are taught, and the range o f  teachers that engages with children in infant classes. 

This benefitted the representativeness o f  the focus group participants, thereby benefitting
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the quality  o f  the data collected. The stim ulus footage proved very effective in prom pting 

discussion, and this again was a benefit o f  m y understanding o f  w hat w ould speak to the 

participants’ experiences.

O f m ore profound benefit w as m y ability to see beyond the participants’ explicit 

statem ents to the im plicit assum ptions underpinning those statem ents, w hich m ade the 

data analysis m ore effective. 1 could em pathise with the im m ediacy o f  the practicalities 

which participants referred to and could understand their significance in the classroom . 

Because 1 understood the processes associated w ith accountability, for exam ple, 1 could 

also identify  the anxiety that lay beneath the explicit statem ents about the ‘ciintas 

m iosu il’ and the difficulty p lay  represented for that system.

How ever, prior understanding can also be a lim itation, particularly in term s o f  over- 

identification with the participants, with the danger o f  em pathy tipping over into an 

unw illingness to take a critical stance. 1 have acknow ledged at all tim es that the intention 

was to honour the voices o f  the participants and to explore their world view, but this had 

to be balanced with a very careful approach to data gathering and robust analysis. The 

findings had to be very firm ly grounded in data, the participants’ ow n w ords, to avoid the 

interpretation becom ing a rationalisation for the positions adopted by the participants.

This also addressed another lim itation about which 1 was particularly  concerned, that 

interpretation w ould incline tow ards, or becom e, speculation. 1 was very aw are that m y 

insider know ledge could lead me to extend the m eaning o f  the participants’ words on the 

basis o f  m y own experience, turning theorising into conjecture. For this reason, not only 

the findings, but this d iscussion have been rooted in the data.

The m ajor contribution o f  th is project is that it provides, for the first tim e in the Rol, 

broadly based inform ation about teachers’ view s on play in infant classes. This is
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significant in light o f current initiatives, both at practice and policy level, to introduce 

play pedagogy into the infant classes o f primary schools. This research has the potential 

to inform initial teacher education and in-service Continuing Professional Development 

[CPD] on the development o f  play pedagogy in infant classes, as well as contributing to 

the resources available to teachers to guide practice. In particular, the insights provided 

by this research will allow for CPD to address those issues which have been identified as 

significant for teachers in changing their practice.

There are considerable similarities between the findings o f  this study and other studies 

cited in the literature on play in classrooms, particularly to do with accountability; 

curriculum outcomes and content coverage; constraints o f  space, time and class size; 

parental expectations; challenges o f  child-led play; and the ‘taken-for-grantedness’ o f the 

current, formal system o f curriculum delivery. For the first time, the beliefs o f teachers in 

the Rol vis a vis play in the classroom can be contextualised by the experiences o f 

teachers and educators in other jurisdictions, and their concerns can be infonned by those 

experiences. However, there are aspects o f the findings which are not reflected to the 

same extent in the literature, such as the risk to teachers’ professional reputations which 

the participants associated with play in the classroom.

The chapter will begin by addressing the elements which constitute teachers’ educational 

beliefs about play in infant classes. This will be followed by a discussion on the attitudes, 

values and perspectives which fonri the sub-structures o f belief (Pajares, 1992). Finally, 

the broad similarities and differences between the findings and the literature on play in 

schools will be considered.
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6.2 What Elements Constitute Teachers' Educational Beliefs 

about Plav in Schools?c

The data gathered for this project indicate that the follow ing three elem ents constitute 

teachers’ educational beliefs about play in infant classes: Play in the infant classroom  

represents a risk to teachers’ professional standing and leaves them  open to censure from 

stakeholder groups; Play in the infant classroom  requires com m itm ent at all levels o f  the 

educational system  if  teachers are to feel safe introducing such practice; Play in the 

classroom  w ould benefit m ost children but not necessarily in ways that are recognisable 

w ithin current educational expectations and system s o f  accountability.

6.2.1 Play as risk

The riskiness o f  play to teachers is entirely  im plicit in the data and none o f  the 

participants m entioned the term. H ow ever, the data that accum ulated around issues o f  

accountability  and the participants’ sense that the Irish system  is incom patible with 

anything o ther than fonnal m ethods which provide curriculum  ‘coverage’ clearly indicate 

that the participants feel vulnerable and exposed in m aking changes they believe are not 

supported. This vulnerability  and exposure is characterised here as risk. W hile m uch o f  

the data resonates w ith the existing literature, the risk posed to teachers by the 

im plem entation o f  play pedagogy has not been identified in the literature related to play 

in schools. The data associated w ith risk raise issues o f  locus o f  control, teacher m orale, 

autonom ous professionalism  and the space available in schools in the Rol for teacher 

initiative and creativity. W hile this study is focused on play in the infant classroom , the 

data raise b igger issues o f  how teachers respond to educational change, and teachers’ 

perceptions o f  how the various stakeholder groups and system  levels interact to support 

change (Fullan, 2001).

262



The elem ents o f  risk identified in the data relate to form s o f  accountability  experienced 

by the participants, and the poor t'lt betw een play and the prim ary school system . The 

im pact o f  accountability  requirem ents is a key issue in the literature on play (Skolnick 

W eisberg et al., 2013; W ood, 2013; G rieshaber and M cArdle, 2010; Drew et al, 2008; 

Hedges and Cullen, 2005; W ood, 2004; G oldstein, 1997). G enerally, system s o f  

accountability  are not com patible w ith the kind o f  learning consequences which em erge 

from  play activity, and one im pact o f  this disjunction is a tendency to drive practice 

tow ards m ore didactic m ethods (Skolnick W eisberg et al., 2013; Fung and Cheng, 2012; 

N icolopoulou, 2010; Rogers and Evans, 2007; W ood and Bennett, 1999). H ow ever, the 

conclusion draw n from the findings o f  this study is that accountability  in primai'y schools 

in the Rol is pow erfully  focused on the figure o f  the parent. Play m akes teaching 

invisible to parents, prim arily because o f  the lack o f  paper based ‘product’, and 

consequently  causes an accountability  gap.

W hile there is data that indicates that parental involvem ent is w elcom ed and that good 

relationships exist betw een teachers and parents, a very strong strand in the data about 

accountability  relates to participants’ expression o f  worry about potential disapproval 

from parents, and this b e lie f  persisted throughout all focus groups. A num ber o f  

possibilities can be suggested to explain this significant elem ent o f  the data.

First, teachers’ internal locus o f  control m ay be weak: Hall and H iggins (2002) 

considered teachers’ professional beliefs in the context o f  changing practice in early 

childhood education [ECE] with the introduction o f  Infonnation and C om m unication 

Technology [ICT] into the classroom . They suggested that internal locus o f  control, the 

ind iv idual’s sense o f  being able to exercise control in their context, is not alw ays robust 

enough to allow the individual to innovate in the classroom . In the context o f  locus o f  

control, they also refer to teachers responding with a m ixture o f  helplessness and hostility
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to instances where the new practice did not integrate with the teacher’s existing practice. 

Given the information, described in Chapter 1, attesting to the prevalence o f  didactic 

teaching in ini'ant classrooms, play is unlikely to integrate with current practice but to 

represent something o f a revolution. While this was not the case for all participants, it 

was certainly the case for many. The imperative to account to parents for their work may 

well be a manifestation o f  helplessness which has less to do with parents and more to do 

with the individual participant’s intra-personal characteristics. The position argued here 

is that, even in those cases where participants were including play provision in the 

classroom, there was a belief that play is not compatible with current practice, is at best, 

a ‘balancing act’, and that parents generally would not be supportive.

Those participants who had begun to provide play in the classroom were all in large 

schools with a committed and supportive Principal, and that support was described in 

tenns o f  dealing with disaffected parents. It could be the case that those participants’ 

locus o f  control, their ability to innovate, was based on the protective factor o f the 

Principal. There is no certainty that they would introduce play into the classroom were 

they to find themselves having to effect change as an individual without the support o f 

the larger group and the Principal.

The second possibility is that the figure o f the ‘parent at the door’ may fiinction as an 

expression o f teachers’ uncertainties about, even opposition to, play pedagogy and their 

consequent reluctance to engage with its demands. Participants may be attributing these 

perspectives to a figure they believe has the power to resist where they don’t feel they 

have that power themselves. It may be that the parent with power to censure is less a 

reality than a symbol o f  teachers’ sense o f powerlessness. There is some evidence from 

the data to suggest that this sense o f  powerlessness is associated with low morale 

connected to a belief that the teaching profession is under attack and under-valued. In the
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absence o f  evidence about parents’ attitudes to play in the classroom, it is very difficult 

to say w hether the attitudes being attributed to parents towards play in the classroom are 

based in reality or are a facility which allows participants to express their own attitudes 

and perspectives without having to own them, and without fear o f  contradiction. The 

participants are likely to be aware that the Zeitgeist favours play pedagogy in schools in 

the Rol, and they may consequently not be willing to explicitly express negative attitudes 

but prefer to reveal them through other channels.

Or, a third possibility is that attributing this veto to parents might be explained as a 

mechanism employed by teachers who have learned ‘... not to take change seriously 

unless central administrators demonstrate through actions that they should’ (Fullan, 2001, 

81). By asserting that parents will not agree to the change, teachers can stave o ff what 

experience has taught them may well be an ephemeral initiative. This could serve to 

provide breathing space in which to assess what change is actually necessary and what 

change is avoidable; much will depend on the individual’s and the school’s attitude to 

change.

What all these possibilities have in common is that the figure o f  the parent functions as a 

proxy for a range o f  intra-personal and institutional attitudes, and evidence from this 

study supports this perspective. However, there is absolutely no evidence from the 

findings o f  this study that teachers are consciously using the figure o f  the parent as a 

vehicle through which to express views that they do not want to make explicit. These 

perspectives and attitudes are entirely implicit. The conclusion reached here is that the 

‘parent at the door’, as constructed through the data gathered here, represents resistance 

to change. Further research is required to establish the congruence or otherwise between 

participants’ stated perspectives on parental expectation and belief and parents’ own 

statements, but it is worth remembering that previous research has shown that teachers
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did not identify parental views entirely correctly (Keman and Hayes, 1999). Such 

research could also explore teachers’ views on their own professional autonomy and 

whether and to what degree teachers experience a sense o f powerlessness in negotiating 

the educational system. Research could also investigate why teachers might use a proxy 

instead o f  expressing directly their reservations about, in this case, play pedagogy, but 

more generally about change, and what this reveals about the state o f professional 

confidence among teachers.

The data suggest that teachers are not convinced that play pedagogy is real teaching and 

the concept o f  being a teacher which is implicit throughout the data is o f ‘teacher 

exposition’ (Martlew et al., 2011). This is emphasised in the data on the invisibility o f 

teaching through play, its ‘doing nothing’ reputation, and the corollary o f fears that the 

teacher’s professionalism will be called into question. This is also likely to be part o f the 

beliefs associated with the data on the need for pennission for teachers to provide for and 

engage with play in the classroom. If, as appears to be the case, teachers do not see play, 

especially teacher engagement in play, as ‘teaching’, then the implication is that teachers 

in the infant classes in primary schools in the Rol will need a new conceptualisation o f 

what teaching is if  they are to commit to play pedagogy. Such reconceptualisation has 

implications for pre-service teacher education in particular, but also for serving teachers 

who would benefit from opportunities for reflection which could be incorporated into 

CPD. It should be noted that there is no evidence in the data that the participants 

conceptualise play in terms o f  a pedagogy o f  play as defined by Wood (2009) and cited 

in section 3.3.2., an important finding in terms o f  any provision for CPD for serving 

teachers.

Based on the data presented here, the concept o f teaching and o f being a teacher in infant 

clases in the Rol is a very narrow and circumscribed space in which only certain

266



mandated actions and behaviours are considered vahd. The mandate and vaHdation come 

from external sources, and this was evident in all focus groups. There were v irtua lly no 

expressions o f  professional confidence in in itiating or promoting change. This study 

strongly suggests that teacher in itiative and creativity, at least in relation to play in the 

classroom, is in a fragile state. The data is clear that participants believe that the scope 

for change in infant classrooms is severely lim ited. Whether or not this belie f is justified 

needs further investigation.

A ll the evidence supports the conclusion that the participants were convinced that the 

existing system o f  provision for jun io r and senior infants is inim ical to the introduction o f 

play. The system is seen as a pre-existing immutable fact, and didactic teaching is 

justified as the only way to fit the system. Even in those cases where teachers had 

introduced play, those participants felt they were doing something that had to be 

defended against the system. W hile there were examples o f  expressions o f frustration 

that change was being blocked, there were many more explanations o f why it would be 

useless to try. It is d ifficu lt to avoid the conclusion that the findings suggest a degree o f 

abdication o f responsibility on the part o f  at least some teachers who choose to keep 

doing what they have always done on the basis that no one wants them to change. This is 

not to suggest that the reasons for that abdication are not complicated, which they are, as 

the findings o f this study attest. The lack o f  commitment to play pedagogy w ith in the 

system, discussed in the next section, is a contributory factor.

6.2.2 Coniniitnient

The data suggests that the participants see two separate dimensions o f commitment: the 

commitment o f  the individual teacher and the commitment o f  stakeholders (Principal, 

Inspectorate, parents, teaching colleagues) at local and national level. The issue o f  risk is 

closely intertwined w ith the issue o f commitment from stakeholders, and it can be said
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that the absence o f  com m itm ent is one o f  the sources o f  risk. The absence o f  support is 

one o f  the factors which can lead to resistance to change (Fullan, 2001). The data 

presents a picture o f  stakeholders associated with the school as disparate entities and 

groups, rather than a cohesive interconnected, interactive, m utually influential 

educational com m unity focused on the w ellbeing o f  the child. There are virtually no 

connections m ade in the data betw een the various stakeholders, except for the 

connections betw een the Principal and parents, and the Principal and the Inspector, with 

the Principal seen as a protective barrier betw een the teacher and the dissatisfied parent 

or Inspector. Even these connections are only identified in the data where the participants 

speculate that the stakeholder m ight endeavour to censure the teacher, adding to the 

im age o f  the individual teacher as vulnerable.

Leadership from the Principal in relation to play pedagogy is conceptualised in the data 

as protection and perm ission, but not in term s o f  leading learning. W hile the Principal is 

seen in som e instances as providing ‘extra penn ission ’ for innovation in practice, the data 

suggest that such perm ission is not certain, although there is no criticism  o f  any Principal 

in the data. There is evidence o f  a be lie f that an agent with authority in relation to the 

Principal would have to m andate play in the classroom  so as to either bypass the 

Principal or convince her/him . This uncertainty about where the Principal m ight stand in 

tenns o f  com m itm ent to play in the infant classroom  has been noted in the literature 

(K em ple, 1996; Rusher et al., 1992), but there is no research available which m ight 

elucidate the position o f  Principals o f  prim ary schools in the Rol in relation to play 

pedagogy. There is an urgent need for research to explore Principals’ perspectives on the 

introduction and prom otion o f  play pedagogy in infant classes. N othing is known, for 

exam ple, about the level o f  experience in infant classes am ong Principals in the Rol.

Lack o f  experience has been show n to have an effect on Principals’ attitudes tow ards the
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work o f teachers in infant classes (Keating et al., 2002; Taylor Nelson Sofres and 

Aubrey, 2002). Neither is there any information available here on what Principals expect 

teachers to achieve with children in infant classes. If those expectations align with 

didactic, text- and workbook based practice, then that raises serious issues about the 

degree to which teachers can be expected to effect change in practice in the absence o f 

commitment from Principals.

The data on the relationship between teachers o f  infant classes and colleagues teaching 

older children raises concerns about the status o f the former. According to the findings o f 

this study, teachers in infant classes feel accountable to colleagues for having the 

children prepared for more senior classes in specific ways and there is little evidence that 

the participants believed that their colleagues would understand or be sympathetic to the 

kind o f learning to be expected from children who have learned through play. The 

literature suggests that teachers o f  infant classes believe themselves to be at the bottom of 

a hierarchy within the school, in which teachers o f more senior classes have greater status 

than those teaching infant classes (Moloney, 2010). The findings o f  this study support 

M oloney’s (2010) findings on a hierarchy as the data are clear that accountability runs 

one way, from the teachers o f  infant classes to those teaching more senior classes. There 

is no evidence in the data o f  the participants expecting accountability in return.

Even those teachers who provided play opportunities in their classrooms with the support 

o f the Principal, expressed concern at what their colleagues ‘up the line’ were thinking 

about practice in the infant classes, indicating that this belief has currency in a broad 

range o f school contexts. Relationships with colleagues in the school are a ‘critical 

variable’ in the change process (Fullan, 2001), and indeed difficulties in these peer 

relationships emerged in the data as constraints or as potential difficulties. These were 

mainly expressed in the data as practical difficulties, such as one teacher implementing

269



play pedagogy and another teacher in the sam e grade level not doing so. The evidence is 

clear that participants w ere o f  the view  that teachers w orking with m ore senior classes 

are not supportive o f  play because play does not prepare the children to fit in with the 

academ ic focus o f  those classes. The conclusion m ust be that all teachers in the system 

will need training in play pedagogy because the introduction o f  play into infant classes 

has repercussions for the w hole school (M cG uinness et al., 2009). All teachers need to be 

supportive o f  those im plem enting play pedagogy i f  it is to be sustainable and integrated 

into the schoo l’s overall approach to teaching and learning.

W hile, according to the evidence from  this study, the Inspectorate is clearly o f  less 

significance than parents and Principals as a stakeholder group, nonetheless the lack o f  

an explicit position statem ent on play from  the Inspectorate creates uncertainty in cases 

w here engagem ent with an individual Inspector is likely. U ncertainty am ong teachers 

appears to favour m aintenance o f  the status quo until such tim e as the Inspectorate’s 

position is clarified. How ever, it should also be noted on the basis o f  this study that the 

lack o f  stated com m itm ent from the Inspectorate has not prevented som e schools from 

introducing play. The Inspectorate did not feature in the discussion in Focus G roup C, in 

a school which provided play in all infant classes. In the case o f  two participants in Focus 

G roup F w ho were also providing play opportunities, the Principal was perceived as 

being able to deal effectively w ith any dissatisfaction an Inspector m ight voice, although 

there was no evidence cited o f  any such occurrence. The degree to which the lack o f  

explicit com m itm ent from the Inspectorate is justified  as a rationale for m aintaining 

current practice needs further exploration. It can, how ever, be said on the basis o f  the 

findings o f  this study that the Inspectorate appears to function as a proxy for officialdom , 

in the sam e w ay as the figure o f  the parent seem s to function as a proxy for resistance to 

change. C om m itm ent from  the Inspectorate w ould represent com m itm ent from the
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amorphous entities which constitute the poHcy and larger administrative context, but to 

which teachers do not have access. Entities mentioned in this context in the data include 

the Department o f  Education and Skills [DES] and the National Council for Curriculum 

and Assessment [NCCA].

While there is evidence in the data that at least some teachers are aware that play in 

infant classrooms is mandated, primarily by Aistear (NCCA, 2009) and to a lesser degree 

by the Primary School Curriculum [PSC] (Department o f  Education and Science [DES], 

1999a), the overwhelming conclusion from the data is o f  a distinct belief that participants 

can detect no consistent mandate or commitment from external agencies or relevant 

personnel within the system for the provision o f play in the infant classroom. This 

indicates a real deficit in leadership within the system on the issue o f  play pedagogy, and 

it would appear that this lack o f leadership is likely to be inhibiting the introduction o f  

play into many schools. It also provides an effective excuse in cases where teachers and 

school personnel are resistant to change.

Issues to do with the beliefs identified in the data about the need for parents to be ‘on 

board’ with the introduction o f play pedagogy into the infant classroom have been 

referred to extensively in the discussion on risk. The overall message o f the data is that 

the participants believe that there is no comprehensive and cohesive commitment among 

the significant stakeholder groups to a change in practice in the infant classes. If practice 

were to change to incorporate play into the classroom, the data indicates a clear belief 

that commitment to such practice would have to be explicitly stated and evidenced by the 

provision o f resources.

Individual commitment to the provision o f play in the infant classroom was generally 

conceptualised as extra work. The work referred to could be categorised as consistent 

with pedagogical framing activities (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). The provision o f
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resources was perceived as a very dem anding extra burden on the individual teacher, but, 

significantly, not by those already providing play. However, having identified the 

implications o f  the provision o f  resources, all groups began to identify possible solutions 

which can generally be described as collaborative solutions in which colleagues would 

work together in agreed ways to source and share resources. Collaborative planning was 

another example o f  solutions to the problem o f  provision. The main solution to the 

problem o f  workload on the individual teacher was identified as help in the classroom. 

This finding is particularly pertinent as the dominant perspective on the need for the 

teacher to interact with the children during play was the impossibility o f  doing so in the 

context o f  a single teacher in the classroom. These findings suggest that while teachers 

can tlnd solutions to resourcing and planning challenges, they are unlikely to initiate 

interactive practice in the current context o f  a very high pupil/teacher ratio in infant 

classes. The evidence from this study is unequivocal that teachers believe that, as 

recommended by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

[OECD] (2004), every infant classroom, and every classroom with infant class children, 

should have a teaching assistant. The DES will have to demonstrate comm itm ent to the 

introduction o f  play pedagogy by funding the appropriate level o f  staffing.

The evidence is mixed on the current levels o f  comm itm ent o f  the participants to play in 

the infant classes. W hile some o f  the participants, in Focus Groups C and F primarily, 

were clearly committed to play provision, it is not comparing like with like to compare 

their commitment with that o f  those participants who do not currently provide for play. It 

is difficult to be committed to something o f  which one has no experience. The only 

indication o f  comm itm ent is related to the extent to which a participant will consider 

introducing such practices in the future. On the basis o f  the findings o f  this study, there is 

no widespread expressed intention among those participants who were not providing for
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play at the time the focus groups were held to begin to do so. In the data associated with 

the sub-theme ‘So, I would, in principle think it’s a great idea’, it is clear that there is no 

particular enthusiasm for the implementation o f play pedagogy in the classroom among 

the majority o f  participants. It would be a very useful extension o f this research to 

investigate if  the experience o f discussing this topic in the focus group had any effect on 

the attitudes o f  the participants towards implementation. There is evidence that 

discussion and reflection among groups o f teachers can change perspectives (Ertmer, 

2005; Bennett et al., 1997).

6.2.3 Play is so  im portant for children

The participants’ evident appreciation o f children’s agency in play was an unexpected 

finding and it appears to be inconsistent with the concerns expressed in the other themes 

about teachers fearing a loss o f  control over children if  they are playing every day, and 

the belief that play needs to be very structured in the classroom. Beliefs, o f  course, can 

be very inconsistent and even contradictory (Mansour, 2009). In overview, the data 

referring specifically to children’s agency in play in the infant classroom in the Rol was 

generated by those teachers actually providing play. Across all focus groups, the data on 

children’s agency through play emerged from commentary on the stimulus film footage, 

rather than from reflection on direct practice. The contradiction between the data on the 

participants’ beliefs on the need for play in the classroom to be structured by the teacher 

and the findings on play as a context for children to exercise agency could be attributed 

to the former being about classroom reality for the participants, whereas the latter is a 

theoretical position.

The data consistently indicates a pervasive belief that play is fundamentally important for 

children’s lives, but there is an equally consistent belief that children’s opportunities for 

play have been increasingly curtailed. A combination o f  over-exposure to individualised
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electronic gam e playing in combination with children not being allowed out o f  the house 

to play because o f  concerns for their safety is credited with damaging childhood. The 

type o f  play which the participants believe children should be experiencing is one which 

the participants associated with their ow n play experiences as children, most clearly 

articulated in the data associated with the sub-theme ‘Fun’. This perspective could be 

characterised as romantic, even sentimental, and does not include acknowledgem ents o f  

fights and arguments or o ther problem s which can happen in play, although this is raised 

as a possibility in relation to play in school.

The contrast between the practical provision for play in the classroom with the more 

abstract phenom enon o f  play in the ch ild ’s life is evident in the findings about children 

who do not/cannot/will not play. There is relatively little data associated with the sub

theme ‘But what was he learn ing?’, but this sub-theme is where the distinctions between 

play as a phenom enon and play in the classroom are most clearly drawn. Implicit in the 

findings about children who have learning disabilities, who are not imaginative or who 

are bored is the belie f  that play m ay  not be up to the task o f  ensuring that all children 

learn, which is the overall responsibility o f  the teacher. Such caveats are not found in 

data which concerns play as a feature o f  the ch ild’s life outside school. What this 

suggests, but not explicitly, is a be lie f  that perhaps bringing play into school is 

overstretching what is really just meant to be an enjoyable, imaginative, carefree and 

recreational activity into classroom contexts which require more evidently educational, 

targeted strategies.

This implicit perspective that play is a generalised, non-specific approach to teaching and 

learning is discernible in the findings about the effectiveness o f  play as a vehicle for 

language learning. The participants in all focus groups valued play as a powerfial context 

for oral language developm ent, currently a m ajor consideration in schools following the
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introduction o f the national literacy and numeracy strategy (DES, 201 la). The data 

suggests that participants believe play does not have, as one participant put it, ‘ . .the 

structure that has to follow  to bring them on academ ically’ (AP6). The effectiveness o f 

play as a context for oral language development is perceived as a positive attribute o f  

play, but it does serve to illustrate what might be seen as the juxtaposition between play 

and work which has been referenced in the literature as a feature o f  schools (W alsh et al., 

2010a; Sestini, 1987). The other key area for which the participants valued play as a 

learning context was social skills, often conceptualised as the Social Personal Health 

Education [SPHE] subject area on the PSC (DES, 1999). Overall, the findings suggest 

that teachers believe that learning through play is a more broadly based concept o f 

learning than that which is represented by the PSC.

There is little evidence in the data o f  the participants having a comprehensive knowledge 

base about children’s learning and development in the early years. W hile there are 

instances o f participants expressing the view that ‘ ... the way we are doing it isn't 

optimum fo r  children o f  that age ’ (FP5), and this was the basis for the introduction o f  

play provision in those cases where it had happened, the focus was on the method o f 

provision. There were no references at all in the data to any theoretical, philosophical, 

psychological or other perspective on how children in the four to six year old age group 

learn and develop. This is likely to be a reflection o f  the fact that that the most common 

qualification among the participants was the B.Ed. degree. This is a generalist teaching 

degree which qualifies a teacher to work with children from junior infants through to 

sixth class. None o f  the participants had a post-graduate degree in ECE, but 65% had 

attended some fonn o f  CPD related to teaching infants. Given that level o f CPD, it is 

very surprising that the data do not show a much greater awareness that didactic teaching 

and paper based work is not appropriate with young children. The conclusion drawn here
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is that early learning and development does not currently form part o f the professional 

knowledge base o f primary teachers in the Rol. To date, no audit o f  the ECE components 

o f  initial teacher education courses, past and present, across the various Colleges o f 

Education in the Rol has been identified, so it has not been possible to evaluate whether 

this is a factor. Certainly, a greater level o f  post-graduate work related to teaching in 

infant classes would be beneficial. However, as CPD is the most commonly accessed 

form o f  post-graduate engagement, it is imperative that early learning and development 

be included to enhance teachers’ ability to make infonned decisions about appropriate 

approaches to teaching and learning for young children.

In drawing together the findings from the themed data, the conclusion is that teachers do 

not feel confident or competent in changing current practice, and introducing play into 

the classroom represents such change. Their beliefs about play are inextricably linked 

with their beliefs about change. Lack o f training and o f a robust knowledge o f early 

learning and development are significant contributory factors, but more significant is the 

lack o f  professional confidence, along with the associated anxiety and nervousness 

implicit in the findings which contribute to the tendency to maintain the status quo.

6.3 Attitudes, Values, Perspectives

The findings demonstrate that the participants’ beliefs about play are often not about play 

but the associations they make with play. Attitudes, values and perspectives about play 

are expressed with reference to the attitudes, values and perspectives o f other groups 

such as parents and other teachers. However, in the following sections, the focus will be 

on identifying teachers’ attitudes, values and perspectives on play drawing on the 

evidence provided by the findings.
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6.3.1 A tti tu d e s

There is no evidence o f  a prevalent negative attitude towards play itself underpinning 

teachers’ beliefs about play as a risk to teachers’ professional reputations. There is 

evidence o f  a positive attitude to play as a worthwhile experience in the child’s life. 

There is also evidence o f  positive attitudes towards play as beneficial for children’s 

learning. However, these attitudes are contextualised, even constrained, by attitudes to 

implementation. There is a distinction to be made in teachers’ attitudes to play and 

attitudes towards the possibility o f  introducing and sustaining play in the classroom. 

Negative attitudes towards introducing play into the classroom emerged in each focus 

group except for group C which took place in a school which provides a daily play 

session in all infant classes. This is not to say that such attitudes are not held by any 

participant in group C; they might well be but the participants may not have felt able to 

express them given the school’s commitment to play in the infant classes.

The sub-them e ‘So I would in principle think it’s a great idea’ demonstrates the range o f 

attitudes towards the prospect for the individual teacher o f  introducing play into the 

classroom. These attitudes are infomied by issues o f  confidence, lack o f experience, 

‘com fortability’ and others which could be characterised as showing nervousness, 

uncertainty and anxiety. There are instances in which individual participants show 

enthusiasm for the prospect and a willingness to try, but this is a minority position. It 

cannot be assumed, therefore, that those teachers who may feel threatened by the change 

in practice will develop positive attitudes towards play in the classroom; on the other 

hand, those who feel positively and enthusiastically disposed towards play could be seen 

as a resource within the teaching profession, one which could be developed as a support 

for infant teachers. Riojas-Cortez and Flores (2004) identified such complexities in
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attitude among teachers, but emphasised the importance o f  making attitudes explicit so as 

to better support change in practice.

Overall, the participants’ dispositions towards the implementation o f play in the 

classroom can be characterised as wariness about the implications o f  such change. On the 

evidence o f  the focus group discussions, this wariness is not allayed by the experience o f 

teachers who have introduced play into their classrooms, and who describe continuing 

challenges in balancing curriculum requirements with play-based learning. The 

participants’ cautious attitude is associated with their experiences o f  large classes, small 

rooms, poor resourcing and no classroom assistants. It is difficult to see this attitude as 

anything other than sensible given the belief that the only people being required to bear 

the burden o f this change are the teachers in the classrooms who feel that 'it is all thrown 

out at you and you are told -  o f f  you go n o w ' (APS).

6.3.2 Values

Play, in school or in other contexts, is valued for its positive associations with a good 

childhood. This does not extend to technological play which is seen as part o f  an 

impoverished childhood, associated with a loss o f  freedom and parental disengagement 

from children for a variety o f reasons. The value o f  play with non-manufactured objects, 

such as a box, which participants associated with their own childhoods is consistent with 

Nespor’s (1987) concept o f ‘altem ativity’. ‘A ltem ativity’ is a characteristic o f belief 

systems and refers to the individual’s belief in an ideal reality, which could be described 

as nostalgic and to a degree, sentimental. There is evidence to suggest that teachers may 

value certain types o f  play based on their own idealised memories o f  play. These values 

may be at odds with the problems with play identified in the literature; play is not always 

the benign space conjured in this strand o f  the data (Evaldsson and Tellgren, 2009).

There may also be the possibility that such idealised, romantic views o f play can

278



undermine play’s reputation as serious activity, what Fung and Cheng (2012, 26) refer to 

as seeing play as mere play’.

In school, play is valued particularly for language and social learning. W hile language 

learning is a central aspect o f the PSC and is allocated the longest time slot in the 

suggested minimum weekly time framework (DES, 1999b, 70), social learning as 

understood in SPHE is allocated the shortest time slot o f  all eleven subjects in the PSC.

A substantial part o f  the learning for which the participants value play is not a curriculum 

priority, and this is one example o f  the disconnect between the PSC (DES, 1999a) and 

play in the classroom.

The participants value play as a space for children’s agency. Agency is understood 

through the data as children being confident and in control, being assertive in getting 

play opportunities, in exercising imagination, being engaged, and being personally 

invested in their play as an important dimension o f their lives. What is most evident in 

this data, ostensibly about play, is that these participants value the children, and play is 

almost a subsidiary value. Nonetheless, the participants express concern that the adult 

inability to cede control will interfere with children’s agency; a valid fear as the literature 

indicates that teachers do find it difficult to accept child led play and have concerns about 

loss o f control (M clnnes et al., 2011; Walsh and Gardner, 2006). The benefits o f  play as 

an opportunity for children’s agency are mitigated by the participants’ perspective on 

their obligation to use play to progress curriculum objectives, and to a much lesser 

degree by their concern for those children who may tind play difficult or t'lnd themselves 

excluded.

An important issue to do with values that emerges from the evidence o f  the data is that 

teachers are concerned that providing play in the classroom undennines their 

professionalism. Walsh and Gardner (2006) speculated that the teachers in their study

279



were reluctant to change their roles to be consistent with play pedagogy because they 

were concerned by the possible deskilling o f their professionalism. The findings from 

this study support that hypothesis. However, the evidence suggests that it is external 

assessments o f their professionalism that teachers are concerned about and value, and one 

o f the questions raised by this research is how teachers in infant classes value their own 

professional status. If we take, for example, the data on ‘pennission’ and ‘(in)visibility’, 

the conclusion is that teachers lack self-confidence and a sense o f  autonomy in their 

professional judgement which inhibits or undermines their ability to engage with 

stakeholder groups. In summary, the data suggests that teachers o f infant classes do not 

value their own professional judgem ent and status.

6.3.3 Teacher perspectives on play in schools

The participants were positioned differently towards play, indicating the possibility o f a 

range o f  perspectives within the teaching population. The main difference in perspective 

was between those currently providing play opportunities in a planned way in their 

classrooms, and those who were not. These positions can be imagined as groups on either 

side o f  a wall, one group having jum ped and the other group maintaining position. One 

o f the really intriguing questions raised by this research is why those who jum ped have 

done so, and what are the critical factors? This is a significant issue for further research, 

as this is the first evidence in the context o f  primary schools in the Rol o f these clearly 

differentiated perspecfives. Those teachers who position themselves as valuing play but 

considering implementation too difficult and risky because o f  system constraints and 

stakeholder perspectives are much clearer about their motivation for their position than 

are those participants who have engaged in innovative practice. An investigation o f  the 

specific factors which led to the decision to introduce play into the classroom could be 

useful in encouraging and persuading more schools to make that jum p.
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Some positions are adopted absolutely consistently throughout the data; for play to be 

used effectively in the classroom, teachers need additional personnel in the classroom; 

teachers need specialist training in play pedagogy; parents have to be educated about 

educational play; class size, the specific conditions o f  multi-class contexts, classroom 

design and the provision o f resources have to be addressed; consistent leadership is 

required in terms o f  play pedagogy throughout the school system; the PSC (DES, 1999a) 

in its current form is not compatible with play in the classroom. These positions are very 

clear and unequivocal.

But it has to be acknowledged that the data presents contradictory perspectives:

• Play is valued for social learning yet concerns exist about the possibility that 

children will fight over resources;

•  Parents are seen as supportive o f the school but in the case o f  playful practice, 

will disapprove;

•  Children demonstrate active agency in their play but teachers have to establish 

control o f  the classroom before the children are allowed to play;

•  Children invest and engage in their play yet there are concerns about short 

attention spans.

There is a possibility that at least some o f  these contradictions are due to inexperience, as 

those participants who were providing for play did not express concerns about behaviour, 

concentration or control issues. Those participants who do not provide play on a 

systematic planned basis may maintain more contradictory perspectives due to a lack o f 

experience o f play in the classroom, and a lack o f  training.

It may be that in order to change these perspectives, teachers will first have to experience 

play in the classroom. This is essentially the scenario suggested by Ertmer (2005) (see
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2.3.5). Teachers need to experience the innovative practice in the context o f  existing 

practice, with a view to incremental implementation, and incremental belief change. The 

purpose o f this evolutionary process is to enhance the individual teacher’s self-efficacy in 

relation to the innovation on the basis o f reflective practice, leading ultimately to 

successful implementation. While some teachers may believe in the value o f play, they 

may not as yet be ready for full implementation (Riojas-Cortez and Flores, 2004). The 

conclusion drawn here is that CPD to support changing practice in infant classes will 

need to be carefully calibrated so that play is presented as an effective approach to a 

current need. Given the findings o f  this study that teachers value play for oral language 

development and SPHE, those could be the starting points for the process described by 

Ertmer (2005). While the findings from this study indicate that, like the teachers in 

Riojas-Cortez and Flores’ (2004) study, many teachers are not ready to let go o f the 

familiar current practices, there is no evidence o f negative attitudes towards play. The 

negative attitudes and perspectives relate to the structural aspects o f  the school, the 

classroom context, and ‘our system ’ as a whole .

6,4 Literature

This section considers the findings o f  the study with reference to the literature on 

teachers’ educational beliefs, teachers’ beliefs about play, and the literature on play in 

schools.

6.4.1 Teachers’ educational beliefs

One o f the main issues which emerged in the literature review on early childhood 

education (ECE) teachers’ educational beliefs was the consistency or otherwise o f beliefs 

with practice, as detailed in table 2.2. What is evident from that analysis is that there is 

no single relationship between beliefs and practice in ECE. Indeed, in the literature
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review on the relationship between beliefs and practice (section 2.3.4), there is no single 

model which explains the route from belief into practice, although the range o f 

constraints and enabling factors which have been identified are consistent throughout the 

literature. One o f  the possibilities not addressed in the literature on the 

consistency/inconsistency o f  ECE teachers’ beliefs and their practice is that where 

practice is inconsistent with beliefs about, for example, appropriate practice, it may be 

that it is consistent with other beliefs that are stronger for the individual than the beliefs 

about appropriate practice, hi other words, it is inaccurate to conclude that beliefs are 

inconsistent with practice, when it may be that the wrong beliefs are being assessed for 

consistency.

The literature on the structure o f beliefs (section 2.3.3) indicates that some beliefs are 

stronger than others. Where practice is inconsistent with the beliefs being assessed, it 

may be useful to consider if  the practice is actually consistent with other beliefs which 

are stronger than the beliefs which are the focus o f the research. It would then be useful 

to determine which beliefs are stronger and more powerful than beliefs about, for 

example, play pedagogy. This is an important consideration in the context o f changing 

beliefs, as discussed in section 2.3.5. Intra-personal issues, including beliefs, have been 

identified as constraints on teachers enacting their beliefs about appropriate practice for 

young children, but the literature review did not identify any consequences o f  the relative 

strength between beliefs or belief clusters. Addressing intra-personal constraints will 

require identifying beliefs which exert stronger influence on practice, thereby inhibiting 

enactment o f  beliefs about appropriate practice.

The findings from this study, while not focused on the relationship between beliefs and 

practice, shed light on the relative strengths between beliefs held by the participants, 

particularly as evidenced by the data coded as “ 1 mean, w e’d all love to do it ...bu t”,
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contextualised by the data in the sub-theme ‘Our system’. The participants’ behefs about 

the primary school system in the Rol, and about the practice which is perceived as 

conforming to its demands, appear to supersede beliefs about the appropriateness o f  play 

as an approach to teaching and learning in the infant classes. The participants’ beliefs 

about play are firmly rooted in the specific context o f the school and classroom, and exist 

in counterpoint to beliefs about ‘coverage’. Teachers believe their job is to achieve 

curriculum coverage, and this belief (among others) exerts a strong inhibitory effect on 

beliefs about play for many -  but not all -  participants. In this case, supporting teachers 

in the Rol to change practice towards a play-based pedagogy will require changing 

beliefs about curriculum implementation. Further research with teachers who have 

introduced some provision for play could provide insights into the conditions which 

foster a shift away from the ‘coverage’ model. Providing professional development on 

play pedagogy without also addressing the inappropriateness o f the ‘coverage’ model is 

unlikely to be effective in promoting systemic change in infant classrooms in the Rol.

This consideration is also pertinent to the question o f the relationship between beliefs and 

knowledge. Following an extensive literature review (section 2.3.1), the position adopted 

in this study is that educational beliefs constitute an overarching category and knowledge 

is subject to interpretation on the basis o f  those beliefs. New infonnation or knowledge, 

once encountered, is either accepted or rejected on the basis o f existing beliefs. If 

accepted, it is then filtered to become part o f  the individual’s idiosyncratic personal 

pedagogy (Mansour, 2009), representing the integration o f beliefs and knowledge. Such 

personal pedagogy has also been characterised as ‘know-how’, teachers’ beliefs about 

what does and does not work in particular teaching situations (Bennett et al., 1997; 

Sakellariou and Rentzou, 2011). ‘Know how ’ has been categorised as implicit belief, 

distinct from explicit beliefs which have developed on the basis o f professional
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development (Sakellariou and Rentzou, 2011). The findings o f  this study support and 

reinforce this conceptualisation o f  the relationship between beliefs and knowledge.

The findings o f this study indicate that there is a low base o f  awareness among 

participants about play pedagogy as exemplified in the literature, and little evidence o f 

awareness o f current perspecfives on young children’s learning and development. While 

there was evidence o f dissatisfaction with the prevalence o f  workbooks, there was less 

awareness evident about the inappropriateness o f  formal methods o f teaching for young 

children. Beliefs about system requirements superseded, or at least limited, beliefs about 

children’s affinity with play. For example, data from the sub-theme ‘Accountability for 

learning’ coded as ‘It would need to be very structured’ powerfully suggest that across all 

settings, the participants’ personal pedagogies or ‘know how ’ positions the school system 

in the Rol as the immutable reality for which play will have to be modified. In other 

words, teachers ‘know ’ what will work and believe that play will not work unless 

adapted in some way to fit into the system.

Participants who articulated explicit beliefs with reference to the benefits o f making 

provision for play in the classroom also held implicit assumptions about the compulsory 

nature o f system requirements, evidenced in the data coded as ‘It’s a balancing act’. The 

explicit beliefs based on training had not entirely displaced implicit beliefs about the 

school system, but had intertwined into a new version o f ‘know how ’. However, while it 

is clear from the data that the strongest evidence in the data is for ‘know how ’, there is 

also a very clear demand from the participants for training. The participants are very 

explicit, and there was unanimity within the data coded as ‘1 think training is number 

one’, about their own lack o f  knowledge about play pedagogy. This is not simply about 

knowledge acquisition but is also associated with beliefs about self-confidence, further 

emphasising the intricacies o f  the beliefs/knowledge relationship.
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The findings o f  this study indicate that participants’ beliefs about the system, including 

beliefs about stakeholder perspectives, exert a drag effect on the potential o f  new 

infomiation or knowledge to impact on teachers’ professional expertise and ultimately to 

impact on the practice experienced by children in the infant classroom. If, as the findings 

o f this study show, teachers believe that play in the classroom represents a risk and is 

unsupported by key stakeholder groups, and if  their ‘know how ’ is based on the 

immutability o f current systems, then this has implications for the acquisition of 

knowledge among teachers. If practice is to be dependent on implicit beliefs about what 

will and will not work within an embedded school system, how can the knowledge 

available about child development, play pedagogy and other aspects o f  ECE extant in the 

international literature impact on practice? This is the issue most clearly raised by this 

study about the relationship between beliefs and knowledge among teachers in the Rol; 

how can that relationship, which is crucial to educational change, be managed to ensure 

that knowledge with the potential to support play pedagogy in the infant classes is neither 

rejected as not practical nor manipulated to support the status quo?

While the literature review on changing beliefs indicate that such change is difficult, 

particularly in terms o f  implicit beliefs (Nespor, 1987), there is also evidence that belief 

change is triggered where teachers recognise that they need to change approach (Herron, 

2010) and through reflection on practice with peers (Bennett et al., 1997). However, 

only Ertmer (2005) addressed the issue o f  belief change where such change presents a 

risk to the teachers, and she suggests that in those cases teachers need an enhanced sense 

o f self-efficacy in tenns o f  the new pracfice. Ertmer (2005) suggests that this kind o f 

profound belief change needs an incremental approach in which the innovative practice is 

introduced and aligned with current practice, leading to opportunities for reflection on 

practice. This is contextualised by observing peers in the new practice, and becoming
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involved in communities o f practice. Given the evidence that teachers o f infant classes in 

the Rol have strongly held implicit beliefs about what is currently required o f them, 

incremental processes as described by Ertmer (2005) are needed to effect systemic 

change. Currently, no such supports are available to teachers, and the conclusion has to 

be that providing new information or training will have limited effect given the strength 

o f  existing beliefs.

An additional issue which was not identified in the literature about teachers’ educational 

beliefs was the relationship between individually held beliefs and collective beliefs 

which could be characterised as elements o f  educational Zeitgeist. This is most clearly 

seen in the data from Focus Group C on parental attitudes to play in the classroom. The 

participants described the parents o f children in their infant classes as very supportive, 

but were all in agreement that parents generally would have negative attitudes towards 

play. This last belief was held consistently across the six focus groups, and the possible 

meaning o f this collective belief is discussed in section 6.2.1. Another example is the 

belief among those participants who were providing for play in the classroom that a key 

role for the Principal is to protect teachers from censure by both parents and the 

Inspectorate in order to allow them to continue to make such provision. Yet, there were 

no incidents cited in which such protection was actually required. Those participants 

believed, along with participants not providing for play, that such provision was a risk 

even though provision was going ahead with no apparent challenge.

The data do not provide an answer, but it may be that these collective beliefs have arisen, 

not from experience but as a response to the leadership vacuum which is identified in the 

data in the sub-theme ‘Everybody would be on board’. The findings suggest that teachers 

perceive no authoritative discourse or source o f leadership outside o f their classrooms 

within which they can locate their practice, and the collective beliefs referred to have
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evolved to help teachers find solid ground amid the shifting sands o f  unsupported 

practice. The literature on the uses o f  beliefs (section 2.3.2) is very clear that where 

teachers experience uncertainty, they create their own ‘m aps’ (Kagan, 1992) and it is 

these beliefs that teachers draw on when faced with uncertainty. There are two 

conclusions to be drawn: first, that the DES needs to exercise leadership in relation to 

play pedagogy in infant classes; and, secondly, it is im perative that teachers receive 

support to align their ‘know  how ’ with current know ledge about the education o f  young 

children.

6.4.2 Teachers' beliefs about play

Literature on teachers’ beliefs about play is quite lim ited, and this study expands the 

range available. This study did not set out to establish connections betw een the 

participants’ beliefs and practices, so this section will focus on the small num ber o f  

studies which explicitly addressed teachers’ beliefs about play. There is no one approach 

to the study o f  teachers’ beliefs about play. In the literature sourced and review ed in 

Chapter 2, several investigated the beliefs o f  teachers who were identified as providing 

play opportunities in the classroom , (Brett et al., 2002; Bennett et al., 1997; Kemple, 

1996) and others who were not necessarily doing so (R iojas-C ortez and Flores, 2004; 

Keating et al., 2000). Som e studies focused on beliefs about cultural aspects o f  play 

provision (Izum i-Taylor et al., 2004; Sanagavarapu and W ong, 2004) and others on play 

with older children (Q uance et al., 2008; Ranz-Sm ith, 2007). This study explores teacher 

beliefs from a different perspective, including both teachers who are im plem enting play 

and those who are not; it includes beliefs from both pre- and post-im plem entation. 

Through them atic analysis, it goes beyond what the participants say to understand their 

im plicit assum ptions. W hile there is no reference in the literature reviewed for this study
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to play being a risk to teachers, the beliefs, attitudes, values and perspectives identified 

through this study resonate with aspects o f  the literature.

The differences in perspective between those participants who were implementing 

planned play opportunities for children in their classrooms and those who were not 

resonate with research which indicates that it is not classroom, school or policy contexts 

that are the determining factors in play provision, but the teachers’ beliefs (Bullock,

2011; Ranz-Smith, 2007; Kemple, 1996). Positive beliefs about self-efficacy and robust 

internal locus o f control enable teachers to promote play in the classroom (M cM ullen, 

1999; Kemple, 1996), and indeed to go beyond established frameworks into the creation 

o f  novel discourses about play (Moon and Reifel, 2008). The conclusion o f  this study is 

that beliefs about play in the infant classroom, and the likelihood o f teachers introducing 

play into the classroom are strongly negatively affected by lack o f professional 

confidence, and teachers’ apparent fragile sense o f self-efficacy.

In tenns o f the findings on beliefs about the incompatibility o f the PSC (DES, 1999a) 

with play, there is evidence in the literature that while teachers identified curricular 

expectations as constraints, when the curricular documents were analysed it transpired 

that play was suggested as a methodology (Ranz-Smith, 2007). The point made was that 

this is an example o f a belief which has developed independent o f objective knowledge, 

and which is resistant to change even when shown to contradict demonstrable fact (La 

Paro et al., 2009b). This is exemplified here by the data coded as “ Is it not in the 

Curriculum already”, a very sparsely populated code given that it is, indeed, in the 

Curriculum already (Murphy, 2004a, 2004b). Given that the PSC (DES, 1999a) 

emphasises the importance o f  play in the junior classes, the findings o f  this study suggest 

that the segregation o f curriculum content into eleven subject areas over-rides the 

mandate for play in the PSC (DES, 1999a). The findings here are unequivocal, that
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teachers believe the PSC to be a significant barrier to the implementation o f play, and a 

significant imperative to the maintenance o f  didactic, text- and workbook based practice. 

As the PSC is revised, play needs to be explicitly and prominently mandated so as to 

remove all ambiguity.

6.4.3 Play in schools

The concerns articulated in the literature about the compatibility o f  play with various 

aspects o f the school as institution can be identified in the findings from this study.

Space, time and class size are clearly identified in both the literature and the data as 

constraints, or at least challenges, to the implementation o f play pedagogy in the 

classroom. W hat is different about the context in the Rol, and not reflected to the same 

extent in the literature, is the impact o f the very high pupil/teacher ratio in infant classes. 

The literature reviewed, mainly from neighbouring jurisdictions, does not reflect the data 

coded, for example, as ‘There is only one o f  me in my class’ and ‘You do need help’. 

There is evidence from the literature that small group work, for example, is made 

possible by the availability o f  classroom assistants, which is not a possibility in infant 

classes in the Rol. There are examples in the data o f  suggestions that resource teachers o f  

various kinds might come into the classroom during play sessions both to help the class 

teacher and to work with their pupils in situ. However, as is also made clear in the 

findings, this is only possible in big schools which have a cohort o f such teachers, and is 

predicated on their willingness to rearrange their workloads and timetables, which will 

not be feasible in every circumstance. Smaller schools will not have this option. Given 

that help in the classroom is one o f  the key supports the participants identify as enabling 

play in the classroom, strategies (but perhaps not solutions) are needed to address this 

challenge. There does not appear to be a significant body o f  literature addressing this 

particular challenge o f  very high pupil/teacher ratio in infant classes.
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The data on parental expectations resonates with the literature in that teachers are clearly 

very conscious o f  the views o f  parents, and there is evidence o f  teachers conforming to 

what they think parents want rather than trying to persuade parents o f  the benefits o f  play 

(Fung and Cheng, 2012). What was not as evident in the literature and requires further 

investigation in the context o f  the Rol, is the power relations between parents and 

teachers as perceived by the teachers. While the literature on parental expectations 

indicates that these can be a constraint on practice, the literature review revealed no sense 

o f  threat among teachers from parental censure requiring the protection o f  the Principal 

as a buffer in the context o f  playful practice. One possible contributory factor is the 

extent o f  teaching experience among the participants in this study. 73% o f participants 

(the overwhelming majority o f  whom were female) in the focus groups had less than 10 

years teaching experience. There is no data available to verify if  this is a feature o f  the 

primary school system. Hall and Higgins (2002) noted that young female teachers had 

weaker locus o f  control than other categories o f  teachers, and this may be a factor here. 

Pascal ( 1990) suggested that teachers in reception classes had less status than teachers o f 

older age groups, and this may also be a contributory factor. This also appears to be the 

case among teachers o f  infant classes in the Rol (Moloney, 2010), although the views o f 

teachers o f senior classes and o f Principals on this issue have not been explored. Further 

research could elucidate the relationship between teaching experience, locus o f  control 

and status o f teachers o f infant classes in the Rol. Indeed, specific research to establish 

perspectives on the status o f  teachers in infant classes in relation to the status o f  teachers 

who work with older children could shed light on the findings here about the 

participants’ sense o f concern about their accountability to colleagues teaching more 

senior classes.
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The issues to do with the impact o f  curriculum outcomes on play pedagogy have been 

referred to earlier, and similar concerns are evident in the data and in the literature. 

However, the structure o f  the PSC (DES, 1999a) appears to be a more extreme version 

than the curricula described in the literature, particularly in neighbouring jurisdictions. 

Wood (2013, 56) suggests that teachers should choose not to follow policy agendas 

‘slavishly’ but the participants in this study do not see that as an option. Wood (2013) 

further argues that policy frameworks can be a guide rather than a prescription but again, 

this is not how the PSC (DES, 1999a) is understood as evidenced by the findings o f  this 

study. The eleven subjects are presented and taught as highly defined content, and no 

data on the level o f  integration in infant classes specifically has been found to date. The 

findings indicate that teachers are concerned to account for each distinct subject on the 

timetable and to achieve ‘coverage’ for each subject. The assumption across all 

participants is that such coverage is compulsory and not achieving it requires special 

dispensation in the form o f the Principal defending the teacher.

The concept o f  play in the classroom which emerges from the data is o f  a process which 

is distinct from, indeed at odds with, the ‘coverage’ imperative which underpins 

curriculum implementation in the infant classroom in the Rol. Play in the infant 

classroom is therefore confined to a space defined by the strength o f this imperative, 

consequently limiting the way in which play can be conceptualised by teachers. The 

concept o f play which has emerged is instrumental and more accurately described as a 

methodology rather than an overarching, holisfic approach to young children’s learning. 

Indeed, the literacy and numeracy strategy (DES, 2011 a, 48) refers to to play ‘as a 

methodology for facilitating learning’, although there is no evidence that the participants’ 

conceptualisation o f  play is at all influenced by the strategy. To the contrary, the literacy
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and numeracy strategy (DES, 201 la) is perceived as part o f the mandate for direct 

teaching methods.

The data suggest then, that progress from this point in terms o f practice in infant classes 

requires a dual approach: namely, addressing the inappropriateness o f  the ‘coverage’ 

approach, and expanding the current conceptualisation o f  play in the classroom into the 

space currently occupied by ‘coverage’ considerations.

This then has implications for the usefulness o f  the integrated approaches to play 

pedagogy reviewed in Chapter 3 (Wood, 2013; W alsh et al., 2011; Synodi, 2010). All are 

predicated on teachers being able to provide open ended, child initiated and child led play 

opportunities in balance with teacher initiated, teacher led activities focused on specified 

outcomes. The findings from this study suggest that such integrated approaches do not 

connect with current perspectives on curriculum implementation in infant classes. The 

model o f  guided play (Skolnick-W eisberg et al., 2013) in which the teacher has always 

framed the play with specific curriculum outcomes in mind appears to be the model most 

compatible with the current curricular context, and understanding o f  play, in infant 

classes in the Rol. However, it is argued here that guided play as defined by Skolnick 

W eisberg et al. (2013) is a teacher directed activity and that children cannot lead in a 

situation where the teacher’s interactive strategy is to highlight the salient learning points 

for the child. Those might not coincide with the child’s interests. The findings from this 

study suggest that the PSC (DES, 1999a) is not compatible with integrated models o f 

play pedagogy which make space for child-, adult- and mutually led play in the infant 

classes, and that new curriculum policy is required which is in harmony with play 

pedagogy.
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6.5 Conclusion

The findings from this study show that m uch o f  what teachers beheve about play is not 

about play but is about change. It is clear that they believe that introducing play into the 

classroom  w ould be a risk, not because o f  the play itse lf but because play m eans a 

change from  the status quo. Those who have introduced provision for play believe that 

their circum stances are different to the usual circum stances pertaining in prim ary 

schools. Teachers believe that there is no com m itm ent to change w ithin the system  o f  

prim ary education, and that therefore there is no com m itm ent to the introduction o f  play 

into infant classroom s. They believe that play activity  is beneficial for children but there 

is no evidence o f  a w idespread b e lie f that didactic practice is currently having any 

negative effects on ch ild ren’s learning and developm ent in infant classes. Play in the 

classroom  appears to be perceived in instrum ental and procedural term s rather than as a 

holistic pedagogical approach to all aspects o f  young ch ild ren’s learning and 

developm ent. The conclusion is that w hile there are no negative attitudes to play 

identifiable am ong teachers, neither is there any decisive im perative tow ards the 

introduction o f  play into infant classroom s.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion and

Recommendations

7.1 Thesis Summary

This was a study o f  teachers’ educational beliefs about play in infant classes in primary 

schools in the Republic o f  Ireland [Rol], The rationale for the study was based on the 

conviction, evident in the literature, that what teachers believe has a significant impact on 

classroom practice. Further, in the context o f considerable policy change in relation to 

infant classes in the Rol in recent years, the rationale for the study is based on the 

argument that educational change depends on w'hat teachers think and do (Fullan, 2001).

The study examined literature on teachers’ beliefs and found that ‘b e lie f  as a construct is 

subject to considerable variation in both the terminology used and in how the construct is 

defined. This variation contributes to the difficulty o f  establishing consistency across the 

literature. The conclusion drawn from the review is that the terms used for individual 

studies need to be specified and defined to provide clarity in terms o f  what is being 

studied. Therefore, this study specifies that it is teachers’ educational beliefs which are 

the focus, and the following belief sub-structures (Pajares, 1992) were specified as the 

elements o f  educational beliefs;

• Attitude, defined as an individual’s disposition, either negative or positive, 

toward a topic, object or phenomenon.

• Value, defined as the worth an individual associates with a topic, object or 

phenomenon.
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• Perspective, defined as the individual’s standpoint in relation to a given topic, 

object or phenomenon, and which provides a context for both attitudes and values 

associated with the topic, object or phenomenon.

The nature o f  belief was considered in tenns o f the relationship between belief and 

knowledge, how beliefs are used, how belief systems are structured, the relationship 

between beliefs and practice and whether beliefs can be changed. The conclusion from 

the review is that beliefs can be characterised as personally invested values with affective 

connections in contrast to knowledge which is externally validated through consensus, 

with knowledge being interpreted on the basis o f pre-existing beliefs. Beliefs tend to be 

stable and are useful in the highly contingent environment o f  the classroom. The review 

established a consensus in the literature that beliefs are a significant influence on the 

practice o f  teaching, but the relationship between beliefs and practice is mediated by both 

constraints and enabling factors which can relate to the environment, or to intra-personal 

issues such as self-efficacy. Beliefs are resistant to change, but there is evidence that 

opportunities for reflection and initial positive experience with a new practice can effect 

change in beliefs.

The definition o f  beliefs adopted for this study, following a review o f both general 

definitions and study-specific definitions was:

Teacher educational belief is generally defined as pre- or in-service 
teachers’ implicit assumptions and/or explicit statements about teaching, 
students, learning, classrooms, and the subject matter to be taught.

A review o f early childhood education [ECE] teachers’ beliefs revealed that the field is 

very diverse with no consistent definition o f  what is meant by beliefs, and the topics 

considered are very diverse. In tenns o f beliefs about play, the literature base is limited, 

and no consistency o f approach was identified. However, belief systems in which beliefs 

about play intersected with beliefs about, for example, self-efficacy or constraints
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emerged as significant in influencing practice. No consistent relationship between beliefs 

about play and practice was found, and there are examples o f teachers practicing 

according to their beliefs and being constrained in doing so. There is sufficient evidence 

to conclude that beliefs which are underpinned by positive attitudes and values towards 

play can enable teachers to overcome constraints on practice, but these beliefs about play 

are likely to be influenced by other beliefs, such as those about self-efficacy.

A review o f the literature on play in schools revealed that the culture o f the school as 

well as classroom conditions, curriculum provision and stakeholder perspectives were 

found to act as constraints on children’s experience and teachers’ implementation o f  play 

in the classroom. However, the literature also provides evidence o f  schools and teachers 

adapting to playful practice, both in terms o f attitudes and practical strategies. Dialogue 

with parents, for example, is identified as a strategy in garnering support for play in the 

early school years. While the literature identifies issues with teachers’ expertise in play 

pedagogy, there is also clear evidence o f the effectiveness of, for example, reflection on 

practice in enhancing teachers’ understanding o f  children’s learning through play. There 

is sufficient evidence to conclude that many o f  the barriers to play in schools can be 

addressed, some by the teacher and some at school level. Other issues such as class size 

must be addressed at government level. The challenge in ternis o f  curriculum is to devise 

curriculum which is compatible with play pedagogy.

The literature review established that a number o f  models o f  play pedagogy are available 

which address the particular demands on teachers for accountability for children’s 

learning in school. These models incorporate child led, adult led and co-constructed play 

contexts which offer pragmatic responses to system requirements for curriculum 

implementation and accountability, but also embed children’s agency into playful 

classroom practice. However, these models are predicated on the curriculum allowing
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space for playful learning, and the conclusion here is that the Prim ary School 

Curriculum  [PSC] (DES, 1999a) is too highly classified, in B ernstein’s (2000) term s, to 

be com patible with such m odels. The conclusion is that there arc effective alternatives to 

didactic teaching available to teachers, but the revision to the PSC (DES, 199a) currently  

underw ay m ust ensure com patib ility  w ith play pedagogy.

A dopting an exploratory, qualitative, interpretative approach w ithin a constructivist 

paradigm , this study was designed to focus very clearly  on the voices o f  the participants, 

and to ensure that their perspectives w ere prioritised and honoured at each stage. Focus 

groups w ere the chosen data collection m ethod as the m ost suitable w ay to engage with 

m ultiple perspectives. A highly system atic six phase them atic analysis was conducted 

which resulted in the identification o f  three them es in the data.

The research design was clearly focused on establishing the trustw orthiness and rigour o f  

the study, and T racy ’s (2010) eight ‘C riteria for Excellent Q ualitative R esearch’ were 

used as the fram ew ork:

1. W orthy topic: The research is relevant, tim ely, significant and in teresting as it 

articulates with the changing policy and practice context associated with play in 

the infant classes in prim ary schools in the R epublic o f  Ireland [Rol].

2. Rich rigor: The theoretical constructs underpinning this study have been 

elaborated through the extensive literature review s. The num ber o f  focus groups 

through which data collection was achieved exceeded the appropriate num ber for 

a study o f  this size as described in the literature. The sam ple and contexts for the 

research w ere representative o f  the target population. Data collection has been 

com prehensive, w ith careful attention to the detail o f  recording and transcription. 

The data analysis process was detailed, intensive and com prehensive, as well as 

extensively docum ented.
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3. Sincerity: The reflective writing incorporated in the research methodology 

accounts for the need for ‘self-reflexivity about subjective values, biases, and 

inclinations o f  the researcher’ (Tracy, 2010, 840). The researcher profile included 

in the introduction provides evidence o f  my background and perspectives. The 

detail with which all aspects o f the methodology have been described provides 

transparency.

4. Credibility: Reporting o f the research process is characterised by thick 

description and considerable concrete detail. Analysis has identified tacit 

(implicit) knowledge, and the level o f  methodological detail shows how the data 

was arrived at. The data and findings are characterised by multivocality and an 

acknowledgement o f  multiple perspectives.

5. Resonance: The research resonates with the experiences o f  teachers and with the 

concerns o f  a variety o f groups engaged in supporting change in practice in infant 

classes.

6. Significant contribution: The research is a significant contribution to the 

knowledge base on teachers’ beliefs about play, and about practice in infant 

classes. It provides, for the first time, information about the issues which are 

likely to impact on initiatives to change practice in infant classes. It provides 

practical lessons for the provision o f  both pre- and in-service teacher education, 

as well as a context for the management o f  educational change in infant classes.

7. Ethical: Anonymity and confidentiality for participants have been observed. All 

data have been kept secure and all recordings will be deleted when the PhD 

process is complete. The participants’ contributions to the data have been treated 

with respect and sincerity.

8. M eaningful coherence: The study set out to explore teachers’ beliefs about play 

in infant classes and it has achieved its purpose. The methods and procedures
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used fit the goal o f  the research, and the research questions, literature reviews, 

findings and discussion present a coherent whole.

The major findings and recommendations will be presented below.

7.2 Major Findings

The major findings from the literature reviews on teachers’ beliefs and play in schools 

are as follows:

• There is no agreed conceptual fi'amework or terminology within which to conduct 

research on beliefs, making it difficult to situate individual studies within the 

literature. The study o f  teachers’ beliefs needs to be underpinned by consistently 

defined, clearly understood and precisely used terminology and definitions.

• Teachers’ beliefs about play have received insufficient research attention, and the 

relationship between beliefs about play and classroom practice is not consistently 

understood. W hile some teachers are able to overcome constraints and practice 

according to their beliefs, others have not been able to do so. The literature 

reveals a range o f  possibilities to explain why such different outcomes occur, but 

there is not as yet sufficient evidence to identify the most salient factors. One area 

which could provide insights is research on the comparative strength o f  beliefs 

about play and beliefs about system requirements.

• There is consistency in the literature about the range o f  constraints identified as 

having a negative impact on play in the classroom. While some, such as 

curriculum requirements and class size, are structural and environmental, others 

are associated with teachers’ personal characteristics, such as beliefs about self- 

efficacy.
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• Policy can inhibit and limit play by making demands for accountability for 

learning which are not compatible with play’s complexity and diversity.

• While tensions exist between play and the school as an institution, many o f these 

can be addressed through practical and flexible approaches at classroom and 

school level, and through communication and dialogue with stakeholders. Some 

resolutions require government action.

• Highly specified curriculum objectives tend to encourage didactic practice in 

ECE classrooms. Curriculum for infant classes should be compatible with 

learning through play.

• Play pedagogy requires considerable expertise on the part o f teachers, with 

pedagogical content knowledge an important component o f that expertise.

Analysis o f the focus group data has identified the following major findings:

• A remarkable level o f  consensus exists among teachers about play in the infant 

classes o f  primary schools in the Rol, crossing school context, diverse classroom 

conditions, and teacher profile.

•  The most powerful figure evident in the data is the ‘parent at the door’. Teachers 

believe that parental expectations are tied to the products o f didactic teaching, and 

therefore represent a pow'erftil rationale for the maintenance o f  the status quo. The 

figure o f  the ‘parent at the door’ represents the argument for resistance to change, 

and throws issues o f  teachers’ professional autonomy and self-confidence into 

sharp relief.

• Play represents a risk to teachers because it signifies change which they believe 

will disrupt established modes o f  accountability to stakeholders, who do not or 

are unlikely to support the new practice. These beliefs reveal anxiety about the 

consequences for teachers if they act in advance o f  system wide ‘perm ission’

301



which would serve as a clearly articulated imperative for play pedagogy. This 

anxiety and fear o f  censure raises further questions about teachers’ professional 

identity.

• Teachers believe that the introduction o f play into infant classrooms is not an 

issue for teachers alone, but will require consistent and cohesive commitment 

from the entire range o f  stakeholders associated with the school, and with the 

primary school system. Teachers believe the school Principal is a critical figure in 

the introduction o f  play into the infant classroom.

• While teachers believe that play is important for young children as part o f a good 

childhood and across a range o f  domains and learning areas, there is no evidence 

o f an understanding o f  play as pedagogy among teachers.

• Play is valued as an effective context for language development and the learning 

o f social skills.

• Teachers believe that implementing the Primary School Curriculum [PSC] (DES, 

1999a) is not compatible with play because o f  the number o f  subjects and 

teachers’ understanding o f the requirements o f curriculum ‘coverage’.

• Teachers believe that play is not compatible with the primary school system in 

the Rol because o f  class size, lack o f  in-class support personnel and insufficient 

training.

• There is a clear distinction between attitudes towards play and attitudes towards 

play provision inthe classroom. The data indicate positive attitudes towards play 

but wary and cautious attitudes towards implementation.

7.3 Recommendations

Arising from the major findings, the following recommendations are proposed:
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• The DES needs to exercise leadership both through articulating a vision for 

practice in infant classes and in providing supports for teachers and schools to 

enable the development o f  a pedagogy o f play consistent with the international 

research and knowledge base.

• An agency is required to coordinate and drive the development o f play pedagogy 

in infant classes. The agency nominated must be given resources to provide 

comprehensive CPD for all serving teachers, including opportunities to consider 

the inappropriateness o f  didactic, paper-based practice in infant classes. In 

addition, teachers need in-class support for provision for play, access to 

exemplars o f  good practice in play pedagogy, and opportunities for reflection in 

communities o f  practice. The nominated agency should also work with 

stakeholder groups to develop their knowledge and understanding o f  play 

pedagogy and its implications. The National Early Years Quality Support Service 

[NQSS] (Pobal, 2014) has been established to support enhanced quality practice 

in pre-school services. Specialists will be provided to work with pre-school ECE 

services, but infant classes have been excluded from these supports. This is 

despite the fact that the State regards infant classes as part o f ECE provision in 

the Rol (Moloney, 2010; NCCA, 2009; CECDE, 2006; OECD, 2004). The remit 

o f  the NQSS should be expanded to include primary schools, and those teachers 

who have been trained as Aistear tutors should be recruited to provide in-school 

support for the introduction o f play pedagogy.

• The National Parents Council Primary should be resourced to work with parents 

to promote their understanding o f  the importance o f  play pedagogy in infant 

classes. O f equal importance, such a campaign should educate parents about the 

inappropriateness o f work- and text-book based methods for young children.
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thereby helping to ensure that parental expectations are consistent with best 

practice in the early years.

• Pre-service teacher education programmes should include dedicated modules on 

play pedagogy.

• Colleges o f Education and the Association o f  Teachers’ Education Centres in 

Ireland [ATECI] should collaboratively explore the possibility o f providing 

accredited BCE post-graduate programmes on a distance learning basis to 

facilitate and encourage the development o f teacher expertise in appropriate 

approaches to teaching and learning in the infant classes.

• Class sizes in infant classes must be reduced and teaching assistants appointed to 

classrooms with junior and/or senior infant pupils.

•  The revision o f  the PSC (DES, 199a) currently underway must ensure that the 

learning outcomes specified are consistent with the characteristics o f  play, and 

explicitly create space for children’s learning through play. The revised PSC 

should avoid the strong classification which characterises the current version, and 

reflect the thematic structure o f  Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum  

Framework (NCCA, 2009).

7.4 Limitations

This is a small scale study, conducted by a single researcher which limited the amount o f

data collected and the number o f focus groups held. As a part-time student, the time

frame for the study was more extended than for a full-time candidate. As with all

qualitative interpretative studies, the specific perspective o f the single researcher means

that there may be aspects o f  the data which have received insufficient attention. With a

team o f researchers, additional attitudes, values and perspectives may have been

identified. Nonetheless this docs not render the interpretations offered here invalid. As a
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qualitative study, there is no claim to establish the prevalence o f the beliefs, attitudes, 

values and perspectives presented here.

7.5 Ai *eas for Further Research

The findings from this study raise a number o f  issues for further investigation:

• Within the field o f research on teachers’ educational beliefs about play, there is a 

need for a research framework or agenda. W ithin such a framework, research 

could be accumulated across consistently understood categories, facilitating 

comparisons across findings.

• Additional research could establish the prevalence o f the beliefs about play 

identified in this study.

• Given the significance o f the findings associated with teachers’ beliefs about 

parental expectations and the impact o f  such beliefs on practice in infant classes, 

research to establish the beliefs, attitudes, values and perspectives of parents on 

play in infant classes would be a critical contribution to knowledge in this area.

• Principals are clearly crucial to the process o f  educational change, but nothing is 

known o f their perspectives on play in the infant classes. Research to explore 

their beliefs, attitudes, values and perspectives on this issue would be a 

substantial contribution to the knowledge base.

• Further research in schools and among teachers who are making provision for 

play in their classrooms could explore the particular characteristics o f those who 

have done so, and the specific conditions which made such change possible.
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7.6 Concluding Reflections

After years o f believing that the work o f teachers in infant classes in primary schools has 

been undervalued and given insufficient attention, it has been very satisfying to have the 

opportunity to conduct this research. This entire process has been characterised by 

goodwill from start to finish. All o f the focus group discussions could be described as 

sincere, engaged and animated, and from my perspective, unexpectedly enjoyable. All 

the participants took the topic and the process seriously and contributed accordingly. 

Some o f the data was expected; for example, 1 was aware from my work with teachers 

that play pedagogy is not understood as a broadly based approach to ECE and play is 

seen as an activity with a beginning and end point. However, the findings about the 

figure o f the parent (as distinct from parents themselves), its associations with anxiety 

about censure, and the worrying sense o f risk associated with an individual making a 

change all came as a complete surprise. That has caused me to reflect on how I interact 

with teachers, and made me realise that my approach to the issue o f change would not 

connect with many teachers. It was not part o f  my thinking or my experience as a teacher 

that parents should be the arbiters o f classroom practice. Nor did 1 appreciate that the 

prospect o f change could be so daunting, especially change that appears to me to be so 

desirable and so justified. Clearly, there are teachers who have embraced play in the 

classroom, and 1 hope to learn more about how and why that happened so that we might 

find solutions for those who need support.

1 leave the last word from this study to participant FP5:
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‘ [I]nstead of seeing them as ju s t part o f the rest o f the 
school, ... infants are their own thing'.
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Appendix A: Research Code of 

Ethics

• The researcher recognises the right o f all those who participate in this research 

project to have their contributions treated confidentially and have their anonymity 

protected at all times.

• Voluntary informed consent will be sought before any focus groups are 

conducted. This consent will be in writing before the focus group commences. 

Individuals have the right to reftise participation and will not be coerced into 

taking part in the research. Participants have the right to withdraw from the 

process at any time and will be informed o f this right.

•  The researcher is under an obligation to describe accurately, truthfully and fairly 

any information obtained during the course o f the research.

• There is an obligation on the researcher to incorporate accurately the data 

collected during the course o f this research into the text o f the Ph.D. thesis or 

other publication related to the research, and to insure that individual opinions 

and perceptions are not misrepresented.

• The researcher will protect the sources o f  information gathered from the focus 

groups. All data will be securely stored in the Church o f Ireland College o f 

Education (CICE) until the Ph.D. process is entirely completed. All voice 

recordings will be deleted at that stage. Anonymous transcripts will remain as 

Appendices to the Ph.D. thesis.

• The researcher will make herself available to discuss the procedures, conduct, or 

findings o f the research with any party involved in the research process.
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Appendix B: Informed Consent

Letter

PhD Research Focus Group
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this focus group discussion. The purpose o f the 

group discussion is to gather information from your perspective about teaching and 

learning in Infant classes. The focus group is part o f my Ph.D. research which is being 

supervised by Dr. Carmel O ’Sullivan o f Trinity College, Dublin.

The discussion group will involve watching a film o f an infant class (13 minutes) and 

discussing what you have observed. For the purposes o f the research, the discussion will 

be taped using digital voice recorders. Individuals participating in the focus groups are 

entitled to have their identity and comments protected. The focus groups are being 

conducted according to a code o f  ethics (see attached) which guarantees your anonymity 

and the safeguarding o f all the data generated from the discussions. The anonymised data 

from the discussion group will form part o f the finished Ph.D. thesis, and may also be 

part o f academic publications and presentations based on the thesis.

In order to maintain the ethical requirements o f this project, please complete the form 

below to indicate your consent to participation.

Should you have any questions after this event, please feel free to contact me:

Jacqueline Fallon,

Lecturer, Early Childhood Education,

CICE,

Upper Rathmines Road,

Dublin 6.
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Tel; (01)497 0033 

ifallon@cice.ie

I have had the purpose o f the focus group about teaching and learning in Infant classes 

explained to me. 1 have been given a copy o f the code o f ethics. I understand that my 

anonymity will be protected throughout this study and that my name will not be used in 

any documentation.

I give m y consent for information which I give to be used to inform this research.

Name [please p rin t]:_________________________________________________

Signature:__________________________________________________________

Date:
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Appendix C: Focus Group Run- 

through Feedback Template and 

Exemplars

Question Comment Suggested rewording
[Opening] Could you tell us 
what class you are currently 
teaching and what numbers 
you have in the class?

[Introductory] How does 
your school situation 
compare to the school in the 
film?

[Transition] What struck 
you most about the film?

[Key] How would you 
describe what the children 
were doing in the outdoor 
garage?

Question Comment Suggested rewording
[Key]What are your 
reactions to what the boys 
in the cardboard box were 
at?

[Key]Looking back, can we 
remind ourselves o f the 
teacher’s actions before the 
garage was set up? What do 
you think the teacher hoped 
to achieve from these 
actions?
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[KeyJAgain, can we remind 
ourselves what the teacher 
was doing out in the pretend 
garage? What do you think 
the teacher hoped to 
achieve with the kids?

Question Comment Suggested rewording
[Key]How do you think 
teachers in Irish schools 
would feel about these 
kinds o f  teaching activities?

[Ending] What kinds o f 
things made it possible for 
the teachers to work in this 
way?

[Ending] Is there anything 
we haven’t talked about that 
you would like to comment 
on? Anything in the film we 
haven’t picked up on that 
you think is important?
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Question
f KeyJWhat arc your reactions to what the boys 
in the cardboard box were at?

[Key]Again, can we remind ourselves what 
the teacher was doing out in the pretend 
garage? What do you think the teacher hoped 
to achicve with the kids?

Comment

[KeyJLooking back, can we remind ourselves 
o f  the teacher’s actions before the garage was 
set up? What do you think the teacher hoped,^ 
to ^ h ie v e  froqTlhesc actioriS? '  ^

vJC^

^  - 'ti__
-e-i^

Suggested rewording

'Q,'U‘

i

• i "  ^  6> ^  lS

/V^ —^

^  L [~e.

,  ' f - c

 -w -w A .'—>rj ^

-{c.i _x..
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J. Fallon 9 /1 2 /2 0 1 0

Question Comment Suggested rewording
IKcylHow do you tliink tcachcrs in Irish 
schools would feel about these kind o f 
teaching activities?

[Ending] W hat kinds o f  things made it 
possible for the teachers to work in this way?

— J -------------T---------

/}  '

[Ending] Is there anything we haven’t talked \ '

I about that you would like to comment on? 
Anything in the film  we haven’t picked up on 
that you think is important?



Appendix D: Sample Annotated
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D 1 0 /5 /2 0 1 2

y r \  %

fu«.uiA<-̂  >' ■'/a.oe.
^ / ' g / .?o t 3 ^ S l u e 3 a % 7iL k

JVv)fi hcu't' U ^

lu lm ic w e r ;  So as 1 said all T ain going to ask you is wliat do you thiiik. So 

il m ight be easier, m aybe, it w e did a lillle bit o f u  round robin, DPI I miglit
kktlf'e. o » ' /'ecwi

ask you to  pu t you on tlie spot and ask you to go first. Could 1 ju sl remind j  )v\ ^

YOU as w d l i f  yon think uTil to say your luimc before you talk ihe lirst tim e. . .i ^
 ̂  ̂ k.'V'ole j - o c u i '  ^Cj2AOt6-

< ^bu, C ll^ e » 4 M  i '  rX)W

. p ’ejj.i a

So DPI, what did you thiiik?

DP I : Overall I think that role play as it m ctliod o f  teaching i t o  i ( '

I ^ W i ^  C .U ^ V l / '^  5Gl>U»\11vO i^S^y •« 16 P 6 t i3 ^ \b l^ v -
*. 1 » ^ -1 i.

^>ol^h^c'aUse i have fried it this year after doing tlie^7ire«r course. Tt̂ s

f f i \  lUl l̂ aCiti?/.3 > iv/pr^LA -̂A^
' i i r ^ K a -

i<r^ d b ' ; c u . i l r

-AKo^ wiovfe.
hrilliant, it’s fabtilous. it iias loads d f  hcncfiti; but 1 have fomid it veiyrharflf/ 

to Sustain it lii the classroom . I  tJiiiilv for m e the hardest part is  the

vation..^ becatisc . . .  Actually, no, die hardest tliiog is to be able to do )  ^ ^ V \ t A ‘6 c J r ”  ' i O

VvA.u b-j«r:v_Â

role play, obviously, you have to be nble lo m odel, you have to be able to

p lay youisei ( imd I think as an adult it 's  ver\' d im eult. It is very difficult to

V .
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D 10/5/2012 
D 10/5/2012

6Wl \cn€ ^

belhmldug.on the soot. I t h i^  v<Ai. are very good at it DF2. comine no w ith
class. ' I  do beha^’ib iif s u p p o iii^ , so. tlie nio'st ilia t Fd ever do play would

Ideas and 1 just don't have tha tls ld llj So for me, role play, that’s kinda the' 
he'With, ins>’be,,' three kids, fetrrm  a max. and &o obviously I  have had a lo t

hardest part o f it for me. and just getcbig in  there and showinjg the children 
o f practice at that so T am fa irly  qIc p!n\'if|p, yviih Mds and (hat’s not a

It >w  you can extend the play. And pbserv'ationjas w ell, like we do role play 
problem. But 1 can see where D r i is corning: fr«

It small groups Hut tHel̂ ffl'et^-chtldTen are cfflist'ahtfy^ over at you. I t is ;^eat i  
imagine il could be v^V .-yd -vd iiric iiit arid tt^sTeaily ovgrw i^Itfjp^ i

r i f  y.oxi h a v ^  .fewpeoipie in llie  viaiisroOniJ'Qial is b rillian l. you can jusl 
You probably need to jpac^ yourself i f  you tuc to do if w ith a class. Rut I
jdicate your tiine and watch the children and, like, slay with lhal group, 
noticed about tl»&j4dco, I  waa tr>'ina lo count how many If ids there were, I

QwjjJ offiMwp \T

r-Jy U a cU^eulr

miMM

Ijfui when you arejin here on your own/fiud you’W 'go i a il your children a t’ 
couldn't get a nmlb^S^uLT’tfTmagtntrrt'wajt lcHH4hafHf~54#evm,--majd3j8.

%
Cl a

ejin her
h o i s

tl|e 6 tiler p lay stations it  is sc 
much more tiiaa-40r-evefir

"l»Tccep the role p

n|iy experience, (But 1 still wo*uici be a ll tor it,
unior infants

expenencelan ,at It,
'e were t<

thal|coiilidcncc|to go with it and^  l^ rn  fmnvmiqfakt^K >i»<’ wc1l|  One o f the
rjitej^Hewer: Thanks, D PI. DP2, seeing as you got honourable mention, 

things with play, i f  you try to get it  perfect straight away, i f  you go in  w ith
raid I put you on the spot and ask you what did you think? 
that atiitude, it's  nt>t going to happenflbecause you 'Will give up ahd as sooa

|is yOu ̂ re n o p ^ lIy  w ill pick up on that as well and they
r|>P2: 1 do [ike Aistea^. 1 do like  ii. The thing is 1 have never used it in a 

w ill just gn'|>ack t^  doing liie ir own thing. So wc hav̂ e to give ourselves the

Ing. So thaFwas 
are lucky that our 

TSliik 1 ju St nSecf-niate |*»

2
3
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subject
r'Mt i/lr*on

A lot richerAistear Even socially 0 personal Don t want to kuss

m In control & confidentAgencyRobbmg C iiniculum

Connected with Leading
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Children that 
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Language So deprived of
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Abstract

This thesis presents the results of a qualitative, interpretative study o f teachers’ beliefs 

about play pedagogy in infant classes in primary schools in the Republic o f Ireland. The 

introduction o f Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) has 

drawn renewed attention to the importance o f play as a context for young children’s 

learning. This approach has been endorsed in Literacy and Numeracy fo r  Learning and 

Life (DES, 2011), the national literacy and numeracy strategy. However, while there is 

little research on practice in infant classes, such evidence as exists indicates that formal 

teaching in infant classes is widespread. It is envisaged that considerable change in 

practice in infant classes will be required to ensure that the pedagogical approaches in 

infant classes become consistent with best practice as conceptualised in Aistear. To 

underpin this study, literature on teachers’ beliefs and play in schools was reviewed. Data 

was collected through a series of 6 focus groups, in which teachers discussed their beliefs 

about play in infant classes. The focus group data was analysed thematically, resulting in 

the identification of three overarching themes. The findings suggest that teachers value 

children’s play but consider that introducing play into the infant classroom is 

professionally risky. Teachers believe that commitment from all stakeholders, not just 

teachers, is required for successfiil implementation.


