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Abstract 

 

Play is an important dimension of learning for all students.  When students are allowed 

to play, amazing things happen.  Students start to tell stories, explore new concepts, 

and learn in authentic ways.  Some of these experiences are constructed with peers, 

while others are created individually.  Discoveries are made by connecting one student’s 

ideas with another and this new knowledge or idea is then shared with classmates.  

Play is a tool for student learning, discovery, and understanding.  It's where they 

discover ideas, experiences, and concepts, and where they can analyze these 

discoveries and their consequences.  When students explore ideas generated through 

play with student-led interest projects, they take agency in their own learning.  Play and 

play-based learning allow all students access to innovative and creative educational 

experiences.  In this study, students’ stories and experiences with play are analyzed and 

shared using narrative inquiry and autoethnography.  
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Chapter 1: Context 

 

(Illustration of a student exploring and discovering on a field trip at a pond) 

 

Introduction 

Play is an important dimension of learning for all students.  When students are 

allowed to play, amazing things happen.  Students start to tell stories, explore new 

concepts, and learn in authentic ways.  Some of these experiences are constructed with 

peers, while others are created individually.  Discoveries are made by connecting one 

student’s ideas with another, and this new knowledge or idea is then shared with 

classmates.  Unstructured play, also called free play, is a category of play where 

children engage in open-ended play with no specific learning objectives.  This kind of 

play is an important piece of the learning puzzle for all students.  In this study, I explore 

the research surrounding the importance of unstructured play as a tool for student 

learning, discovery and understanding. 

Play in general is defined as “engaging in activity for enjoyment and recreation 

rather than a serious or practical purpose” (McKean, 2005).  Yet early childhood 

educator and play researcher Vivian Paley (2009) states that: 
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Play is the serious and necessary occupation of children; it’s not just a pleasant 

hobby or a frivolous means of spending nonworking hours.  Freud considered our 

life-force as made up of work and love in equal measure.  For a child, the formula 

would better be stated as ‘play and love equals life.’ (p. 122)  

 

Like Paley, Anne Haas Dyson (2009) sees play as more serious and necessary than an 

enjoyable form of recreation for children. Especially with such an emphasis on closing 

the gap and test scores, she feels that students are missing out on fundamental 

avenues for learning.  Other scholars as well (e.g., Ashiabi, 2007; Van Oers & Duijkers, 

2013; Weisberg, Hirsh-Pasek, & Golinkoff, 2013) have noted that the increased focus on 

academic standards with more teacher-directed instruction have decreased the amount 

of play time in early elementary schools.  Teaching students in a way that forces 

information into their developing minds overwhelms children’s cognitive abilities, and is 

ultimately counterproductive (Dyson, 2009).  

Yet play is where children discover ideas, experiences and concepts, and where 

they can analyze these discoveries and their consequences. Dyson’s and Paley’s 

lifetimes of scholarship, along with others, has shown that learning really begins when 

children are able to play and imagine.  School should be where students “experience 

play as intellectual inquiry” (Dyson, 2009, para. 7) and unstructured playtimes naturally 

engage kids intellectually.  Students do not always learn by sitting in desks, and they 

cannot be intellectual by acting solely as receivers of information.  As Dyson (2009) 

notes, students need ‘stimulation.’  “We have to give them a sense of their own agency, 
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their own capacity, and the ability to ask questions and solve problems… We have to 

give them more open-ended activities, the space they need to make sense of things” 

(Dyson, 2009, para. 8). 

The type of play that Dyson describes above as “unstructured play” is also known 

in the research as “free play” (e.g., Bilewicz-Kuźnia, 2016; Holt, Lee, Millar, & Spence, 

2015), and is described by Pyle & Danniels (2017) as “play that is child directed, 

voluntary, and flexible and often involves pretend play, although it can refer to other 

types of play as well” (p. 275), such as pretend role playing in conversation with adults 

(Lindqvist, 2001). 

Researching play and the impact it has on student learning and understanding is 

important work as our schools continue to take play out of the school day.  By looking at 

the impact of play on student learning, we may be able to encourage schools and 

districts to schedule times for unstructured play, discovery, and intellectual inquiry 

throughout each school day.  To further understand the importance of unstructured play 

and its relationship to learning, I begin with a history of play and a discussion of modern 

play theory. 

  

Study 

The purpose of this narrative study is to understand the educational importance 

of unstructured play as a learning tool, and to describe the ways that play impacts 

student learning for elementary school students at Jamestown School in a mid-sized 

Midwestern city in the United States (all names of places, institutions, and people are 
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pseudonyms).  At this stage in the research, unstructured play will generally be defined 

as students engaging in activities for enjoyment and recreation, rather than a serious or 

‘practical’ purpose.  This includes time for imagination, discovery and instances of 

cooperation or teamwork.  By gathering individual student stories, experiences and 

discoveries made through unstructured imaginative play we can focus on how 

individuals or groups of students make sense of their world through unstructured play. 

For my study, I am proposing a narrative study with a small classroom of second 

and third grade students (8 students total), where time for authentic play is designated 

into every school day.  By analyzing observations, interviews and videos, the outcomes 

of this study could help to encourage unstructured play periods for all elementary aged 

students.  

  

Research Questions 

The central question for this study is: How do children in 2nd/3rd grade classrooms in a 

mid-sized city experience play during the school day?  

  

Analytic questions for this study include:  

●      How does unstructured play, imagination, discovery learning and cooperative play  

impact student understanding and learning in schools? 

●      How does unstructured play affect the learning of these students? 

●      Does unstructured play encourage creative problem solving skills? 

●      Does unstructured play encourage exploration, interaction, cooperation and  
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problem-solving skills?  

●      Are there specific instances where play seems to impede learning? 

●      How do students feel about the periods of unstructured play & discovery learning?  

●      In what ways do students feel that unstructured times are valuable/important to  

their own learning? 

These analytic questions guide my research by giving direction to the participant-

observations and member checks I have conducted.  They also provide rationale for the 

methods I used to collect data.  I observed, participated in play, interviewed and 

member-checked (in creative, student-centered ways) to encourage students to share 

their stories as I created narratives of student experiences during play. 

 

Study Significance 

This narrative study is significant to educational research for several reasons. It 

contributes to a field that is almost non-existent.  Studies regarding the importance of 

play and play-based learning in schools are usually derived from teacher-led 

activities/projects, rather than student-led and play-based education.  This qualitative 

narrative study contributes to the understanding of students at play in schools and the 

social-emotional benefits that this kind of learning has on student learning.  Much of the 

current literature on play and play-based learning talks about the general importance of 

play or how to use play within teacher-led lessons.  Missing in the literature are the 

students themselves.  By centering my study on students at play, I explore the ways in 

which learning is happening organically, without the interference of teachers or other 
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adults.  There is a growing interest in play research around the world including countries 

where play and play-based learning is or is becoming a requirement (examples include 

New Zealand, Norway, Finland).  Schools of play, where children are encouraged to play, 

explore the outdoors, and learn in natural ways, are also becoming more popular 

throughout the world - though many have been around for decades.  I aim to contribute 

to literature on play, play-based learning, project-based learning (which is student-led) 

and narrative inquiry as I tell the stories of my students at play in school.  This study 

also has the potential to influence educational policy around the importance of play and 

play-based learning in schools.  My hope is that studying students at play during school 

times will bring attention to the ways in which students interact, build relationships, 

explore, experiment, and learn through play.   

Children are made for play - it helps them learn, build relationships, work through 

problems, and explore ideas.  Play policies in schools need to change.  Students need 

ample time for unstructured play and recess.  States, districts, administrators, teachers, 

and families should fight for the rights of their students to have these break times 

multiple times throughout the school day.  Unstructured play should not just be a 

reward and should not be linked to student behavior or punitive practices.  Play should 

be required for all students in elementary, middle, and high school. 

As we consider each of these play-based ideas, theories, and schools, we need to think 

about why students in grades other than preschool and kindergarten are no longer 

allowed to play.  If students learn through play, are able to work through concepts by 

playing, can concentrate more easily because of time devoted to play, and learn to build 
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cooperative relationships with peers using play, shouldn’t play be an integral part of 

learning for all students in all grade levels?  Through my research, I show the important 

role and impact of play on learning for students - focusing on students in 2nd/3rd 

grades specifically because this is when play is taken out of many aspects of 

education.  

  

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

(Illustration of a student creating digital art) 

  

History of Play & Modern Play Theory 

Children have been playing worldwide since the beginning of time.  They seem 

designed to play.  Through play, children evolved into beings that could, as Gray (2019) 

informs us, “practice skills that are essential to their survival and reproduction; learn to 

cope physically and emotionally with unexpected, potentially harmful events; generate 

new, sometimes useful creations; and reduce hostility and enable cooperation” (p. 84).  

Gray goes on to explain that the desire for children to play, and the value placed on play: 
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Manifests itself most clearly in hunter-gatherer cultures.  Anthropologists and 

other observers have regularly reported that children in such cultures play and 

explore freely, essentially from dawn to dusk, every day—even in their teen 

years—and by doing so they acquire the skills and attitudes required for 

successful adulthood. (p. 443)  

Gray (2019) explains that as the world changed from a hunter-gatherer society into a 

more agrarian society, the opportunities for children to free play declined.  In many post-

hunter-gatherer societies, children spent much of their time each day working, such as 

doing domestic and farming tasks and, with the start of the industrial revolution, worked 

in factories.  Children still played when they could, even when working.  When they did 

play, they played freely without adult direction - meaning authentic, unstructured play.  

The contemporary educational concept of free play is that play is an activity outside of 

‘ordinary’ life, that absorbs the player intensely and utterly while not being serious.  Play 

is an activity connected with no material interest.  It is an entity that proceeds within its 

own boundaries of time and space according to a fixed set of rules (Huizinga, 1955).  

This theory of play is commonplace among educational theorists.  

Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development (1967; 1978/1995; 1981) is based on 

the idea that imaginative play and social interactions aid in the cognitive development 

of children.  Social interactions that children engage in during play help them create 

meaning and support learning through discovery.  Vygotsky also believed that social 

interactions that children engage in help them to discover and create meaning from the 

things that they discover.  Some of the most important learning a child can experience 
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is in the social interactions they had with an adult or skilled tutor, including parents or 

teachers. Children observe behaviors exhibited by the tutor and try to emulate what they 

observe. 

As children attempt to understand their observations, they copy and internalize 

these interactions, while learning to apply them to their own lives.  Vygotsky (1967) 

called this interaction the collaborative or cooperative dialogue, which is thought to 

have been between children and adults but could also involve social interactions with 

other children.  Vygotsky believed that children involved in imaginative play develop 

meaning and that this, in turn, helps children make sense of their worlds.   When 

children are allowed time for imaginative play, they engage in role-playing activities, 

create stories, develop dialogues, and solve problems (even when engaged in play by 

themselves) - all skills needed for successful adulthood.  

Play theorist Friedrich Fröebel (1826), believed that "play is the highest 

expression of human development in childhood for it alone is the free expression of 

what is in the child's soul" (p. 50-51).  When children are given time to play, they 

construct understanding of the world by directly experiencing it.  Prior to Fröebel's 

kindergarten, children under the age of 7 could not attend school. It was believed that 

young children did not have the ability to concentrate or develop cognitive and 

emotional skills before this age.  Fröebel believed that early education was of the 

utmost importance and believed that “because learning begins when consciousness 

erupts, education must also” (p. 51).  
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His ideas about learning through nature and the importance of play, especially 

outdoor play, lead to students planting gardens at school; playing outdoors with peers; 

and learning through play, all while allowing children to be led by their own interests and 

encouraging them to freely explore their world.  Teachers were seen as guides rather 

than experts.  Fröebel thought that through engaging with the world, understanding 

unfolds. Hence the significance of play – it is both a creative activity and through it, 

children become aware of their place in the world. 

John Dewey (1897; 1916), another theorist highlighting the importance of 

educational play, emphasized the concept of learning by doing and that children learn 

more deeply with a hands-on approach.  He believed in authentic and meaningful ways 

for students to learn.  Dewey (1916) argued that education can only truly be effective 

when children have learning opportunities that enable them to link current knowledge to 

prior experiences and knowledge.  Within his framework, students were no longer 

viewed as passive recipients of knowledge.  They played an active role in their 

education.  Students were allowed to play with their education, choosing to learn 

content that was meaningful to them, and were encouraged to explore topics in depth 

that were relevant to their lives.  Dewey promoted interdisciplinary education, where 

topics intersected with other areas of study allowing students the ability to play with 

their education. 

Experiential learning theorist David Kolb (1975; 1976; 1981; 1984) developed an 

experiential learning theory based on learning styles.  This includes a four-stage cycle of 

learning and four learning styles.  He believed that, “learning is the process whereby 
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knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (1984, p. 38).  These 

experiences fall into four categories: the Concrete Experience, where a new experience 

or situation is encountered, or a previous experience is reinterpreted; Reflective 

Observation, where the experience is thought about and inconsistencies between the 

experience and understanding are explored; Abstract Conceptualization, where the 

person has reflected and learned from the experience; and Active Experimentation, 

where the learner implements the new idea.  

Encouraging the learner to experience learning by playing with ideas, thinking 

about concepts, and applying those insights (Bransford et.al., 2000) could lead to better 

and more thorough understanding of those topics.  Students may also dis 

In today’s classrooms, many of these play theories are put into action in a variety 

of ways.  Social interactions between children are encouraged during choice times, 

recess, classroom discussions and during imaginative play times.  These interactions 

help children discover and create meaning.  By playing outdoors during school hours 

during recess, physical education, outdoor exploration/planting times and during field 

trips, children are able to construct understanding of the world by directly experiencing 

its wonders.  When students are allowed time for imaginative free play, they construct 

knowledge based on their experiences.  These experiences could lead to genuine 

interest in topics that students would not have had the opportunity to explore without 

creative, imaginative play times.  For example, learning through a project-based 

approach allows students to take agency in their own learning, while exploring 
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meaningful and authentic topics.  Topics could be linked interdisciplinarily to lead to in-

depth learning in multiple subject areas. 

Drawing on elements of play theory from Vygotsky, Fröebel, Dewey and Kolb, my 

research study has components of cognitive development, learning through nature, and 

learning by doing.  The process of cognitive development through imaginative play (role-

playing, storytelling, and the skills developed therein) was observed during play periods 

in school through recordings/notes on conversations students were engaging in, stories 

students told/created/acting out, and the ways they chose to work through 

disagreements during cooperative play.  The ways that students became aware of how 

they fit into the world was observed during play times where students were allowed 

outside to interact with both their peers and the natural world.  These times were mostly 

during recess, when students were able to play outdoors in the trees, dirt, garden, and 

grass.  Learning by doing was observable during all times when students were engaged 

in play where they were discovering, learning a skill or teaching each other how to do 

something.  These included learning individually, outdoors, indoors, cooperatively, and 

even through student-inquiry/project-based learning.  

  

Play Styles in Learning 

There are numerous styles of play used in educational settings.  Some use 

teachers as leaders, others with teachers serving as guides and a few where students 

are in charge of their own learning and play.  Common play styles in learning include 

play-based learning, project-based learning, student inquiry and unstructured/authentic 
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play.  Play-based learning is an educational method that can be strictly structured with 

all materials and standards planned for, can be a more open-ended kind of learning 

where students are allowed to play more freely with teachers serving as guides or it can 

fall somewhere in between (King, 1982, 1986; Pyle & Daniels, 2017).  Structured play and 

guided play can also fall into this category of play learning (Weisberg, Hirsh-Pasek, & 

Golinkoff, 2013).  Teachers guide students through activities, education “stations,” 

rhymes, songs, memory games, word puzzles, board games, guessing games, math 

games, and games involving imaginative journeys (Hyvonen, 2011) where play plays a 

large role in the learning process.  Huizinga (1980) described this kind of learning as 

“educational play,” where students are motivated by knowing and thinking logically.  An 

example of this type of play is using verbal games with questions and answers. Student 

inquiry-based learning is a style of intellectual play where students can play with ideas, 

concepts, inquiries and interests.  Students are authentically interested in topics and 

teachers guide students through investigations on these topics (Edelson, Gordin, & Pea, 

1999; Panasan, & Nuangchalerm, 2010; Abdi, 2014).  Students start by creating 

questions and developing problem statements.  They research the topics while working 

to answer the questions constructed earlier.  Teachers guide students through the 

research process.  Artifacts and presentations are created and shared with the class.  

Students then reflect on the inquiry-based learning process.  Inquiry- based learning is a 

teacher-directed way for students to play with theories and ideas they are authentically 

interested in learning about. 



14 

 

Unstructured play, authentic play and free play are defined as students engaging 

in activities for enjoyment and recreation, rather than a serious or “practical” purpose 

(Holt, Lee, Millar, & Spence, 2015).  This can include imaginative play, discovery learning 

and opportunities for cooperative activities or teamwork (Dyson, 2009).  This kind of 

play and learning is student driven, without interference or direction from teachers or 

instructors (unless safety or well-being becomes an issue).  Student-driven play learning 

is beneficial for social emotional learning, skill building, creating relationships with 

peers, cognition, and discovering concepts through imaginative practices 

(Nicolopoulou, Barbosa de Sá, Ilgaz, & Brockmeyer, 2009; Paley, 2004; 2009a; 2009b). 

  

Play Policies in Today’s Schools 

Current educational policies do not allow for play in many schools.  Standardized 

assessments, “closing the gap,” and standardized curriculum are policies that remove 

educational joy, replacing it with rote memorization and standardization.  These policies 

do not have student well-being or happiness in mind, and are not best practices in 

education (Ramstetter, Murray, and Garner, 2010).  This style of education is archaic, 

inappropriate, and inequitable.  The joy of learning, playing with peers and learning by 

exploring and discovery are more beneficial to learning than standardization and 

summative assessments.  

Unstructured play time is essential to student development, benefiting physical 

health, promoting creativity, improving cognitive faculties including focus and recall, 

and improving learning.  A study of more than 200 elementary students in 2014 found 
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that “physical activity improved students’ fitness and brain function, enhancing their 

accuracy and reaction time in cognitive tasks” (Hillman et al, 2014, para. 22).  Other 

studies show that children who have unstructured play times during the school day are 

more creative, have better problem-solving abilities, are less disruptive, and learn social 

skills including conflict resolution and cooperation. 

In 2017, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommended at 

least 20 minutes of recess a day at the elementary school level, defining recess as 

“unstructured physical activity and play” (p. 7).  These are times when students are 

allowed to explore, create, and build relationships without structure or teacher 

intervention.  Unstructured play allows students a break from academics and structure.  

The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) describes recess in a 2012 policy 

statement as a “necessary break in the day for optimizing a child’s social, emotional, 

physical, and cognitive development that should not be withheld for punitive or 

academic reasons” (p. 183).  Physical education and physical fitness have benefits for 

students’ personal and academic performance.  Recess has its own, unique benefits. 

Recess is an essential, planned break from rigorous cognitive tasks.  Recess allows 

students a time to rest, play, imagine, think, move, and socialize.  After recess or 

unstructured breaks, students are more attentive in class and can perform educational 

tasks more easily.  Recess helps children develop social skills. including collaboration 

and cooperation, that are otherwise forgotten in structured educational environments.  
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Devaluing Play 

Although the benefits of unstructured play times in school are clear, “44 percent 

of districts reported cutting time from one or more other subjects or activities at the 

elementary level, including science, social studies, art and music, physical education, 

lunch and recess” (McMurrer, 2007, p.3).  These are times when children are allowed 

and encouraged to play.  Choices, Changes, and Challenges: Curriculum and Instruction 

in the NCLB Era is a report from the Center on Educational Policy that finds decreases in 

the amount of instructional time given to these subjects average around 31 percent 

since 2001-2002. 

“‘What gets tested gets taught.’ said Jack Jennings, CEP’s [Center on Educational 

Policy’s] president and CEO.  Under No Child Left Behind, there is reading and math and 

then there is everything else. And because so much is riding on the reading and math 

included on state tests, many schools have cut back time on other important subject 

areas, which means that some students are not receiving a broad curriculum’” 

(McMurrer, 2007, p. 1-2). This report also finds that the increases in curriculum time and 

decreases in play times are more common in districts with so-called struggling schools. 

“When you go back to the start of public schools and the drive to get kids 

educated 135 years ago, they all had recess,” said Robert Murray, a pediatrician who co-

authored the American Academy of Pediatrics statement: ”In the ’90s, as we got more 

and more focused on the core courses and academic performance and test scores and 

all that, people began to look at recess as free time that could be taken away,” (Murray, 

2007, p. 2).  For example, in elementary reading classes, 84 percent of school districts 
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report changing their curriculum to emphasize tested content. In middle and high 

schools, 76-79 percent of districts altered curriculum to focus more on content that 

students would be tested on.  “Similarly, 81 percent of districts reported changing their 

math curriculum at the elementary and middle school levels to more closely match the 

content of state tests, while 78 percent of districts reported doing so at the high school 

level” (McMurrer, 2007, p. 2).  

“Some devalue recess because they assume it to be — as they assume play in 

young children to be — a waste of time, time that could be otherwise more efficiently 

spent,” Anthony Pellegrini, former professor of educational psychology at the University 

of Minnesota, wrote in a 2008 paper. “There is no theory or empirical evidence to 

support this point of view. The counterargument, that recess is good, is backed by a 

large body of theory and empirical research” (Reilly, 2017, para. 11). 

  

Allocation of Play 

What’s especially problematic is the disparity in how recess is allocated.  

Students who are African American, poor, or struggling academically are among those 

least likely to have recess or unstructured play at school (Link, 2019).  This is because 

schools and students that fall into these categories are thought to need more time to 

prepare for standardized assessments – more academic time.  Play is seen as “wasted 

time” for these schools and students (Pellegrini, 2008, p. 182).  Research has found that 

62% of school districts have increased the amount of time spent on English language 

arts or math in elementary schools, while 20% of school districts have reduced recess 
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time (Shape of the Nation, 2016).  There have been no notable improvements in 

academic scores with this method of learning, however, there is substantial evidence 

that physical activity, including recess and free play times, can have a positive impact 

on cognitive skills, attitudes and academic behavior that help improve academic 

achievement, including grades and standardized test scores (CDC, 2010). 

Despite the research on the benefits of play and recess during the school day, the 

CDC found that one-third of elementary school students do not receive any daily recess, 

free periods, or play times.  Students are suffering because of the lack of play, free time 

and breaks at school.  Teachers and administrators are seeing increases in behavioral 

problems, anxiety, and the inability to concentrate on the material being taught.  Time 

once reserved for play is now dedicated to standardized education and test preparation. 

  

Hope for Play 

But there is hope for our students and the future of play.  “At least five states now 

have a codified recess law, and seven more —Iowa, North Carolina, South Carolina, 

Louisiana, Texas, Connecticut, and Virginia—require at least 20-30 minutes of physical 

activity, though it is up to schools to decide how they wish to allocate that time” (Link, 

2019, para. 5).  These policies are being driven by research showing the benefits of 

unstructured play on student’s cognitive development.  A 2015 Stanford study of six 

low-income elementary schools found that recess and unstructured play can help 

students feel more engaged, safer, and positive about the school day (Parker, 2015).  

Other favorable student outcomes because of recess and unstructured play include 
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attendance; achievement; students' physical and emotional safety at school; positive 

relationships with peers and adults; support for learning; and an environment that 

fosters school connectedness and engagement (Parker, 2015). 

In a 2010 report by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the authors 

argue that positive associations between recess and academic performance were 

found.  Open-ended, imaginative play opens students’ minds, allowing for creative 

thought.  “The research has shown that we need to… not cut back on recess, but keep 

kids active and moving around. Children’s brains develop based on activities and 

connections, and their ability to focus is enhanced. Having breaks and being active is 

sort of like Miracle Grow for the brain,” (Link, 2019, para. 6).  Even the United Nations 

Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights recognizes the “right of all children 

to play, regarding it as an essential part of their well-being, especially for the 

economically disadvantaged” (Parker, 2015, p. 8; OHCHR, 1990, Article 24).  

As the research on the benefits of unstructured play and recess emerge, groups 

of advocates including parents, teachers, administrators, professional organizations, 

and advocacy groups are using this as leverage to encourage schools to protect recess 

times and dedicate times for unstructured play throughout the school day.  Strong 

public support for recess in Arizona encouraged state legislators to enact a law 

requiring two recesses each day for the state’s elementary school students. Since the 

law’s passage, teachers have seen fewer disciplinary issues, improved test scores and 

benefits to students’ overall health (Link, 2019). 
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Some of the benefits of recess and unstructured play are what you might expect. 

A 2009 study found that 8- and 9-year-old children who had at least one recess period 

each day (of more than 15 minutes) had better classroom behavior.  Students were less 

fidgety and were able to focus on content after recess (Link, 2019).  Recess and 

unstructured play times also allow for students to be creative, tell stories and 

cooperate.  “Creativity in children involves the ability to make things up and generate 

ideas on their own,” said Sandra Russ, a professor in the department of psychological 

sciences at Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland (Holson, 2019, para. 5).  

Playing with peers, storytelling and building with blocks or other toys that stimulate 

wonder and curiosity during free play are valuable ways for children to learn.  Robert 

Bilder, a clinical neuropsychologist and a director of the Tennenbaum Center for the 

Biology of Creativity in Los Angeles, studies creativity and the brain. He believes that 

what is valuable for children is the freedom to play with ideas, where they can solve 

problems with no predictable answers.  When problems are open-ended, he believes 

that students retain the curiosity to learn more things (Holder, 2019). By allowing 

unstructured play and recess throughout students’ educational lives teachers can help 

students academically, socially and emotionally.  Periods of play throughout each 

school day are necessary for behavior management, concentration, health, and these 

breaks in academic learning help to increase grades and test scores. 
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Schools of Play 

Authentic play in today’s schools is underutilized and, in many instances, only 

allowed during recess (if recess is mandated).  As a result, play-based schools are 

becoming increasingly in demand.  

       One style of play curriculum is Anji Play.  This style of learning was developed by 

Cheng Xueqin for students 3-6 years old in Anji County, Zhejiang Province, China.  Anji 

Play is a curriculum where learning is based on self-initiated, self-determined play, 

reflection, and self-expression. Students can build with found materials including bricks, 

lumber, boards, rope and oil drums.  They play, discover, problem solve and create 

collaboratively.  These children then watch videos of their play and discuss their 

discoveries and intentions.  They then create complex drawings, schematics and 

symbolic writing systems to show their important work and discoveries.  Anji Play is 

about freedom and time.  Students play for the majority of their school days.  The longer 

students are allowed to play, the more complex their play scenarios become. “When 

children engage in True Play, they are realizing specific intentions. Most simply put, they 

intend to have fun. But when given the space, freedom, materials and importantly time, 

these play intentions manifest themselves in high degrees of complexity” (Xueqin, 2019, 

p.3). 

The teacher’s role in Anji Play is important - “they are not guides, they do not 

structure play towards specific goals, and they do not view children as unsophisticated 

thinkers that need to be directed towards achievement.  Teachers in Anji observe and 

take part in play, but they do not intervene. They understand that children choose to 
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resolve their own conflicts, manage and regulate their own risk and develop rules and 

order to get the most fun out of their play. They trust children” (Anji Childhood 

Education Research Center, 2019, p. 4).  “Anji Play is founded on deeply-rooted trust in 

our children. It is, at its core, a movement of love, risk, joy, engagement, and reflection. 

We owe it to our children, to ourselves, to our societies and to the world to embrace 

these core principles (Anji Childhood Education Research Center, 2019, p. 4).”  Teachers 

and families participating in the Anji Play style of education understand that the most 

effective learning happens when the child owns their own experiences and discoveries.  

(Anji Childhood Education Research Center, 2019). 

       Forest Kindergartens or Waldkindergartens are another kind of outdoor play 

curriculum.  These schools originated in Scandinavia and are being popularized in 

Germany where there are over 700 Waldkindergartens throughout the country.  Students 

at these schools spend their days outdoors in all weather conditions and temperatures.  

Friedrich Fröbel, the German educator who opened the world's first kindergarten, or 

‘children's garden,’ more than 150 years ago, thought that young children should play in 

nature, cordoned off from too many numbers and letters (Forest Kindergarten 

Association, 2018).  Forest kindergartens are a throwback to Fröebel’s original 

kindergartens where students learn outdoors in nature. 

Forest Kindergartens are nature-based learning communities where trained 

outdoor practitioners guide learner-led exploration and discovery.  Forest Kindergartens 

aim to develop self-awareness, self-regulation, fine and gross motor skills, intrinsic 

motivation, empathy, good social communication skills, independence, a positive 
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mental attitude, self-esteem, and confidence.  The Forest Kindergarten environment is 

seen as a blank canvas, full of textures and materials to enrich the senses and stimulate 

the learning journeys that we will all undertake (Forest Kindergarten Association, 2018). 

Montessori is another form of student-centered play schooling created by Italian 

physician Dr. Maria Montessori.  This method, “fosters rigorous, self-motivated growth 

for children and adolescents in all areas of their development—cognitive, emotional, 

social, and physical” (American Montessori Society, 2021, para. 2).  Montessori is 

student-led, with each student working at their own pace.  Students choose topics of 

interest, with teachers guiding and leading through activities to foster learning.  

Students work individually or collaboratively on their projects/interests in multi-age 

classrooms (Montessori, 1964).  

Montessori schools are focused on a child’s “work” which should be joyful, 

natural and effortful and includes social emotional learning, cognition, and the mastery 

of concepts and skills (Cossentino, 2006).  A large portion of children’s work involves 

exploration, inquiry, discovery and play (Bruner, Jolly, & Sylva, 1976; Sutton-Smith, 

1997).  The Montessori method encourages children to repeat activities as many times 

as necessary to master skills.  These cycles of repetitive learning are called “work 

cycles” (Montessori, 1964).  As Cossentino explains, “The child’s internal work cycle is 

the sequence of activity entailed in choosing, doing, and completing work; the 

conclusion of a work cycle is determined not by the completion of a given task, but by 

the child’s psychic needs” (p. 68-69).  The environment created for students is carefully 

designed with student needs, student interests, order, a limitation of materials (so only 
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supplies that foster development are accessible), and nature are the focus (Montessori, 

1964).  This kind of learning through play is created and administered by specialized 

educators, with student inquiry and play as the focus. 

  

Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

(Illustration of student playing soccer during free play time) 

 

Epistemology, Theoretical Framework and Methodology 

  My epistemological approach for this study is the constructivist model, where 

students construct knowledge and meaning from their experiences with unstructured 

play.  The constructivist model promotes exploration and discovery learning where 

students create meaning and transform information through play.  Constructivism 

promotes learning as an active process where knowledge and meaning are constructed 

based on personal experiences to make sense of the world.  By allowing students 

unstructured play periods, students play a part in their own learning and meaning 

making.  In this narrative study, I construct a story based on the individual student 
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stories collected from this group of second graders with unstructured play, discovery 

learning and meaning making. 

I used a combination of both the narrative inquiry approach, which allows for the 

stories created through unstructured play to be told, and autoethnography, to describe 

students at play from my own experiences and perspective.  Narrative inquiry is the 

process of gathering information for the purpose of research through storytelling.  

"Humans are storytelling organisms who, individually and collectively, lead storied lives. 

Thus, the study of narrative is the study of the ways humans experience the world” 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 417).  Students experience their world through play and 

imagination.  Utilizing these techniques in the classroom while storytelling could lead to 

a more cohesive learning environment. 

Paley argued that, “Teachers… should use storytelling as a teaching and learning 

device” (2011, p.92).  When this concept is understood many classroom situations can 

be imagined.  “Pretend we’re lining up like penguins tiptoeing on ice… Pretend we’re like 

giraffes with long, straight necks… Like baby ducks following their mother” (Paley, 2011, 

p. 92).  Through pretending and using one’s imagination, “there is suddenly a focused 

community.  The children have been treated as actors, not outlaws.  Children’s play 

helps them focus on common problems in the format they know best: story” (Paley, 

2011, p. 93).  If teachers and students are encouraged to use their imaginations, they 

could find themselves as characters in various stories throughout the school day which 

could lead to expanding lessons and creative thought processes for students.  Students 

and teachers could find themselves “being kinder and more respectful to one another 



26 

 

because our options have grown in intimacy, humor and literary flavor” (Paley, 2011, p. 

94).   

Times for learning through play, the expressive arts and the emphasis on 

sociality has decreased as the time spent on direct instruction and measurable 

academic skills has increased, (Dyson, 2018).  A perceived gap in learning has been 

observed between white students and students of color during this time of focused 

academics and has been steadily increasing as we continue to educate our students in 

this way.  Students are to move up the “linear ladder of academic skills according to the 

strict tempo of school districts’ benchmarks” while important time for discovery and 

unstructured play are being diminished (Dyson, 2018, p. 6).  “This narrow focus has long 

been evident in schools serving low-income children… Given the differences in children’s 

home experiences, one might imagine that the institutional emphasis would be placed 

on building on students’ experiences to support diverse learners” (Dyson, 2018, p. 6).  By 

using unstructured play and storytelling methods throughout students’ educational lives 

teachers can help students in “expanding vocabulary, imagery, social awareness, and 

the valuable idea that we can choose different outcomes for most of our actions” 

(Paley, 2011, p.93).  When students are allowed to play and create stories they build 

community, create relationships, and learn.   

In my research, I use play theories from Vygotsky, Froeble, Dewey and Kolb, while 

modeling my research after Vivian Paley and Ann Haas Dyson.  

In the school setting where I work, students were given time each day for 

authentic play.  Vygotsky’s theory of sociocultural development was seen as students 
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participated in imaginative play.  Role-playing, storytelling, cooperative play, and the 

skills these kinds of play encourage, play a central role in the process of “meaning 

making.” These social interactions described throughout Vygotsky's work allow 

students to build community through play.  Fröebel’s theory of learning through play, 

specifically in nature and how students fit into their worlds, is another important theory 

for my study.  His belief in “self-activity” and self-expression through play was seen 

through the activities and storylines students created while playing outdoors with 

peers.  Dewey’s theory of “learning by doing” was observed in a variety of ways.  

Because this is a hands-on approach to learning, students are encouraged to explore, 

adapt, and interact with their environments.  This theory of learning by doing was 

witnessed when students were engaged in discovery play, including outdoors, indoors, 

cooperative, and individual.  Kolb’s experiential theory of learning, “involves the 

acquisition of abstract concepts that can be applied flexibly in a range of situations” 

(Kolb, 1984, p. 38).  Providing play times provides students with new experiences and 

allows for more in-depth learning.  

Although these researchers used teachers as guides throughout their 

experiences with play, students in this study were given authentic play periods without 

adult interruption, guidance or interference.  Students were allowed to take the lead 

when they played and created experiences for themselves and their peers.  

My research is modeled after the participant-observer method used by Dyson, 

combined with action-research/teacher-researcher perspectives.  I observed students, 

participated in activities (when invited), and told the story of students and their 
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experiences with learning through the lens of play.  I, like Graue and Walsh (1998), think 

about research with kids as: 

 A disciplined and systematic form of hanging around with kids who are smarter 

about their world than you are… We prefer generating data to the more common 

“collecting data.” Data are not out there, waiting, like tomatoes on a vine, to be 

picked. Acquiring data is a very active, creative, improvisational process. Data 

must be generated before they can be collected. If research is the process of 

soaking and poking, we emphasize the poking over the soaking, or better, first 

poke and then soak. The researcher is not a fly on the wall or a frog in the pocket. 

The researcher is there. She cannot be otherwise. She is in the mix.” (p. 91) 

  

Because "research is a collaborative document, a mutually constructed story out 

of the lives of both researcher and participant," (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 418) I 

gathered the stories of my students during unstructured play periods and constructed a 

narrative of my students’ experiences.  The goal of this narrative research study is to 

find common themes that indicate learning through play by observing and interviewing 

a small group of students.  

Through field texts written during unstructured play periods I gathered stories of 

learning, discovery, cooperation and shared learning.  “Central to the creation of field 

texts is the relationship of researcher to participant…  Researcher relationships to 

ongoing participant stories shape the nature of field texts and establishes the 

epistemological status of them” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 419).  As a researcher I 
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needed to be aware of my role in this research.  For this study, I actively participated 

with this group of second graders.  This collaborative relationship benefitted my 

narrative study as participants felt confident sharing their experiences with me.  They 

were active participants in the telling and reliving of their stories shared through the 

research study.  Vivian Paley (2011) articulated the importance of creating relationships 

with students through storytelling when she wrote, “if you take down their stories, you 

like them.  If they know you’re taking down their stories, they like you.  And we start 

liking each other” (Paley, 2011, p.93).  This kind of relationship with students creates a 

space for free and open dialogue between students and teachers where students feel 

like their stories matter and feel that their stories are important enough to share. 

  

Methods 

I chose narrative inquiry methodology for this study because the stories of 

student experiences with unstructured play are best addressed through a narrative 

perspective.  Narrative inquiry focuses on the stories of individuals - a storytelling 

approach (Creswell, 2007).  In this narrative study, I gathered stories of unstructured 

play, discovery, cooperation, and imagination through the experiences of a classroom of 

second graders.  

In this study, narrative inquiry has a constructivist approach, as we are observing 

the participants of this study to see how they are constructing their own understanding 

and knowledge of the world through their experiences with unstructured play.  Learning 

through play is “a necessary and fundamental mechanism for knowledge acquisition 
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and the development of both cognitive and physical skills” (Roussou, 2004, p.4).  

Students retain about 20% of what they hear, 40% of what they hear and see and 75% of 

what they hear, see, and do.  Therefore, students who learn while playing retain much 

more information than if unstructured play was not a part of their educational 

experiences (Roussou, 2004, p. 5). Current thinking throughout the educational field 

about how learning takes place emphasizes a constructivist approach, where learners 

must actively construct knowledge by drawing it out of experiences that have meaning 

and importance to them (Dewey, 1966). Participants in this study constructed their own 

knowledge by testing ideas and concepts based on prior knowledge and experience, 

applied them to new situations, and “integrated the new knowledge with pre-existing 

intellectual constructs” (Roussou, 2004, p. 4).  The individual continually constructs 

hypotheses and attempts to generate knowledge that are pieced together to form new 

knowledge and understanding. 

Through narrative inquiry I observed, as a participant observer, the ways in which 

students learn through unstructured play.  This study was conducted at Jamestown 

School, where I have been teaching for 12 years.  I have built relationships with 

students, staff and families.  With IRB approval for this study, forms for consent were 

created, sent, and collected.  I then designed an observation protocol method for 

recording field notes to include narrative, descriptive and reflective notes (Creswell, 

2007, p.134).  

For this narrative study, 8-10 second grade students (one class) were observed 

during unstructured play times at school.  By selecting a small group of students to 
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participate, detailed experiences with play, discovery, cooperation, and shared learning 

have been recorded.  Spending considerable time with these students allowed for an in-

depth gathering of stories and experiences with play.  This was done through 

observations of these students at play during school hours, including recess, gym, 

lunch, and core classes (when unstructured play is encouraged).  This study was 

conducted at Jamestown School in a mid-sized Midwestern city in the United States for 

one school year.  Observations were done weekly; interviews held every other month.  

Information for this study was gathered through: 

-        Daily Observations (During unstructured play & school hours; Field Notes, Digital  

Recordings) 

-        Interviews with each student (8-10 Students, Digitally Recorded, Observational  

Notes) 

-        Review of Educational Records of Students 

Observations were recorded in field notes daily and include digital recordings of 

students during unstructured play periods.  Interviews were held with individual 

students every 6-8 weeks to discuss their thoughts on play, specific conversations held 

during these play periods, what they feel they are learning while playing and any other 

topics regarding play and/or the research project.  Interviews took place in their 

schools, in a room of their choosing - including their classrooms, library, resource room 

etc.  Interview questions for students in this study included: 

-        Tell me about the game/activity you were playing. 

-        How did you decide who would play which roles? 
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-        Tell me about how you worked through or solved the  

disagreement/misunderstanding during your game. 

-        How did you decide who was allowed to play this game?  Who decided  

on the participants?   Could anybody play with you? 

-        What did you enjoy about your time to play?  Was there anything you  

did not like about playing today? 

-        What did you learn while playing? 

These interviews were done with individual students and were digitally recorded, with 

observational notes taken. 

  

Data Analysis 

In narrative inquiry the primary purpose is for participants (in this research study, 

students), to share their life experiences and personal stories to create a thorough 

narrative.  Connelly & Clandinin (1990) describe this type of research as: 

Studies of educational experience. One theory in educational research holds that 

humans are storytelling organisms who, individually and socially, lead storied 

lives. Thus, the study of narrative is the study of the ways humans experience the 

world. This general concept is refined into the view that education and 

educational research is the construction and reconstruction of personal and 

social stories; learners, teachers, and researchers are storytellers and characters 

in their own and other's stories. (p. 2) 
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Taking raw data collected in the field to a well-written completed text includes 

multiple steps such as, “generating data, dealing with the text of the data, and 

constructing a text, and crafting a narrative for the reader to consume. (Graue & Walsh, 

1998, p. 160).  Experiences and stories have been gathered and recorded from students 

at play in school.  All recordings of students playing, exploring and engaging in play 

have been watched, listened to, and transcribed - some with illustrations - to start the 

data analyzing process.  Each interview was also recorded and transcribed with notes 

on tone, facial expressions, and body language.  After all field notes, digital recordings 

and interviews were transcribed, data was read/listened to a minimum of three times to 

ensure understanding. 

Analyzing or interpreting data is a complicated and multi-step process.  

Interpreting the data, categorizing, and coding each interaction, and writing a cohesive 

narrative is a complex and daunting endeavor.  As Denzin describes: 

In the social sciences there is only interpretation. Nothing speaks for itself. 

Confronted with a mountain of impressions, documents, and fieldnotes, the 

qualitative researcher faces the difficult and challenging task of making sense of 

what has been learned. I call making sense of what has been learned the art of 

interpretation. This may also be described as moving from the field to the text to 

the reader. The practice of this art allows the fieldworker to translate what has 

been learned into a body of textual work that communicates these 

understandings to the reader. (Denzin, 1994, p. 500) 
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Through field notes, conducting interviews, and transcribing recordings, “you gain 

cognitive ownership of your data, and the intuitive, tacit, synthesizing capabilities of 

your brain begin sensing patterns, making connections, and seeing the bigger picture. 

But there are also systematic ways of reorganizing and reflecting on your qualitative 

data to help you along” (Saldaña, 2011, p. 90).  Through inductive coding I made 

meaning of the data I have collected observing this group of students.  Inductive coding 

and analysis are grounded in the data. It is “what we explore and infer to be transferable 

from the particular to the general, based on an examination of the evidence and an 

accumulation of knowledge” (Saldaña, 2011, p. 93).  By using narrative inquiry in this 

study, I hope to “create an evocative portrait of participants through the aesthetic power 

of literary form.  A story does not always have to have a moral explicitly stated by its 

author.  The reader reflects on personal meanings derived from the piece, and how the 

specific tale relates to one’s self and the social world” (Saldaña, 2011, p. 128).  I also 

told my students’ stories through my own experiences observing and participating in 

their play.  As Stake (1995) describes, understanding from “direct interpretation of the 

individual instance” (p. 74), in this case, an autoethnography of the stories recorded 

from students, allows for a thorough understanding of the data through the lens of the 

researcher.   

Another “approach to understanding the social world is to discern its patterns 

and to construct human meanings that seem to capture life’s essences and essentials… 

The purpose and outcome of data analysis is to reveal to others through fresh insights 

what we’ve observed and discovered about the human condition” (Saldaña, 2011, p. 



35 

 

90).  Employing Saldaña’s ideas and methods for data collection, the transcribed data 

was grouped based on play categories established during observations and interviews.  

These include student discoveries during play; cooperation during play; questions being 

discussed during play; and learning/sharing of information during play.  When these and 

other key areas of study were identified, the story began to unfold.  Stories for each 

category were identified and described.   “Categorizing is organizing and ordering the 

vast array of data from a study because it is from these larger and meaning-rich units 

that we can better grasp the particular features of each one, and the categories’ 

possible interrelationships with one another” (Saldaña, 2011, p. 91-92).  Through these 

stories, categories, and epiphanies, interpretation of the larger meaning of the story is 

being discovered.  Results have been organized into a concept map, where plot, themes 

and actions were listed and grouped (Creswell, 2007, p. 155).  

After discussing the discoveries, cooperation, questions, and 

learning/information sharing of students during play, sections focusing on each student 

commenced.  Each student’s personal story of learning - their discoveries during play; 

how they cooperated during play; questions they discussed during play; and any 

learning or sharing of information that happened during play - were highlighted and 

discussed individually.  This was done through interviews with each student.  By 

centering the findings around each student, their individual stories and experiences 

become the focal point of chapter 4 in this research study. 

Finally, a summative chapter connecting multiple student stories into one 

collective story was written.  This included themes found across the study, giving a 



36 

 

broader perspective of students at play in schools.  “Emergent patterns, categories, 

themes, and concepts… the possible networks (links, connections, overlaps, flows) 

among the codes, patterns, categories, themes, and concepts” (Saldaña, 2011, p. 102) 

were examined individually and then collectively to paint a picture of the happenings of 

students at play during the school day. 

 

Discussion 

As Maclean extrapolates, “all there is to thinking [research] is seeing something 

noticeable which makes you see something you weren't noticing which makes you see 

something that isn't even visible” (Maclean, 1976, p. 92).  “Finding it out requires inquiry 

that gets below interaction... We see the research process as having three levels: (a) the 

everyday observable, (b) rich description, and (c) theorized explanation, that is, getting 

at the invisible or unobservable” (Graue & Walsh, 1998, p. 94).  My research combines 

observations, interviews, experiences, and stories to create a narrative of students at 

play in school. 

Results from this study are grouped by student and themed categories.  Each 

student’s experiences have been grouped into four categories: student discoveries 

during play; cooperation during play; questions being discussed during play; and 

learning/sharing of information during play.  Stories that represent each category have 

been highlighted.  Meaning created by students through unstructured play were noted 

for each category.  Writing individual narratives about each student and how they 
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actively constructed meaning based on their personal experiences with unstructured 

play are how these results are being shared. 

I then took the stories of individual students and combined them into a 

summative account.  Stories about specific experiences were coded into groups to 

compare and contrast between individual and group findings.  These narratives are 

shared in a separate chapter based on the categories listed above and other key codes 

that manifested during observations and conversations.   

The goal of this narrative research study is to understand how children at school 

experience play, and to promote unstructured play in schools as a way for students to 

discover and make meaning of their world.  Sharing individual student stories then 

combining them into a summative story comparing experiences and observations make 

this a comprehensive narrative study in play. 

There are some limitations to consider when doing a narrative research project.  

Because “the purpose of research with children should be to get at and underneath the 

day-to-day realities of those kids” (Graue & Walsh, 1998, p. 145), the relationship 

between researcher and participant is very important.  Without a strong and trusting 

relationship between researcher and participant, the narrative would be weak and 

lacking the depth necessary to create a robust narrative study.  As the researcher writes 

the stories gleaned by field notes and interviews, we must consider voice (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1994).  The interpretation of the narrative told by the researcher must be 

considerate of the participants in the study and must represent participants accurately 

and appropriately.  Another limitation could be that although working with such a small 



38 

 

group of participants (8 students) gives depth to the narrative research, it also may not 

be an accurate representation of all students in second grade or students in other 

grades at elementary schools.   

My personal experiences could also be a limitation to this study.  As the 

transcriber of all notes/recordings, my feelings and biases regarding unstructured play 

could play a role in the interpretation of my findings and the writing of the narrative.  

Subjectivity is also a limitation of this narrative study.  My background as a teacher who 

has a relationship with these students may cause me to have biases regarding certain 

students and/or students may be biased for or against me based on past experiences in 

my classroom.   Through self-reflection and journaling, I became more self-aware.  

Because “we cannot step aside and be ‘objective’ about what we see and write” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 230), I hope to let my personal experiences, culture, history and 

background reflect in the narrative of my own experiences as well as the experiences of 

this group of second graders. 

“We must recognize that participants in the field, readers, and other individuals 

reading our accounts will have their own interpretations.  Within this perspective, 

our writing can only be seen as a discourse, one with tentative conclusions, and 

one that will be constantly changing and evolving.” (Creswell, 2007, p.231) 

 

This research study and findings contribute to educational practice and policy by 

advocating for the reshaping of what a classroom could look like for students and 

educators.  By allowing and encouraging play during the school day for all students, 
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much needed times for exploration, collaboration, discovery, and idea sharing will 

occur.  Advocating for play in schools could create a more equitable educational 

system, where students are the focus instead of standardization of education. 

 

Chapter 4: Findings – Individual Student Stories 

 

(Illustration of a field trip to a farm to see cows) 

 

My research combined observations, interviews, documentation of students’ 

experiences, and stories of these to create a narrative of students at play in school.  

These narratives were shared based on the categories listed in the previous chapter and 

other key codes that manifested during observations and conversations.  This chapter 

focuses on the individual student.  Each student has a story to tell.  In this chapter, 

narratives about four individual student experiences during play are told through 

interviews conducted at school.  Individual student narratives give an important insight 

into how students view themselves, their peers, school, and their world.  These 

narratives are a compilation of stories from the 6 individual interviews held with each 

student, every other month, throughout the school year.  Questions addressed during 

these interviews include describing the game/activity students were playing; how 
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students decided who would play different roles in each game; how they worked 

through or solved any disagreements or misunderstandings that occurred during play; 

decisions about who was allowed to play; talking about what they enjoyed most about 

their times to play; what they did not like about playing; and anything they learned from 

playing.  These children were chosen for discussion because they represent differences 

in kinds of play and show variety in their interests.  These students also represent 

various groups of students, meaning that students were categorized and grouped 

during data analysis into classifications of play styles – including kinds of play (house, 

group games, imaginative play, playing with words/drawings, building, 

collaborative/cooperative play, discovery/explorative play, etc.), and self-selected types 

of students (love/dislike school, active, quiet, thoughtful, passive, pugnacious, 

questioning, competitive, varied behaviors).  These 4 students represent a diverse cross 

section of the students participating in this study. 

 

Penelope 

 

(Self portrait of Penelope) 
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Penelope is an excited, energetic, happy child.  She is 8 years old and in 3rd grade.  

She loves school and her friends.  She would rather be playing outside than inside but is 

adaptable when the weather is unpredictable – or when they have free time indoors.  

Her goal in life is to get a puppy.  Penelope loves being able to leave class to be 

interviewed and always asks when the next one will take place, or if she could have 

“extra ones.”  She is bright, silly, and inquisitive, and asks numerous questions to 

teachers and leaders about the content being taught or when we are on field trips 

concerning the why and what of our adventures.  She is comfortable and confident.  For 

the purpose of this study, Penelope is categorized as an active, questioning, school-

loving player who enjoys group games, imaginative play, collaborative play, and playing 

with small groups. 

Penelope excitedly bounces into the classroom she’s chosen for her interviews – 

the STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Art, Math) Lab – one of her favorite 

places.  Penelope starts each of her 6 interviews by grabbing a rocking chair and 

dragging it across the classroom to a place on the carpet near the window.  She gets 

comfortable and starts rocking, ready to tell me about her adventures in play.  Each 

interview is between 10-30 minutes long, depending on how in depth and detailed her 

stories are that day.  She yells, “Ready!” when she’s ready to start. 

Researcher: “Hi Penelope!  I’m so happy to see you today.  Are you ready to tell me 

some stories?” 

Penelope: “Ready!  Let’s do it!  I gots a LOT to tell you.”   
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Penelope always has a lot to say about school and playing with her peers.   

I ask Penelope to tell me about the games she’s played each week we meet.  She 

rocks faster in her chair, getting ready to share her stories.  Sometimes they are games 

with groups, sometimes in pairs.  Once in a while, Penelope plays by herself.  Usually, 

friends join her after a short period of alone time.  She seems happy to have the 

company.   

Penelope: “This time we were playing kickball.  Well, it was just me and Natalya.  But we 

had the ball, and we were on our own team.  Like I was one team, Natalya was the other 

team and we were rivals.  I was trying to kick her butt.  Ooo… Can I say ‘kick her butt?’” 

When it was confirmed that yes, she in fact could say, ‘kick her butt’ during our 

interview, she continued. 

Penelope: “Ok good.  Because I really was.  I’m a super good kicker cuz I play soccer 

too.  So, I kicked first.  She rolled the ball, and I kicked it so far that it went by the cars!  

A teacher had to check first, then Natalya ran and got the ball, but I was so fast that I 

got a home run!” 

When asked how they decided on who kicked first, Penelope explained that she went 

first because they did bubblegum (a shoe counting game to decide who’s in or out).  

Then they took turns as the kicker while playing kickball because “otherwise it wouldn’t 

be fair - kicking is the funnest part of the game.”  This was decided at the start of the 

game.  As they played together, other students asked to play.  When explaining the 
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intricacies of adding players into an already started game, Penelope explained that 

“everyone can play.  We don’t just decide.  If they say, ‘can I play?’ We just let them play!”  

This commonly occurs with team style games, including kickball, four square, 

basketball, and dodgeball.  This story shows how play enabled Penelope to understand 

how to play cooperatively with teammates and newly added players. 

Though, this is not the case with every game.  Penelope described an issue with 

players entering mid-game while playing something called Puppy (a ‘house’ style game 

where there are usually adults/caregivers and babies).  Players had decided on the rules 

before playing.  In this case, there had to be an adult puppy and a baby puppy.  They 

could talk in ‘regular’ language but had to bark at the beginning and end of sentences. 

They also had to use an altered voice – either higher or lower in pitch based on whether 

you were the adult or baby.  Players could walk around normally but were required to 

crawl when barking.  Penelope and Natalya were playing together with Penelope as the 

baby puppy and Natalya as the teenaged babysitter puppy.  They would switch when 

‘the big kids’ came outside, which was around halfway through recess. 

Penelope: “We were playing puppy this one time and Mato came in and wanted to play.  

We said he could be the older brother puppy because he’s bigger than us.  Then we 

played a while and he changed into the BABY puppy!  What!?  (Exasperated sigh).  So, 

Natalya yelled at him to be the right kind of puppy but he said he hated that puppy.  He 

only was gonna play if HE was a baby puppy.  But we already had TWO BABY PUPPIES!  

Everyone can’t be a baby puppy or nobody takes care of us.  So, I kicked him out and 

said he couldn’t play anymore.  Cuz he was cheating at my game.” 
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Penelope was upset that Mato did not follow the rules agreed upon for this game.  She 

and Natalya had already designed this game and how to play and had explained this to 

their new player.  She did not appreciate that this player came in wanting to change the 

rules of their game.  She thought the rules were clear, so when they were broken, the 

player breaking the rules was no longer allowed to play.  When asked about how they 

thought that player might feel about being kicked out of the game, she said that it was 

“just too bad.  If you break the rules, that’s what happens.”  When asked about how she 

might have felt if this had happened to her, Penelope said, “still too bad.  I woulda been 

sad for a minute, then I would just go play something else.  Rules are rules.”  This 

example of play demonstrates that Penelope has learned about the importance of rules 

and guidelines when playing, and although she enjoys playing cooperatively, those that 

break the rules or do not follow the guidelines are no longer welcome to play. 

Penelope also explained how usually when there is a disagreement when playing, 

all players talk about it together to decide how to fix the issue.  Sometimes players are 

asked to leave the game, but most of the time they come up with a solution that works 

for everyone.  When asked about a game disagreement, Penelope said, “boy, have I got 

a story for you.” 

Penelope: “Last week we were playing Cherry Bomb (a freeze-tag game where the ‘it’ 

can only tag you if they can reach you from the ground, or if you touch the ground).  It 

was super fun.  Booker got ‘it.’  We were all hiding up on the playground, but Booker is 

super tall, and he kept jumping up to get us.  He was like ‘ah! Ah! AH!’ (Jumping sound 

effects with arm movements).  Then Teddy almost fell off the playground when he 
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jumped to the slide.  Booker was thiiiiiiiis close.  But he missed.  Then Mato tried this 

sweet twisty jumping move on the monkey bars.  But Booker is so tall he could reach 

him!  So, Mato got tagged and was super-duper mad.  He yelled at Booker and said he 

was a cheater.  Then yelled that he quit – like a baby.  Like, just be ‘it’ already.  Then 

Booker yelled at Mato that he wasn’t a cheater, and that Mato was a bad sport.  So, we 

all came down from the playground.  We all saw what happened, so I said that Booker 

tagged him (Mato) fair and square.  Natalya said she saw it too.  So did Teddy.  Teddy 

told Mato not to quit and that maybe we could have 2 ‘its’ for the next game.  I didn’t 

really like that idea, but everyone else did and nobody was being bratty about it.  So, we 

started a new game and everyone played again with 2 ‘its’ which was waaay harder than 

one ‘it’ but it was still fun.” 

 Penelope describes the ways in which the rules were changed during their game 

of Cherry Bomb.  She didn’t appreciate that Mato wouldn’t follow the rules of the game, 

even though they were decided upon before playing.  After disagreeing on whether or 

not Mato had been tagged, Teddy came up with a solution.  The solution was to allow 

Teddy to help Mato and have two people tagging the rest of the players instead of one.  

This solution encouraged Mato to continue playing while not breaking the rules entirely.  

This story highlights how play allowed Penelope to understand the importance of 

adaptation and change to make the game more cooperative and inclusive for all 

players.   

 Playing is one of Penelope’s favorite things to do.  She enjoys playing outside 

with her peers.  She has a best friend that she usually plays with, but happily invites 
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others into whatever she chooses to play.  Play times are always described with 

enthusiasm and charisma.  They are her, “favoritest times of school.”  When asked to 

elaborate, she happily obliges. 

Penelope: “Play time is the best.  You get to do whatever you want!  When we go outside 

is my favorite because we get sunshine.  Sometimes cloudy sunshine but it still makes 

a shadow.  Then you can chase your shadow with your bestie.  I always play with my 

bestie because she’s the best.  And we have the same clothes sometimes.  Like TWINS!  

But our hair and skin are different.  So, we pretend we’re twins and do twin stuff… Like 

when you say the same thing at the same time.  Or we make our hair look the same, like 

braids.  But I don’t know how to braid so she braids mine too.  Then we trick all the other 

kids!  Cuz then they think we’re really twins.  And I’ll say my name is Natalya and she 

says hers is Penelope!  Even the teachers get tricked!  Hahaha.” 

When asked if there was anything she liked or disliked about playing, she says, “I 

always like playing!  We get to do whatever we choose.  Like I can play house or tag and 

then I can change and go to foursquare or pick flowers.  If I’m mad at someone, I can go 

play something else with another friend!  I’m not stuck like in class where they pick your 

partners even if you say that you don’t like them because they were mean or called you 

a ‘stinky butt.’  (Giggles).  Then teachers say you have to be partners anyways and be 

friends.  When we play outside, we get to play with our real friends and explore stuff and 

try new stuff.  Like when we learned how to do braids?  I still can’t really do braids but I 

can pretend and do a twist.  It kinda looks like braids.  I sat by another friend and she 

showed us braids on Natalya because she gots long hair.  Then I tried to braid on Eily 
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but mine was TERRIBLE with braid chunks everywhere.  But Natalya tried mine and I had 

princess hair the rest of the day.  WITH flowers.” 

This story demonstrates how play enabled Penelope to understand how to learn 

new skills through play and share learning and knowledge with her peers. 

Researcher: “Is there anything you don’t like about playing?” 

Penelope: “Not really.  But when everyone fights that’s not the funnest.  Then you get 

mad and in trouble.  Like when someone is playing your game like a cheater.  They just 

wanna win but then you see they cheated and everyone yells ‘cheater!’ and then nobody 

wants to play with them because they weren’t nice.”   

Penelope goes on to explain in more detail. 

Penelope: “Last time, when we played foursquare, and Viv wanted to be the king but I 

was the king first.  So, he hit the ball super hard and it hit me and I cried and yelled at 

him.  Then Patty and Natalya said he was the meanest and yelled at him that he was a 

mean bad cheater.  Cuz you can’t hit the ball in someone’s face really hard.  You’re just 

trying to trick them and hit it a different way to win.  Then EVERYONE got in trouble after 

recess because Viv tattled and LIED and we had to have a meeting in the hallway.  

(Penelope rolls her eyes).  Then we told what happened and VIV got in trouble but we 

didn’t cuz he was bad.  But I don’t like when anyone’s in trouble so I don’t like when 

people fight or tattle.” 
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 Penelope does not like conflict.  Her only unpleasant moments in play revolve 

around conflict and disagreements.  She is eager to allow everyone to play with her but 

does not allow rule breaking or discord.  She expects people playing her games to 

follow the rules that were collaboratively set up before the playing started.  She has 

strong feelings about tattling and peers that purposely try to get others in trouble.  

Penelope’s strong sense of rules and ethics makes her fiercely protective of what’s right 

– especially if students are playing a game that she’s made up.  This narrative is 

another example of how play has enabled Penelope to understand rules and how to 

determine what is right or wrong when playing.    

 When asked about what she’s learned while playing, Penelope says she, “always 

learns stuff.  Like how to play new games and how to do new stuff.”  She explains that, 

“I never knew how to braid or that we had foxes by school.  I learned manners – like 

don’t run to all the dogs cuz one might be kinda mean and then you’d get eaten by them 

and be a zombie.  And teachers can’t let zombies be at school or all the kids would be 

zombies.”  She’s made new friends, some with the ‘big kids.’  When reminded about 

some of the field trips and adventures in the neighborhood she thinks with her finger on 

her forehead. 

Penelope: “Remember when we went to that pond with all the goo creatures?  Like the 

little bugs and stuff?  And I was by the edge trying to get some in the net?  Then I had 

Natalya hold my hand so that I could reach even more farther?  Did you know that I 

almost FELL IN?  My foot slipped on the mud and my whole foot went in the mud water!  

MY WHOLE FOOT!  I screamed and Natalya and Marimar pulled me out.  My foot was 
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soaked all day.  But I learned that mud is slippery.  Like super slippery.  And we learned 

about all those cool creatures and that biting one!  The giant one that flies and swims 

and bites people!  We learned that if you stick your goo on a mic-er-scope that it makes 

you see teeny bugs swimming in that water.  Wait… Ms. Steffenie?  DO WE SWIM IN 

BUG WATER ALL THE TIME??” 

 Penelope has learned many things through play.  During recess, on field trips and 

in classes, she’s learned how to collaborate, find solutions for disagreements, explore, 

and use her imagination to create new ways to learn and play.  Play has shaped how 

Penelope participates in school.  She works more willingly with her peers, has learned to 

compromise, and feels connected to school and learning through the friends she’s 

made while playing. 

 

Mato 

 

(Self portrait of Mato) 

Mato is a very energetic, animated, emotional student.  He is 7 years old and in 

2nd grade.  He likes all outdoor activities and has a few close friends at school.  He also 
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loves playing indoors – board games, computer games, Legos, or other forms of 

building.  His goal is to learn to drive – as soon as possible.  Mato loves the individual 

attention of the interviews and proudly walks into each interview.  He is kind, smart, and 

outgoing, often to the point of disruption.  He openly questions teachers and other 

authority figures.  He is confident and entertaining.  For the purpose of this study, Mato 

is categorized as a pugnacious, school-disliking, highly competitive player with variable 

behaviors, who enjoys group games, imaginative play, cooperative play, and playing with 

words and drawings. 

Mato confidently walks into his chosen classroom for interviews – the library.  

He loves books and the cozy space our librarian has created.  He starts every one of our 

6 interviews by snuggling into a giant beanbag chair, pulling another one across from 

him for me to sit in.  Mato’s interviews are usually around 15-20 minutes, depending on 

his speed of storytelling.  When he’s ready to start, he looks me straight in the eyes, 

fingers tented together under his chin, and says, “Ok.  Go.” 

I ask Mato about the games and play times he’s participated in each week that 

we have interviews.  He squishes a little deeper into his beanbag, getting comfortable.  

Mato likes playing indoors and outdoors.  He usually plays with a core group of friends.  

He does not enjoy playing alone.  Mato will join other play groups if he finds himself 

without his usual cohort. 

Mato: “This time we played dodgeball!  It was so fun.  We had like me and Teddy and 

Booker and we started playing.  We were in the grass, so everyone had their own team 



51 

 

and we kinda like made a triangle.  But like a BIG one so we could throw the balls at 

each other.  It was the coolest.  Usually, we play with a million people.  But this time it 

was just us.  We had 2 balls so we had to run around a lot.” 

Mato explains that this game is usually played with all the balls in the gym and their 

whole class.  Half of the students on one side of the gym, half on the other.  Then the 

teacher blows the whistle, and everyone runs to get a ball to throw at their opponents.  

This was their version of the game with fewer people and balls – and it was played 

outside in the field behind the school. 

Mato: “Booker is tall and fast but doesn’t throw too good.  Teddy is like the best thrower 

in the whole grade, so you gotta duck and run and weave.  We made boundaries so 

Booker couldn’t just run all the way to the playground.  I’m pretty good at throwing but 

really good at strategy.  I can tell where they wanna throw and run away from there real 

fast.” 

 Mato explained that he was the starter because he came up with the idea to play.  

His peers accepted this because this is how most roles for games are chosen within his 

friend group – by who decided on the game to begin with.  Rules were created 

collaboratively so that everyone would want to play.  Rules for this game included 

agreed upon boundaries, players, and number of balls (which was an easy decision 

because there were only 2 balls available for use).  Mato started the game by throwing 

the balls in the middle of the triangle and running back to his spot in the corner.  This 

was agreed on before play, as each student would be the same amount of space away 
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from the dodgeballs.  They all yelled, “ready, set, go!” together when Mato signaled the 

group with a 5 second count down on his fingers (while yelling, “5, 4, 3, 2, 1”).   

Mato: “Then we played for a little while and Chooch and Jack wanted to play too.  We 

thought it would be funner if we had more people, so we let them in.  It WAS way funner.  

We made like a 5 corner square.  Wait, what are those called?” 

Deciding that pentagon was the shape name he was looking for, he explained that they 

had to redraw boundaries because now the shape was different due to the number of 

players and corners for each player to start in.   

Mato: “But then we played again and Ketan wanted to play too!  So, we had to make a 

hexagon!  I remembered that shape because I was making a thing with those Tangram 

thingies in math.  But we decided after everyone was in their spot that maybe this was a 

kinda dumb way to do it because WE COULD JUST HAVE 2 TEAMS!  Duh!”  (Hits his 

forehead with the palm of his hand while shaking his head). 

 This game play shows how Mato is learning adaptability and how to collaborate 

with his peers during play.  Students decided to change the rules when they didn’t fit the 

game anymore.  They changed the shape and the amount of space to accommodate 

the new players.  As they added more players they adapted the game again, starting 

with a triangle, changing to a pentagon, and ending as a hexagon.  When the shape 

wasn’t conducive to the kind of game they wanted to play, they changed it to a team 

game instead of an individual game.  When asked about adding players and deciding on 

teams, Mato described the “fairest way to choose.” 
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Mato: “Well, when other kids want to play, we just play!  Nobody says no to people who 

want to play.  Then it’s fun!  Maybe everyone can play.  Remember when we asked you 

to play too?  You kicked the kickball over the WHOLE PARKING LOT!!!  It was awesome.” 

When asked about creating fair teams, it was a little more complicated. 

Mato: “Teams can make people mad.  I always want to be on my friend’s team – like 

we’re all friends – but I’m really friends with Teddy and Booker the most.  So, I want to 

be on their team.  But when we had Chooch, Jack and Ketan then it’s more hard.  I like 

them too but not like my best friends.  So we did bubblegum.  Do you know bubblegum?  

I’ll show you.” 

Mato proceeds to tap my foot, then his foot while singing a song about bubblegum.  

Each tap is on beat, and when the song ends, the person’s foot being tapped is out.  

They decided that the first 3 people out would be one team, the people left over would 

be the other team.   

Mato: “But then Brian came – he’s a big kid (upper grade level).  Then everything was 

messed up.  He’s old so he gets everyone out super fast and wins.  So, we let him play a 

little, but then kicked him out.  He’s too good and it wasn’t fair.  His team always won!  

And then it kinda turned into everyone versus Brian which was fun too.  Like big kids 

versus the REALLY big kid.  We tried to beat him but couldn’t.  We were all out all the 

time.  He didn’t care but we didn’t have fun anymore.  So, we kicked him out.” 
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That was not the end of this story, however, because Mato described a calm resolution 

to a problem.  This was not what was observed.  What was observed was a very upset 

student becoming emotional when hit with a ball – making him ‘out.’ 

Mato: “Yeah, I guess I was super mad that last time.  I really HATE losing.  So, I yelled at 

BRIAN in his face, and told him he was the worst kid at the whole school.  I was crying 

yelling cuz I was so mad.  My friends came over to say to chill out but I couldn’t because 

Brian is the worst and hit me on PURPOSE.  (Which is the point of the game).  So, I 

yelled more and screamed.  Then I ran away to the playground and hid from my friends.” 

When asked about running away and if he was upset with his friends, Mato said, “No, 

not really.  I was just so angry and I wanted to leave cuz I hate crying and I couldn’t help 

it.  I just was.  Prolly cuz when I’m mad, I cry.  So, I was hiding cuz only babies cry and 

I’m not a little kid.” 

This story demonstrates how play allowed Mato and his teammates to cooperate 

and  work through a difficult and emotional situation together – removing a player from 

the game.  Although the rest of the team had a discussion and came to a consensus, 

Brian was not involved in the decision-making process.  He was voted out of the game 

for being too competent.  This was the ‘fair’ way to remove a player, especially an older 

student.  When asked if Mato would like being kicked out of a game for winning he said, 

“I wouldn’t care.  If I was playing little kids and kicking their butts, I SHOULD get kicked 

out.”  Mato also shared that when he’s upset, he has little control over his emotions and 

sometimes gets so upset that he chooses to remove himself from the situation.  He did 
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choose to rejoin the game after his friends came to find him (after his temperamental 

exit).  Brian did not return to the game. 

 Mato explained that he loves to play but hates to lose.  He always learns 

something – whether it’s how to be a good negotiator or how to strategize a game more 

effectively.   

Mato: “I learned from this one.  Playing dodgeball is WAY easier in the gym.  There’s 

more balls and space.  The teacher just picks the teams, so there’s no fighting.  It’s 

really hard to pick teams.  Even bubblegum, you can kinda cheat by knowing which foot 

to start with and counting before you do it.  I learned I’d rather play a little game with my 

favorite friends than a big game with lots of other kids.  And I DON’T like playing with 

big kids.  They cheat.  I dunno.  I just like my friends better.  I also learned from last time 

that if you take your shoes off to dump out the junk, you gotta watch for bees.  They’re 

tricky little buggers.  Remember I had to get an ice pack cuz I stepped on that giant 

bee??  I definitely learned that bees DO NOT mess around.” 

Mato: “But I think I learned most that I don’t need a million friends.  Just a couple.  Like 

2.  Then I’m happy and we can play all the games and because we’re friends, we don’t 

really fight like when we added more people to my game.  We just kinda play stuff and 

make our rules the way we want.” 

 Mato doesn’t mind a bit of conflict but gets emotional when challenged.  He is 

quick to provoke and always ready to debate.  While he doesn’t like to make people feel 

bad by voting them out of the game, he can always reason with the player and justify his 
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position.  If he doesn’t get his way, he storms off until he’s feeling confident enough to 

return.  He doesn’t need a large group of friends; he is happy with just a few close ones.  

He enjoys games where he can create the rules and design the game to fit the needs 

and goals of his friend group.  He is learning to work through disagreements without 

yelling or storming away.  Having a close group of friends who truly care for him helps 

this process.   

 

Natalya 

 

(Self portrait of Natalya) 

Natalya is an inquisitive, talkative, cheerful child.  She is 8 years old and in 3rd 

grade. She loves her friends and tolerates being at school.  She happily plays indoors or 

outdoors, depending on her mood.  Her goal in life is to, “fly in a rocket.”  She happily 

leaves class to participate in interviews and brags to her classmates when she leaves.  

She is funny, excitable, and clever.  She’s always thinking 3 steps ahead of her teachers 
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and peers.  She loves to learn and explore, but on her own terms.  For the purpose of 

this study, Natalya is categorized as an energetic, problem-solving, school-tolerating 

player who enjoys house style games, imaginative play, collaborative play, and playing 

on a team. 

Natalya dances into the classroom she’s picked to conduct her interviews – the 

Makerspace corner of the STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Art, Math) Lab.  

This corner is filled with making materials – tools, cardboard, cloth, beads, connectors, 

etc.  Natalya prefers to be creating while answering interview questions.  She starts 

each of her 6 interviews by choosing a few items to start building – usually cardboard, a 

saw, markers, brads, and some yarn or pipe cleaners.  Each of Natalya’s interviews are 

around 20 minutes, just enough time to, “make something cool.”  When she’s ready to 

start, she puts all the making materials in front of her and says, “Okay!  Let’s go!” 

I ask Natalya about how she’s chosen to play each week she participates in an 

interview.  She usually plays with one specific friend, but happily accepts ANOTHER into 

whatever game they’ve chosen to play.  Natalya does not choose to play alone.  She will 

always find a friend or group to play with.   

Natalya: “I went outside, and nobody was playing kickball, so I asked Penelope because 

she’s my best friend.  But kickball with 2 people is SO BORING!  You need TEAMS.  So, 

we went to everyone outside to see if they wanted to play.  We asked all the little kids 

AND the big kids.  I think like 7 people wanted to play!  So, we had enough for TEAMS.  

We made 2 teams doing bubblegum and did rock-paper-scissors (a hand gesture game 
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where rock beats scissors, scissors beats paper, and paper beats rock) to see who 

kicked first.  Cuz everyone wants to kick first.  Nobody wants to catch.  (Rolls her eyes).  

And my team got to kick first!  We all ran to the base to kick and whoever got there first 

was the first kicker.  I was first cuz I’m the fastest.  So, I was gonna kick but this little 1st 

grader started crying cuz she was last.  I just didn’t want her to cry cuz she’s a really tiny 

one.  So, we traded places, and she kicked first.” 

Natalya describes the ways in which she adapted to make the game work.  She 

chose kickball with her friend, then had to find additional players to join the game.  After 

players were chosen, she decided that bubblegum was the most equitable way to 

choose teams.  She did not end up on a team with her best friend, but “fair is fair,” and 

they both ended up as unofficial captains for their teams.  To decide who kicked first, 

team leaders Natalya and Penelope played one round of rock-paper-scissors, “winner 

take all,” meaning that the winner of rock-paper-scissors would kick first.  When teams 

ran to their places around the bases, which are painted onto the blacktop in the school 

parking lot, the first to arrive were the first to choose catching locations in the ‘field’ or 

were the first to kick behind the home plate (base).  Although the rules were created as 

a team and agreed upon by all players, Natalya adjusted them for her team to make 

playing more enjoyable for “a little 1st grader.”  Because Natalya was the team captain, 

no one challenged her decision.  This narrative demonstrates how play allowed Natalya 

to understand how to play more cooperatively, discuss possible solutions with peers 

and to act as a leader and make a decision that was equitable for all players.  
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Changing the rules or players mid-game does not always work.  Sometimes 

students get upset and argue about the rule changes or additional players. 

Natalya: “Then Bear, a BIG kid wanted to play (kickball) too.  Our team had less players 

so I thought he should join MY team.  But Penelope and Stephen yelled that that 

wouldn’t be fair cuz he’s a big kid from 6th grade!  I said we had the littlest kid on our 

team, so we should have the biggest kid too!  Then Penelope said she was gonna quit – 

like a BABY.  And 2 other kids quit too.  So, we put Bear on their team cuz they didn’t 

have any players left.  And cuz he’s big, he DESTROYED us.  Like SO bad.  But it was still 

fun cuz he’s funny.  He caught all the balls and made us out all the time.  (Catching the 

ball that’s kicked in dodgeball causes the kicker to get an out.  Teams are allowed 3 

outs before switching who is in the outfield and who kicks).  Then cuz they were winning 

Penelope and Ketan and Stephen all wanted to come back and play on HIS team.  We 

said NO!  Too bad.  They already quit!  Quitters can’t come back!”   

Natalya rolls her eyes and huffs loudly in exasperation.   

 When asked about the disagreement in the game, Natalya simply states that, 

“quitters don’t get to come back.  You quit, you lose.  Everybody knows that.”  In this 

game, people who did not want to follow the rules or work together were cast away.  

They were not allowed back into the game and had to find something else to do.  This 

seemed to be a rule that everyone understood, as all other players (besides the 3 

wanting to return to the now winning team), knew this to be the rule for all games.   
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Natalya: “We were playing another game too.  It’s called frisbee.  It’s like this circle thing 

you throw like a flying pancake and it flies all the way to your friend?  Do you know 

frisbee?” 

After establishing that I indeed knew what frisbee was, she continued. 

Natalya: “I was frisbeeing with Teddy and we were just throwing it back and forth and 

taking a step back each throw.  Like to see if we could throw it far away.  So, we were 

getting super far apart in the grass.  Like SUPER far.  And I winded up and threw it and it 

landed on top of the PLAYGROUND!  I was like, ‘Ahhhhhh!’ and yelled up to the top to 

see if Penelope would throw it down.  She said ‘yeah’ and that she wanted to play too!  

So, we had to make a kinda circle.  So, I threw it to Teddy, Teddy threw it to Penelope, 

and Penelope threw it to me!  Then ANOTHER kid wanted to play so then Viv made the 

circle more like a square and I threw it to Mato and Mato threw it to Teddy.  It was fun 

cuz lots of kids wanted to play.  And we kept making a bigger and bigger circle until the 

whole field was a giant frisbee game!” 

 This example shows how play led Natalya to understand how to play 

collaboratively and adaptively.  She altered her game so that anyone who wanted to play 

could join.  Everyone easily fit into the game without discussion.  They continued 

enlarging their circle to accommodate the new players and compromised the original 

rules, from playing with 2 players back and forth, to throwing the frisbee around in a 

circle.  This way everyone got a turn to catch and throw.  When students dropped the 

frisbee, the assumption was that they would go to retrieve it.  If another student tried to 
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take the frisbee out of turn, the group reminded them of their place in the game.  They 

worked collaboratively to make this ever-expanding game of frisbee work. 

 When Natalya plays, she is happy.  Even when she’s losing, she enjoys the game.  

She makes alterations and accommodations to the rules to make the game enjoyable 

for everyone playing.  She describes playing as, “the most best part of school.  Way 

better than math.”  When asked about what she likes or dislikes about playing, Natalya 

explains. 

Natalya: “I just like playing.  School isn’t my favorite part of school.  I just like recess and 

STEAM and lunch and playtime.  The other stuff is like work.  You gotta do it, but you 

don’t gotta like it.  When I get to play I see my friends and do happy fun stuff.  Like 

running and ball and laughing and the playground.  Or foursquare or kickball or 

basketball or jump rope.  I like those things.  I like to do outside stuff and inside stuff.  

Checkers.  I’m a BOSS at checkers.  I always win cuz my brain likes that game.  It just 

KNOWS how to win.  I like to make stuff too.  Like when we get to make whatever we 

want?  Like right now?  I like that.” 

 Natalya enjoys her freedom.  She likes to choose the activities that she’s 

participating in.  She has interests inside and outside and appreciates aspects of both.  

Choices are important, and she likes to switch to different activities throughout the play 

period.  Sometimes she leaves an activity mid-game because of conflict.  She does not 

participate in fighting or yelling.  She said that, “that’s just too stressful.”  She dislikes it 

when there are altercations and leaves to play with other groups.   
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Natalya: “I just don’t like fighting.  Like not my thing.  Everyone yelling and stuff.  So 

annoying.  I just go somewhere else and play with someone else.  Even if it’s my best 

friend.  I’ll just leave her like, bye!  (She smiles and waves).  Like we were playing 

checkers and I kept beating her and she got mad.  She yelled at me for bragging.  And I 

kinda was but not like BAD.  Like dancing and saying ‘I win, I win, na na na boo boo.’  

And dancing around the table in a circle, shaking my booty.  But it wasn’t MEAN.  Just 

fun.  But she was mad and threw the checkers off the table and they flew everywhere!  

Then she picked some up and threw them AT me.  So, I went and played with Teddy.  

He’s not a bad loser.  And SHE had to pick all of them up by herself because she was a 

bad loser.” 

She looks up, thinking.  And decides that maybe she was, in fact, bragging.  She shrugs 

it off and says, “oh well.” 

 When answering if she learns anything while playing, Natalya says, “no.  Well, not 

on purpose.”  She admits that sometimes, by accident, she’s learning.  “Like I never 

knew how to play checkers, but Teddy showed me and now I’m the best.”  She also 

remembers when she was playing in STEAM Lab and possibly learned some things by 

accident while playing. 

Natalya: “Remember when we were building that thing?  It was a giant cardboard 

creature?  I was trying to cut the fat cardboard with a scissors because it’s the strongest 

one.  And I needed a strong cardboard.  But the scissors were too weak!  They kept 

smooshing and bending my project!  Then I remembered that we learned how to use 
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ALL these tools!  Like why wasn’t I using the saw?  Prolly I just forgot!  So, I went over to 

Yogi and Tallulah and they remindered me about all the cardboard tools!  Like the saw 

and the hammer and the screws and the brats (brads).  Then I gots those things and 

went to my spot.  The saw is like a little one, but you can’t get hurt.  But it’s a little sharp 

and I could cut my pieces.  Then I used the hammer to poke nails to make hole and 

stuck the brats (brads) in there.  Then it was a HINGE!!!  Remember we learned about 

hinges and levers?  So maybe I learned but it was on accident.  Wait, I think I learn on 

accident all the time…  Like when I do anything…”   

Her eyes light up with this possible epiphany.   

 This story demonstrates how play enabled Natalya to accidentally learn skills and 

how she shared her learning and knowledge while playing.  She learned to collaborate 

with peers by creating rules and boundaries for games.  She used effective 

interpersonal skills to mitigate conflict, trying to follow the rules but making it fair for 

everyone to play.  Natalya learned that she needs to step away from conflict to keep 

herself content.  She makes friends through play, changing groups and accommodating 

younger players, making play fun for everyone around her.  Although she didn’t really 

think she was learning when playing, she ultimately decided that she, “prolly was.” 
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Booker 

 

(Self portrait of Booker) 

 Booker is a thoughtful, intelligent, quirky student.  He is 7 years old and in 2nd 

grade.  He loves school, especially science and STEAM classes.  Booker loves to play 

inside as much as he loves being outside.  His goal in life is to publish a comic book.  

He is artistic and creative and enjoys time drawing, writing, and illustrating.  His play 

looks a little different than that of many of his peers.  He is an active and playful 

student, but playtime for Booker can also look more imaginative and internal.  He loves 

talking about his artwork, stories, and imaginative play during interviews.  Booker is a 

thinker and takes his time with his responses to interview questions, and when talking 

or responding to teachers and peers.  For the purpose of this study, Booker is 

categorized as a thoughtful, quiet, school-loving player who enjoys imaginative play, 

collaborative play, and playing with words and drawings. 

 Each interview, Booker calmly walks into the library and sits at the table.  He 

motions for me to come sit across from him.  He has brought his notebook, 

Chromebook, and a book he’s been reading and lays them out on the table.  Booker’s 
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interviews are around 15-20 minutes in length.  He opens his notebook to a page of 

writing and drawings to signal he is ready to start.   

Researcher: “Hi Booker.  Are you ready to share some stories with me today?” 

Booker: “I think so.  Let me check my notebook.” 

Booker opens his notebook to the designated page for his new stories.   

Booker: “I’ve started a new series – like a cartoon but kinda like a graphic novel too.  It’s 

called Adventures of Pickle Man.  See?  Here’s the main character – that’s Pickle Man.  I 

started writing this one because I love the new Dog Man and Captain Underpants books 

and I want to be just like that when I grow up.  Me and Mato and Yogi have been writing 

them together!  It’s super fun.  Cuz it was raining, and we had indoor playtime, so I got 

out my notebook and THEY DID TOO!” 

Researcher: “Does everyone have a notebook for writing and drawing?” 

Booker: “No, but we got extra ones in a drawer we get to use for whatever we want!  But 

I like to make graphic novels and cartoons and stuff.  I just like using my imagination to 

make cool and funny things.  And Mato is super funny too, so we make funny stuff.  

Here, look.  See?  Pickle Man.  He’s going to save the world from the evil Dr. Burger – 

get it?  Because you eat pickles on your BURGER?  And here’s Pickle Man’s sidekick – a 

pickle dog named Dill.  Haha.  Get it!!?  It’s so funny.” 

Booker then talks about his friends and their contributions to this collaborative effort.   

Booker: “So, me and Mato made the characters and named them.  Yogi came over then 

and joined us.  We were all drawing different ways we thought Pickle Man should look.  

Yogi did the bad guy – Dr. Burger.  Me and Mato made Pickle Man and Dill Dog.  
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Hahaha.  Cool, right?  So, we’re writing the story together but gotta make enough 

characters first.  Here’s the other characters.  (Points to a few drawings on the page).  

Those are the main ones, but we need some extra ones, like their friends.  And the bad 

guy needs evil friends too.  Like Tomato Ted and Lucy Lettuce?  Get it!?!” 

I really do get it.  This is a different kind of playing.  Booker and his co-authors are 

creating their own world – with their favorite foods as characters.  They are creative and 

entertaining.  This kind of play is playing with reality, playing with creativity, playing with 

imagination.  They are collaborating on characters that will be the heroes, villains, and 

extras in their cartoon style graphic novel.  They are working on their characters’ names, 

personalities, and what each should look like.  They are cooperating and sharing ideas.  

When asked about decisions being made about characters and storyline, Booker says, 

“we all just do it together!  It’s like a team.”  This story exhibits how play allowed Booker 

to understand how to play collaboratively and cooperatively with his peers. 

Booker: “Our team needs a name.  Like an author name.  We can put our names 

together so we’re like one person.  Like BookMaGi!  Hahaha.  That would be perfect.  

Like Book in the front for me but because we’re WRITING a book too!  I bet they’ll love 

that.” 

And they did.  When we went back to his classroom that day, his book team decided 

that that would be the official name of their writing crew – BookMaGi. 

Booker: “I talked to the team and we’re thinking about making the book in a city so that 

the bad guys have lots of places to be bad.  Like skyscrapers and restaurants and 

bridges.  They can destroy lots of things that way.  And there’s lots of people so they 
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can kidnap and do bad stuff.  Are we allowed to kidnap when we’re writing a story at 

school?  We’re not killing people and they won’t have real weapons.  It’ll be like a 

Ketchup Gun or a Mustard Net.” 

When those ideas were clarified and approved, Booker continues. 

Booker: “We disagreed on one big part though… Everyone wanted a different ‘bad’ 

adventure – like robbing a bank or stealing a puppy or painting funny faces on signs and 

stuff.  My idea was the painting one cuz it’s pretty funny.  Like painting a mustache on a 

sign for selling houses where the picture is a girl!  Or painting cat ears on a crossing 

street guy sign.  Oh, oh!  Or what about if the crosswalk was a HOPSCOTCH!  That 

would be SO funny.  But not like too bad.  But Yogi wants to steal Dill Dog and that’s a 

good idea too but maybe that could be for book 2.  I think we gotta make it a fun and 

silly one for the first book, so people want to READ it.  And Mato wants to ROB A BANK!  

That’s illegal!  We’d prolly get in trouble for that.  No, I think it should be the painting.  

We can vote maybe.” 

Booker returns with the results of the vote.  Each of the 3 members of their team has 

voted for their own idea.  They decide to ask the rest of the class, individually, if they 

would like a bank robber, mad painter, or dog thief.  The results are a tie. 

Booker: “Of COURSE we tied.  The two best ideas HAD to tie.  Dill Dog and Mad Painter 

got the SAME votes.  6 for his, 6 for mine.  I told them (BookMaGi) that we should do a 

redo with just the two winner choices.  So, we did.  But some people wouldn’t vote 

because they still liked the OTHER idea.  So, we told everyone to tornado turtle (where 

students put their heads down, covered with their arms, while curled face down on the 
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carpet, legs tucked underneath) so they couldn’t cheat.  No peeking.  And guess what? 

MINE WON!  So, we’re doing the Mad Painter.  I thought it should be called Pickle Man 

and the Mad Painter.  But I didn’t tell the guys yet.  But maybe something with Dr. 

Burger.  He’s the biggest bad guy.  He’ll be the one making everyone do all the bad guy 

stuff.” 

This narrative demonstrates how play enabled Booker to understand how to use 

a variety of social skills during play, including questioning, discussing, and critically 

thinking.  Booker and his graphic novel team worked together on each aspect of this 

collaborative project.  When they disagreed on a character, setting, or nefarious deed, 

they discussed ways to come to a solution.  In this case it was having their classmates 

vote on which naughty activity the evil doers should be doing - robbery, graffiti, or theft.  

Voting within the team proved to be unhelpful as each team member chose their own 

idea.  They were all in agreement that voting with their classmates was the only logical 

answer, and whatever the outcome, the highest vote would be the winner. 

Booker: “We went outside to play and we didn’t take our stuff because it was wet and 

gooey out back and we didn’t want to ruin our story.  But we played tag and when we 

were playing tag we talked about what could happen in the story.  Like how Dill Dog 

could save the day and what the Mad Painter could do on signs.  Then we ran to the 

playground cuz our feet were getting soggy.  And I told them my ideas and then Mato 

said we should paint the names on the schools to be funny.  Like our school.  It could be 

like Stinktown Elementary School instead of Jamestown Elementary School!  (Laughs 
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uncontrollably).  Or Yogi said we could change the college to Peaceville DooDooVersity!  

Get it?  DooDoo?  Hahaha.” 

After a brief break to collect himself and get a drink of water, we continued. 

Booker: “But with signs and the little stuff we thought we could be funny too.  Like GO 

signs instead of STOP signs.  Painting funny faces on all the signs with people.  (Thinks 

for a little while, looking up at the ceiling).  Oh!  We could paint wiggly arrows on the 

straight arrow signs…  That would be funny cuz then everyone would have to drive 

wiggly!  There are other ones too.  What’s another sign?  Oh yeah!  No biking could be no 

UNICYLING?  Or no smoking is like a little stick?  That could be a no magic wand sign!  

Haha.  I’m gonna write that down.  Hold on a sec.” 

Booker runs into his classroom to get a sticky note to add his idea to his notebook. 

 This playful writing and drawing project was being carefully thought through 

during all aspects of play.  When they played tag, when they were on the playground, 

during free times in class, and even at recess, Team BookMaGi was considering ideas 

for their story.  This group was quite compatible, but there were still instances of 

indecision and division that they needed to work through. 

Booker: “Remember when we were all fighting?  Not like yelling fighting.  Well, Mato was 

yelling fighting.  But I don’t do that.  Only to my sister.” 

Booker reminded me about the time when BookMaGi had a disagreement surrounding 

the illustrations in their story.  Colors or no colors, that was the question. 

Booker: “I like the books like Captain Underpants where there aren’t really a lot of colors 

and the characters are like the stars of the page.  Mato likes all the colors and wanted 
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everything to be super bright.  Yogi was kinda in the middle and wanted the characters 

to be bright but the background to be not colorful.  I get that because then the 

characters stand out but SERIOUSLY.  Nobody would listen to me.  Mato just yelled and 

left.  Then I was sitting there with Yogi, and we weren’t really fighting but he felt bad that 

Mato left too.  So, he left to go get him, but he wouldn’t come back.  Then I was just by 

myself so I started drawing in MY OWN notebook the way I thought it should be so I 

could show them.  When they came back right at the end, he saw my drawings and 

exploded!  Then they all yelled at me and left.  Mato wouldn’t talk to me for like DAYS.  

Yogi tried to fix it, but I was a little mad that nobody cared about my stuff so then I 

wasn’t talking to THEM.  We’re ok now, but it was pretty stupid.  I just wanted to show 

them my idea and what it would look like, but everyone thought I stole the book and just 

did it my way.  (Shrugs).   

When asked if and/or how they came up with a solution or compromise, Booker 

said, “I just told them I was making a MODEL not the real thing.  Then Mato said HE 

made a model TOO!  Haha.  So, we all just traded notebooks to see which was the best.  

We decided on kinda both, like Yogi said but different.  Like the regular story would be 

less colors and then the fights and exciting parts would be ALL the colors!” 

 This was the only disagreement that BookMaGi encountered during their writing 

of Pickle Man and the Mad Painter (their working title).  They started with opposing 

views on how the illustrations should look.  Some wanted colorful illustrations, while 

others wanted more muted tones.  This was a change in the rules of this group project.  

They had agreed to use teamwork and voting to remedy disputes.  This change led to a 
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misunderstanding among all group members.  There was some dissent and anger, 

leading to one member of the group, Mato, abruptly leaving.  They didn’t speak until 

Booker decided to show his team that they were upset over something he made as a 

model, not the real project.  They reconciled and continued to work on their graphic 

novel.  This story highlights how play encouraged Booker to negotiate and compromise 

with his teammates on elements of the story they were creating and how to work 

through disagreements to play together more cooperatively. 

 Using his imagination to create alternative realities and sharing them with his 

peers is Booker’s favorite form of play.  He carefully chooses who he wants to 

collaborate with and works closely with his teammates.  When there are altercations, 

Booker uses his mind to come up with creative solutions.  He does not participate in 

conflict, but always tries to assist his peers with diplomatic problem solving.  When 

speaking about play, Booker smiles widely. 

Booker: “I just love when we get time to play.  It’s my favorite.  I get to dream up new 

ideas and draw and write.  Even without my notebook, I can still think of all the cool 

things I want to draw.  THEN I get to show my friends and they are usually like, ‘Wow, 

that’s so cool!  How do you DO that?’ And then I’m happy!  I really like showing my stuff.  

Cuz sometimes my ideas are kinda weird.  Like Pickle Man?  A giant pickle superhero?  

It's weird but it’s SO funny.  (Laughs quietly while pointing to the picture of Pickle Man in 

his notebook).  I mean, look?  He’s hilarious.  And he has a baby pickle dog named Dill?  

Haha.  He’s so cute.  Look at that little face.  (Pickle Man and Dill Dog both are pickle 
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shaped and wearing capes and masks).  Playing outside is fun too.  But I like using my 

brain to think of fun stuff.  Even when we’re playing kickball, I’m dreaming of pickles.” 

 When asked about dislikes during play, the only example that comes up 

repeatedly is the incident with Booker, Mato and Yogi not speaking to each other 

because of a misunderstanding.  It still bothers Booker that this happened with his 

friends.  He is a loyal and thoughtful friend. 

Booker: “I’m still a little sad about that.  I really like my friends and I was sad that they 

thought I was trying to do sneaky mean stuff.  I’m not a sneaky mean guy?  I’m kinda 

nice and I think I’m a good friend.  I mean, I’m even nice to my SISTER.” 

 Booker was unsure about what he learned during play.  After considering the 

question for a few minutes, he decided that he learned a few things, including how to, 

“write and draw better and do it with a team.”  He also learned conflict resolution and 

how to be a team player.  When asked about the future of BookMaGi, Booker says, “I 

think we’ll prolly be famous.  We’re like super good at drawing and my ideas are crazy 

so nobody else would think of them.  We can live in Chicago in a fancy place and 

everyone can get their own rooms.  Pickle Man will be a whole series with like 20 books.  

Then we can make another one where the puppy, Dill Dog, would be the main character.  

Then I’ll have to think of another idea because we’ll need money to stay in Chicago and 

eat burgers.” 

When gently guided back towards the question of learning during play, Booker smiles 

again. 
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Booker: “I thought of another thing.  I like to play because I’m free.  I can do whatever I 

feel like and I can do it with my friends or by myself.  Sometimes I don’t even KNOW 

everyone else was going inside because I was dreaming of my stories.  I think it’s like I 

feel like I’m IN my stories for real and don’t remember that I’m at school.  It’s fun in 

there.  I wish you could see it.” 

I wish I could see it too. 

 

(Illustration of Pickle Man and his trusty sidekick Dill Dog) 

 

 These individual interviews highlighted 4 students and their experiences in a 

variety of situations while playing.  Their play was freeing, imaginative, exciting, 

peaceful, silly, braggy, loud, collaborative, fun, explorative, combative, and entertaining.  

They played alone, in pairs, in small groups, with large groups, and with students in 

younger or older grades.  Play was an experience that brought joy in most instances.  In 

cases of disagreement, compromises and creativity usually brought resolution.  Some 

students preferred playing indoors, while others preferred outdoor play.  Imagination, 

kindness, and cooperation made play accessible for all students, even when discussing 

Mr. Burger’s plot full of nefarious misdeeds.     
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Chapter 5: Summative Analysis of Students’ Stories 

 

(Illustration of students going on an adventure) 

Summative experiences, where students were working, playing, or learning 

together, were transcribed, coded, and analyzed into final, illustrative accounts.  Stories 

about specific experiences were coded into groups to compare and contrast between 

individual and group findings.  Findings and stories in this chapter are grouped by 

themed categories, including student discoveries during play; cooperative play; 

questions being discussed during play; and learning/sharing of information during play.   

Discoveries During Play 

During my observations students consistently made discoveries during times of 

play.  Whether it was on field trips, during recess, times outdoors, or free time in the 

classroom, students were discovering.  Sometimes they discovered creatures or plants; 

other times they discovered ideas or the enjoyment of each other.    
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Nature Center - Bigfoot Tracking 

 

(Illustration of student finding a Bigfoot print) 

 

Students went on a field trip to a local Nature Center where a naturalist and 

volunteers served as guides.  These guides broke students into smaller groups of 8 to 

10 students.  The group I was with went on an outdoor adventure to hike some of the 

paths while the guide showed students examples of a variety of plants, insects, and 

animal scat.  While on this hike a student noticed a large depression in the earth in the 

shape of a footprint.  (Context: Before our hike started, we were all gathered into the 

main building.  As we waited for tours to start, students had time to examine taxidermy 

creatures, look at photos of the natural area and could read through books on 

footprints, scat, and animals from the area).  Students all gathered around the 

interestingly shaped depression and discussed their hypotheses while waiting for the 

guide to join.  

Conversation: 

Penelope: “See, see!  Look what I found!  Isn’t it awesome?” 

Natalie: “No, it’s just a hole.  That’s not awesome.  Not awesome at all.” 
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Jack: “That’s not a hole, that’s a TRACK!  Do you think it’s a BEAR?!?” 

All students scream. 

Natalie: “There was a real bear by my house last year!  He climbed up a tree and was 

snoring!” 

Penelope: “Bears don’t snore.  Wait.  Do they?” 

Jack: “Yeah they do.  I think?  Hey, Ms. Steffenie, can I search that on your phone?” 

Students gather around Jack and my cell phone as he searches ‘Do bears snore?’  To 

everyone's amazement, we discovered that they do, in fact, snore.  He then asks if he 

can search up ‘bear footprints,’ and our guide suggests ‘black bear footprints’ as these 

are the only kind of bear in the state.  Jack shows the images to the group, and they 

decide that this is most definitely not a bear track.  Jack’s eyes light up as he has an 

epiphany. 

Jack: “It’s a Bigfoot track!  Let’s follow it!” 

Penelope: “See, I TOLD you it was awesome.  Let’s go find a Bigfoot!” 

Natalie: “What if it actually IS a Bigfoot and they chase us.  Or EAT us!” 

All students scream again. 

Guide: (Giggling in the background, considering what to do with this new development).  

“Well, then, we should probably walk slowly so we don’t startle any creatures.  Let’s look 

for another print to follow.” 

All students start searching the area for the mysterious Bigfoot.  It had rained earlier in 

the day, so the ground was soft and a little squishy - leaving many markings for 

students to check.  They search and examine every hole, print and divot.  To everyone’s 
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astonishment, they find another print.  This one is a few yards away from the original 

depression. 

Natalie: “Well, I guess they’re real.  This proves it.” 

Jack: “I TOLD you so.” 

Natalie: “I never see’d one before, so I diDn’t know” 

Jack: (Smugly) “I see them all the time up north.  They’re right by our cabin.  They hit 

stuff on trees to make noise.  Like, bang, bang, BANG.”  (On each bang, he hit the 

cattails with a stick he found earlier). 

Jack: “They like to hide.  They’re like super stealth-mode.” 

All students nod in agreement.   

After searching for more prints (and finding a few), the guide pulls out a footprint book 

from his backpack of animals found around the nature center, and hands it to Penelope 

(because she found the first print).  The students gather around their classmate, and 

‘oooo’ and ‘ahhh’ at the different pictures of animal prints.  They determine that it is not 

a squirrel, mouse, or vole.  After serious examination and discussion, Penelope makes a 

discovery. 

Penelope: “Guys, look.  This can’t be a Bigfoot print because it’s too little.  Like, it’s a big 

foot but maybe not like a real Bigfoot.” 

Natalie: “Look, it’s kinda smooshed like they were sliding in the mud like us.”  (Natalie 

squishes her boots around in the mud to prove her point). 

After looking through each of the photos of footprints in the guidebook, students decide 

that their print has toes!  They count them and see that they’re a little pointy. 
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Jack: “IT”S A FOOOOOOX!!!!” 

Penelope: “A real life fox!  That’s as cool as a Bigfoot for sure.” 

All students agree - it really is as cool as a Bigfoot.  The guide proceeds to tell the group 

that this particular fox had been hunting and that the slide/squish marks in the wet soil 

were actually where he pounced on a small rodent like a mouse.   

All of the students whisper to each other in excitement about their scientific discovery.  

(And that they might be famous because of their big find).   

 In this narrative, discovery learning was occurring in multiple ways.  Although we 

were on a guided ‘tour’ of the nature center, students were given the time and space to 

discover the natural world on their own.  Walking along the nature trail; picking up sticks 

and leaves; looking at insects and birds as they flew or crawled by; and finding exciting 

footprints in the dirt are all examples of the discoveries being made while on this 

adventure.  Students took agency in their learning by exploring and using resources to 

answer their questions (asking to borrow a cellphone to use as a resource for finding 

information on the mystery footprint).   
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Flower Braids 

 

(Illustration of a student on the playground after running from nefarious bees and 

butterflies when picking flowers) 

 

Students were given extra recess one afternoon as a reward.  It was a sunny 

spring day with flowers blooming and bees buzzing.  Students headed to the playground 

area, where there are also fields, a garden, trees and picnic tables.  One student decided 

to pick a few clovers from the grassy space.  A few others joined in.  After they had a 

bunch of clovers (maybe 15-20 flowers) they asked the leader of the flower gathering 

activity (same class) to show them her newly learned skill.  

Eily: (Walks over wearing a crown of flowers on her head). 

Twyla: “Woahhh.  Where’d you get that!!?  Can I have it?” 

Eily: “No!  It’s mine.  I just made it.  My friend showed me.” 

Twyla: “I’m your friend.  Can I make one?” 

Eily: “Easy peasy.  You just do this.”  (Eily proceeds to show Twyla how to braid the 

stems of long clovers and dandelions together to make a chain). 

Twyla: “Definitely NOT easy or peasy.”  (Her chain repeatedly breaks apart). 
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Eily: “No, no, no.  Like this.”  (Slowly shows her the braiding technique again).  “You need 

like those super long ones.” 

Enter 3 more students to join the braiding party. 

Charlie: “Ooooo.  I want one.” 

Twyla: “You have to MAKE one.  Like this.  It’s easy peasy.”  (Shows the newly learned 

braiding technique to Charlie and the other 2 students). 

Charlie: “Lemon squeezy!”  (Proceeds to tie knots into the stems instead). 

A bee and butterfly appear simultaneously. 

Charlie: “Ahhhh!!!!  We’re under attack!!!!”  (Runs away screaming). 

Eily: “Run for your life!!!  Head to the castle (playground)!”  (Joins Charlie running away 

screaming). 

Twyla: “It’s JUST a BUG.” (Stays seated in the grass braiding her flowers together, rolling 

her eyes at her classmates). 

All students leave Twyla to fend for herself against the buggy duo while ripping apart 

their crowns and throwing the flowers at the nefarious bugs.  They proceeded to the 

castle (playground) where they ran to the top and yelled ‘bombs away’ while tossing 

flowers from the top of the tower at imaginary bugs attacking the castle. 

As the whistle blows, Twyla skips into the school proudly wearing a flower crown made 

with her newly acquired skill. 

 This example of discovery learning shows students teaching each other a skill - 

braiding or weaving flowers together.  Eily took the lead, as she was the only student 

who knew how to braid.  She taught Twyla this skill, who then passed on the knowledge 
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to Charlie and the other 2 students.  Although the method of joining flowers together 

changed as each student adapted the method to fit their knowledge base, they all 

discovered a way to ‘braid’ during this extended outdoor free time.  Students discovered 

a variety of plants in our field – some with long stems, some had flowers, a few had 

leaves and all were green!  They learned about elasticity (how flexible certain kinds of 

stems were) and rigidity (stems that broke when bent or braided).  They also discovered 

that bees and butterflies aren’t really that terrifying but make for great villains in their 

games. 

 

School Garden 

 

(Illustration of planting seeds for the school garden) 

 

Our students won a grant to start an outdoor community garden.  They discussed 

what kinds of plants we should grow, studied companion planting, and learned about 

pollination.  Students decided on tomatoes, zucchini, mixed greens, cucumbers, herbs 

and a variety of flowers.  Letters were written by students to seed local companies to 

see if they would be willing to donate seeds or seed starting materials.  Students 
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learned about growing seasons (length of time for plants to produce) and zones, 

measuring planting spaces (height and width), and how to compost.  A bucket for 

collecting compost was placed in the cafeteria to collect vegetarian scraps (no dairy or 

meat) and students went to each classroom to train others in proper composting 

etiquette.  Seeds were started in windows, plants started to grow.      

 Miao was interviewed during the construction of the garden, after seeds were 

planted and compost knowledge was disbursed.   

Me: “Tell me about the school garden.” 

Miao: “Omgeeee!  Ms. Steffenie!  It is SO cool.  My seeds are growing.  Like, a bunch.  

They’re even getting LEAVES.  I planted peas and zucchini and tomatoes and leaves.  

But, like, eating leaves.  Like lettuce.  WE CAN USE THEM FOR LUNCH!!!” 

Me: “What happens next?” 

Miao: “We grow them bigger and bigger until they can go outside.  But not ‘til it’s warm 

or they'll die.  That would be bad and we’d have to start over again.  Then we can dig 

holes and put in the compost but only at the bottom.” 

Miao shows with her hands how the digging works and pats the table after her 

imaginary plants have been planted. 

Me: “Why just on the bottom? 

Miao: “Because.  Because the plants get hurt from the compost if it goes on the top.  

They don’t like it.”   

(Miao is explaining that fertilizer could burn the plants if they put it on the plants 

themselves - that it only goes around the plants or in the hole under the roots.) 
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Me: “What have you learned from the garden project?” 

Miao: “I learned lots of stuff.  Like, how to grow plants and that you definitely can NOT 

grow a banana in [our state].  Cuz we have snow and that kills lots of stuff like bananas.  

You gotta check the ZONE.  And we gots a cold one.  So no bananas.  But yes tomatoes 

and stuff.  And compost helps the earth have the good stuff.  Like it doesn’t go to the 

trash heap, so it saves the world.  And, Ms. Steffenie, (long pause) you know what?  

Chickeny Doo Doo (the organic chicken poop fertilizer used in our gardens) is THE 

GROSSEST THING EVER.  No, really.  It’s super stink.  I almost died it was so stinky.  

Like this.”   

Miao keels over out of her chair, pretend gasping for breath, holding her heart… Peeking 

out from her closed eyes to make sure I was watching. 

 Discovery learning was illustrated in Miao’s interview in a variety of ways.  Miao 

enthusiastically explained everything she learned about plants, gardening, and 

compost.  She gave detailed descriptions of growing plants and taught others about 

how to properly plant seeds in windowsills and what kinds of uneaten foods can go into 

the compost.  Students discovered that warm weather plants could not survive in the 

cold temperatures of our region because of zones and that our zone is too cold for 

tropical plants including bananas.  They discovered that compost heats up when it’s 

decomposing because of microbes (good bugs) in the soil that are breaking down our 

food waste, and that we need to mix it up to keep it from getting too hot.  Students 

found that you can grow an abundance of vegetables in a small space (but not quite 

enough for everyone at school to eat during lunch).  They discovered the importance of 
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less food waste (through compost and the donation of extra produce) and taught 

classmates about only taking the food you’re sure you can eat – and that you can 

always get seconds).  Most importantly, students discovered that chicken poop fertilizer 

(placed in the hole where we were planting – not on the plant itself), although an 

excellent source of nutrients for plants, is ‘super stink.’ 

Discovery learning occurs when students are given the freedom to explore.  

These narratives describe just a few examples of the excitement students had when 

learning through play and discovery.  They learned about various plants and animals; 

reduced waste through compost and gardening; taught newly acquired skills/knowledge 

to each other; and employed a variety of learning techniques; all while exploring and 

discovering their world through play. 

 

Cooperative Play 

 While observing students during play, there were many occurrences of 

cooperative play.  Sometimes students started playing alone or with a partner, but as 

their play grew, so did the number of students who wanted to participate.  Through 

cooperative play, students learned to work together, created parameters for play, 

worked through problems collaboratively, and expanded their play collectively. 
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House? No, Post Office! 

 

(Illustration of students playing house) 

 

Students had to play indoors because the weather was too cold to be outside.  A 

pair of students chose the stand area (similar to a wooden lemonade stand – no 

decorations at this time).  They started to discuss what it should look like and what they 

could turn the space into.  In this area is a box of dress-up clothes, kitchen supplies, 

dolls, blankets, and carriers (baskets, wraps, carts, etc.).  Next to the stand is the writing 

center, with various papers, coloring pages, envelopes, stickers, and writing utensils.  

They decided that they were going to play house.  One would be the parent; one would 

be the baby. 

Tallulah: “Ok.  You be the dad and I’ll be the baby.  I can wear this.” (Puts on a little hat 

from the dress-up bin). 

Brecken: “No. I’M the baby.  You can be the mommy.” 

Tallulah: “That’s not fun.  I don’t want to be the grown up.” 

Brecken: “No, I don’t want to be the grown up.  They’re boring!” 

Tallulah: “Well, I’m gonna be the baby.” 
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Brecken: “Then I’M gonna be a puppy!”  (Proceeds to crawl around on the floor barking 

and licking things). 

Tallulah: “Then you gotta wear this cuz puppies wear collars.” (Brings a blue bandana to 

Brecken to wear). 

They tie the bandana around Brecken’s neck and continue to play ‘house’ as baby and 

puppy, both crawling around the play space.  Another student, Frankie, brings a piece of 

paper he’s written on to Brecken – not realizing that he is a puppy. 

Brecken: “Bark, bark!”  (Takes the paper from Frankie, holding it in his teeth). 

Frankie: “Nooo!  What are you doing to my paper?” 

Brecken: “Just holding it.  Ruff!” 

Frankie: “In your MOUTH?” 

Brecken: "Yeah, cuz I’m a puppy!” 

Tallulah: “Is it a letter?  We can mail it!” 

Frankie: “Let me get the envelope!  Then we can send it to Mexico.” 

Frankie brings an envelope and some markers from the writing center.  He starts writing 

words and drawing on the envelope. 

Frankie: “Ok!  It’s ready to mail!” 

Tallulah: “Who are we sending it to?”  (Gets in the window of the stand, acting as mail 

carrier – taking off the baby hat). 

Frankie: “I’m sending it to my grandma in Mexico.  See?  I drew the place.”  (Drawing 

includes a tiny grandma at her house and a flag with red, green and white STRIPES). 

Tallulah: “Ok. That’ll be 15 dollars.”  (Puts her hand out for money to mail the letter). 
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Frankie: “I don’t have money!” 

Brecken: “Here, I have some.  We need a stamp.”  (Gives Tallulah some pretend money 

that is invisible). 

Tallulah: “Here you go, sir.”  (Stamps the letter with her hand in a fist, then draws a little 

squiggle in the corner.  Then she hands back some of the invisible money). 

Tallulah places the letter in a bag she’s found in the dress-up bin, then tells Frankie and 

Brecken to make some more mail so she can deliver them.  They comply, adding 

pictures, addresses and people to each folded paper and envelope.  Tallulah then walks 

around the room in a mail hat she’s found (baseball cap) and delivers letters to the 

desks and lockers of students in their class while yelling, ‘Mail!’ 

 This instance of cooperative play involved two students who decided to play 

‘house.’  After initially disagreeing on who would play adult or child, they eventually 

agreed on characters and roles.  They welcomed new players to their game – even 

when the new additions didn’t know what the game was.  They collaboratively changed 

the game from ‘house’ to post office without discussion.  Players welcomed the switch 

and seamlessly switched roles from baby to mail carrier, and puppy to mail 

helper/maker.  This kind of cooperative group play, where students changed and 

adapted the play to fit what was happening around them, was observed regularly 

throughout this study.  Sometimes it was ‘house,’ or post office, other times it was 

school, bank, or grocery store.  
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Legos & Robot Attack 

 

(Illustration of students programming an Ozobot) 

 

There was one giant box of Legos on a shelf.  One student took the box to the 

carpet and decided that they were going to make a whole city out of Legos.  They 

started alone, with one tiny house and a tree.  Soon, another student asked if they could 

play.  Eventually, it evolved into a multiple house neighborhood with almost the entire 

class cooperating.     

Yogi: “Here we go!”  (Dumps entire bucket of Legos on the floor). 

Yogi gets a few of the flat bases out of the Lego pile and starts collecting only yellow 

Legos for his top secret build. 

Apu: “What are you making?” 

Yogi: “It’s a secret.  But it’s gonna be so awesome.” 

Apu: “I can help!  I’m gonna make a tower like thiiiiiiis tall.”  (Raises hand over her head 

while standing up on tip toes). 

Yogi: “Well, I’m making my house.  Then I can make YOUR house!  What color is yours?”  

Viv: “Can I play?” 

Yogi: “No because we’re not playing.  But you can come build stuff.” 
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Viv: “Ok!  I’mma build a boat with a guy driving super fast.”  (Finds a blue flat base and a 

little Lego person to drive his future boat.  Viv also grabs a brown hat for his Lego 

person). 

Apu: “Ooooo… I need a person for my house too!” 

Yogi: “I thought you were building a tower?” 

Apu: “Yeah, I am!  It’s a tower house!  I’ll put this guy on top.” 

Ketan: “What are you building?  Can I make something?” 

Viv: “Yeah!  Come make a part of the town!  I’m making a boat, Apu has a tower and 

Yogi is making houses!  That one’s mine!”  (Points to the blue Lego house being 

constructed.  Then shows off the other two houses). 

As the construction continues, more students are added to the building crew.  The 

cooperative city building team decides that they need a giant piece of paper to put the 

city on. 

Apu: “Let’s get that paper and see if Ollie wants to draw!  He’s a good draw-er.” 

Viv: “Hey, Ol!  Come check out the town!  You should draw the streets cuz we can’t drive 

the boat if we don’t have streets.” 

Yogi: “Yeah, we can make the streets WATER!” 

Ketan: “Then we could swim to school!” 

Yogi: “Ok.  I’ll make a school real quick.” 

More students enter the build and illustration.  The carpet is filled with little colorful 

buildings, Lego people, towers, waterways and a boat.  Lu enters the scene, observing 

from above.  She has an idea but is hesitant to share with the group. 
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Viv: “Hey, Lu, wanna play?” 

Lu: “No, I’ll just watch.” 

Viv: “Come sit by me.  You can share my boat.” 

Lu: “What if the boat was a robot boat!” 

Viv: “Let’s get the bots!” 

They unplug a few Ozobots.  This kind of mini robot runs by tracing marker lines or by 

Coding.  They start drawing thick lines through the riverways on the large paper 

underneath the Legos for the Ozobots to follow. 

Lu: “Ready???  This is going to be EPIC.” 

Viv: “Let’s do it!  Ready, set… GO!” 

Ketan: “Here they come!” 

Apu: “Quick!  Move your hands!” 

Yogi: “Duh duh.  Duh duh.”  (Starts the ‘Jaws’ theme song.  Everyone joins in). 

The Ozobots wind their way through the city, until one goes rogue. 

Viv: “We’re under attack!”  

Lu: “It’s like Godzilla!  Run!” 

Students start giggling, then laughing hysterically.  The Ozobots have started running 

through the city, off trail, and are now ramming houses and towers.  Houses are being 

moved into the waterways, towers are tipped, and the boat is pushed right off the map.  

Tiny Lego people are being picked up by students, each grabbing one or two.  They 

pretend the Lego people are running, by moving them around on the paper away from 

the Ozobots, while making strangled screaming sounds. 



91 

 

 This cooperative play activity shows the power of teamwork.  One student 

started with an idea, then players and ideas were added.  These ideas morphed into a 

team building something together, with each student adding their own unique 

perspectives.  A student was asked to join the play because of their expertise with a skill 

– in this case, drawing.  Students brought this project together with each adding their 

Legos builds to the large drawing in the center of the floor.  The 3 dimensional city had 

houses, buildings, roads, towers, a boat, trees and tiny people.  Then Ozobots were 

added to the scene.  When the destruction started, nobody was upset because they had 

all worked on this project as a team and chose to laugh at the chaos as a team. 

 

Leprechaun Traps 

 

(Illustration of a student building a leprechaun trap) 

 

In March, students are ready for leprechauns (small fairy-like beings dressed in 

green) to make an appearance in their classrooms.  Sometimes leprechauns play tricks 

on students, by moving chairs and papers, or dyeing things green (milk, snacks, toilets).  

One day, the entire class decided that those pesky leprechauns needed to be trapped 

and put into time-out.  It did not go as planned. 



92 

 

Chooch: “Bro!  We gotta catch those guys before they mess stuff up!” 

Jack: “Yeah.  They always mess up our room!  I’ll get the stuff.” 

All students agree that traps are necessary for catching a leprechaun.  They collect 

materials from the Makerspace area, including paper, cardboard, scissors, glue, glitter, 

pom poms, pipe cleaners and anything else they could fit in their arms.  Students 

naturally form groups based on compatibility and design of trap.  They switch groups if 

they feel like they would work better elsewhere. 

Chooch: “Cooool!  I’m gonna use that big box.  Let me get the cutter.” 

Jack: “I’ll get the glue and tape.” 

Penelope: "Oooo.  I’m taking that glitter!  Leprechauns LOVE glitter and gold.” 

Eily: “Yeah, we’re gonna use ALL that glitter.  Get the glue!” 

Chooch: “Ok, ok, ok.  See, if he comes in here, then he’ll go down this slide (a paper 

towel roll) and into this trap of gold!” 

Jack: “Yeah, yeah!  Then he’ll be stuck in the glue!  A gluey swimming pool of stuck!” 

Chooch: “He’ll never get out.” 

Penelope: “Ours too!  He’ll get lured by the glitter cuz he’ll think it’s gold.  Then he can 

walk on this (tape line, sticky side up) and get stuck!  Then he’s gonna try to get out and 

he’ll be like, ‘No!!!!  I’m stuck here,’ then when he tries to run he gonna get stuck over 

here and here and over here!” 

Eily: “We’ll get leprechaun gold!  Then we can let him free.” 

Chooch: “We can’t let him free!  Then he’ll trick us!  He might steal our homework!” 
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Jack: “But where are we putting him?  Like a cage house?  Like the cockroaches?”  (One 

classroom has class pets - giant cockroaches). 

Eily: “But then he’ll be sad!  Or he could DIE!  They need rainbows or else…” 

Penelope: “Got it.  I’m making 5 rainbows then.  All different colors.  Then he’ll be happy 

and give us his gold!  And we can be lucky.” 

Chooch: “Fine.  We WON’T keep him.  But can we just talk to him for a little while?  Then 

give him some rainbows with glitter?” 

Jack: “Good.  Then we’ll get good lucks.  We can share the lucks.  And golds.” 

They continue building traps around the classroom, in places that they feel would be 

good for leprechauns – by the window, on the table near the door, and with yarn 

crisscrossing an area in the corner of the classroom. 

 In this cooperative learning experience, students chose an activity to do together 

– in this case building leprechaun traps.  They picked people they wanted to collaborate 

with and projects that they wanted to participate in, moving between groups to help or 

add their expertise (including glitter and rainbows).  Students discussed the purpose of 

the traps, how to trick the leprechaun, the benefits of glitter, rainbows and gold, and 

finally decided that they wouldn’t keep or hurt the leprechaun – they just wanted to 

catch him and share some luck.  They had a disagreement, worked through that 

disagreement cooperatively, then agreed on the final goal of the project.   

Cooperative learning is a beneficial learning tool for students.  It allows students 

to work through disagreements, work together to create something collaborative, 

encourages teamwork, and inspires group creativity.  Giving space for students to 
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cooperate can motivate students to participate with peers that they might not have 

otherwise chosen.  

 

Discussing & Questioning 

When participating in play, students question and discuss issues that arise 

during exploration and investigation.  Providing open-ended questions and new 

experiences allows students to grasp concepts more easily.  They are encouraged to 

play with ideas, question outcomes, discuss objectives/findings, and reflect on the 

learning process.  Giving students the time to experience new material through play 

encourages deeper thought processes and more in-depth learning. An example of this 

process is seen in the building of snow forts described below. 

 

Building Snow Forts 

 

(Illustration of how a student had to crawl through the snow fort tunnels) 

 

When it snows while students are at school, they are energized and ready for 

outdoor play.  On this day, it snowed 3 feet and the snow plow had piled snow in the 

corner of our playground area into 5-12 foot mountains.  As students ran outside, they 
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screamed with excitement at the new adventures they would be having in these gigantic 

snow mounds.  Students joined one of three groups that had formed on the mound. 

Ben: “Look at this SNOW MOUNTAIN! Let’s get up to the top so no one else can have it!” 

Stephen: “I’m first cuz I’m the fastest.  Come on!” 

Ben and Stephen climb the snow mountain in coats, snowpants, mittens, and boots – 

which makes progress much slower than they thought.  And they have competition. 

Andrea: “Haha.  I’m first.” 

Stephen glares at her from below.  Josh is on Andrea’s team and laughs with Andrea. 

Josh: “Na-na-na-boo-boo!  You can’t catch us!” 

Ben: “Hahaha.”  (Laughs and runs down the snow mountain). 

Teddy: “Come make a fort with me!  Look at this hole!”  

Andrea, Stephen, Ben and Josh gather around the giant hole left from the plow in the 

center of the snow mountain.   

Ben: “Yeah, I’ll get the shovel!” 

Stephen: “We can have a tunnel this way.  Look!”  (Points to the left of the snow 

mountain where there is a natural crack in the snow). 

Andrea and Teddy start digging into the hole with their mittens.  Ben brings a stick 

(shovel) to break apart the larger snow balls.  Stephen and Josh start creating the 

tunnel.   

Teddy: “Look at how big it is!  We can all fit in here now!  Come here!” 

Andrea: “We could have a secret meeting in here where no one would know!” 

Stephen: “Yeah!  Let’s do that next recess.  But don’t tell anyone!” 
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Ben: “Yea, cuz it’s a secret!” 

Josh: “And look!  We can fit a little more here.  Like 2 people!  Where should the tunnel 

go?  Maybe we can make a secret tunnel all the way back to school!”  

Teddy: “Like under GROUND!” 

Andrea: “Nobody would see us go back to school!  That would be so funny!  They’d think 

we got lost and poof!  We’d be back in school.” 

They all keep digging to make the tunnel.  Teddy realizes that some of the larger snow 

chunks are moving as they dig underneath. 

Teddy: “Look out!  That one’s moving!” 

Andrea: “Avalanche!” 

Teddy: “What in the world?  Why!?!”  (A section of the tunnel collapses). 

Andrea: “Must be a Yeti.  They like making snow problems.” 

Ben: “No!  It’s the hole!  It’s breaking the whole thing!” 

Stephen: “Guys, look!  If we take all the snow from the bottom (underneath) the chunks 

are falling!  See?  Ahhhhh!!!!”  (A large snow ball falls near Stephen and Teddy). 

Ben: “Ok, ok, ok… We gotta fix it.  Ok.  Let’s put that piece back on here, then we can 

smoosh the snow in there and make it stay.”  (Ben fills the gap under the snow ball with 

fists full of wet snow.  It fills the space and Teddy adds more snow to make it extra 

secure). 

The team starts to fill all empty spaces under snow balls to make sure the fort and 

tunnel won’t collapse.  Ben and Teddy lead the group in strengthening the fort.  Andrea, 

Stephen, and Josh keep carefully digging tunnels and making the interior of the fort 
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larger.  The bell rings and everyone runs to line up, promising to continue work next 

recess. 

 This example of discussing and questioning shows students collaborating on an 

idea (building a snow fort) then working through problems together.  When a portion of 

the fort/tunnel collapsed, one student became frustrated.  Another student questioned 

what happened and why it was happening.  The third member of this team tried to figure 

out a solution to the problem.  Each student played an important role as they worked 

together, discussing what had happened, why it was happening, and how to proceed to 

create a safe tunnel that wouldn’t collapse as they dug through the snow.  They worked 

together to create a plan of action and design a better fort. 

 

Makerspace 

 

(Illustration of students Making) 

 

In my classroom there is an area designated for making – a Makerspace.  In this 

space there are tools (screwdrivers, hammers, cardboard saws, drills, large sewing 

needles, etc.), connectors (string, nails, screws, brads, glue, tape, etc.), and other 

building and making materials (cloth, cardboard, paper, yarn, hooks, play dough, paper 
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tubes, beads, boxes of various sizes, wood, etc.).  During making times students are 

given time to create.  They have been taught how to use all materials and tools safely.  

These times are free from constraints and allow students time for creativity. 

Natalie: “Wanna sit by me?  I’m making a robot!” 

Penelope: “Cool!  I can make one too!  Can I have that box?”  (Grabs a cereal box). 

Natalie: “Yep.  Here.  How do I stick this head on here?” 

Natalie and Penelope cut pieces of boxes into various shapes for their robots using mini 

cardboard saws and scissors. 

Penelope: “Well, I’m gonna use screws and those little metal thingys with legs (brads) 

cuz I tried the tape last time and all the pieces fell off.” 

Natalie: “But why’d they fall off?  This tape is sticky!”  (Sticks finger on and off the tape). 

Penelope: “I dunno?  Maybe cuz this (cardboard) has colors and shiny stuff on it?  It’s 

like it’s slippery, see?”  (Penelope slides her hand across the shiny cardboard). 

Natalie: “That’s more slippy than the other boxes.  I’ll try those too.”  (Points to the 

screws and brads that Penelope had brought to the table). 

Natalie: “But I don’t know how they go.” 

Penelope: “I got it.  Like this.  You poke a hole with this (small screwdriver) and then 

stick it in.  Then take the legs and push them out.  Now it moves!  Like a real robot!” 

Natalie: “Coooool!  Let me try!”  (Pokes multiple holes for brads, flips them over, and 

pushes the legs apart, making a joint). 

Natalie: “Wow!  Look!  Now he’s walking!  Doo, doo, ddoo, ddoo!”  (Robot walking 

music). 
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Penelope adds brads to her robot joints where the arms and legs hook to the body of 

her robot.  Natalie does the same, only her robot has 3 legs.  They add googly eyes and 

draw faces on their robots.  Their robots then go on a trip around the classroom, 

complete with walking (and dancing) music. 

 In the discussion between these 2 students, one student discusses her 

uncertainty with creating a project.  She is unsure about how to build, which tools to use, 

and if it will work.  A classmate talks to her about the tools she has on the table and why 

she chose each for this specific project.  They discussed why certain items could work 

better than others and drew on prior knowledge to create projects that were more 

successful than the ones they had previously designed.  They worked together, 

discussing and questioning, until their robots were made and working.  Then they 

paraded around the room to show off their masterpieces. 

 

Coding Robots 

 

(Illustration of a student Coding) 

 

Students learn coding to program our robots (Ozobots and Spheros) to perform 

certain tasks.  Coding for younger students or students who are just learning how to 
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code includes a kind of programming called Blockly.  Blockly is a kind of drag and drop 

coding where students ‘snap’ together different blocks in a specific order to make 

something happen.  They could put a right arrow block with an up arrow block 5 times 

to make the robot move to the right and forward – like it’s moving up a staircase but 

sideways.  During a free coding period, students chose to create a maze out of Legos 

for their robots to move through.   

Teddy: “I gots the Legos.  Let’s build something super awesome.” 

Mato: “Ok.  I think it should be like a maze but with traps where you might get stuck if 

you mess up.” 

Teddy: “Let’s do the big blocks so it can be taller.  Then it’ll be good.” 

Mato: “I got all the blues.  You do all the yellows.” 

Teddy: “No way.  I’m doing the reds.  Red is like Bucky Badger and waaaay better than 

yellow.” 

Viv: “I’ll do the yellows.  I like that color.  Yellows like a sunny flower!” 

The three students build their maze in color sections – one red, one blue, and one 

yellow.  Eventually, they run out of their chosen color blocks and band together in 

multicolored glory. 

Teddy: “I’m gonna get the robots ready.  They are gonna crash for sure…” 

Mato: “They won’t crash!  We can code them away from the traps!  No crashing over 

here!” 
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They program the robot together, ‘snapping’ blocks together and assessing where they 

think the robot will go.  But they can’t seem to remember how far each step will take 

their robot. 

Viv: “Ok.  Let’s test it.  Ready?” 

Teddy and Mato agree that they’re ready. 

The robot instantly turns and crashes into the wall of the maze. 

Teddy: “Oh no!!!  That’s the worst.  He only took ONE STEP and died!” 

Mato: “Told you so.  I knew we were doomed.” 

Viv: “No way!  We got this.  We just messed up his steps.  He needs to go 3 forwards 

THEN turn.  We only did 1 forward and he turned and crashed.” 

Teddy: “Let me fix it.  Ok… 3 forwards… 1 turn.  Is that this way or this way?”  (He points 

left then right). 

Viv: “THIS way.  That’s right.  Look, see?  Look at your hands.  When you put ‘em like 

this, (out if front, palms away, fingers pointing upwards), then you make like an ‘L’ with 

your gun fingers.  See this one?  Like an ‘L’ that means left.  The other one is backwards 

so that has to be right cuz it’s not an ‘L.’” 

The boys all put their hands out in front, making the ‘L’ and backwards ‘L’ with their 

pointer fingers and thumbs (gun fingers).  They don’t look convinced that this is the real 

way to know left from right but try it out anyway. 

Teddy: “Got the code!  I added more steps so we could get more into the maze.” 

Viv: “Ok, here we go!” 
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The robot makes its way through the maze.  They have added about 10 steps and the 

robot goes straight, turns right, goes straight a few more steps, then crashed into a 

different maze wall.  The group cheers with excitement that the robot made it further 

through their maze.  They continue adding blocks to their code, and changing some of 

the maze traps, so that their robot can move through the maze more easily. 

 This example of discussing and questioning includes three students conversing 

about Legos and coding robots.  They communicate about which colors and blocks 

should be used to create the maze.  They agree and disagree but design a Lego maze 

collaboratively and colorfully, nonetheless.  When coding, their robot is programmed 

incorrectly and the group questions why the robot crashed and what they can do to 

remedy the situation.  They are taught a trick, by Viv, for learning directions – which way 

is left or right – using their hands as guides.  This trick is questioned, but in the end, 

used to their advantage.  The discussion and questions lead to a successfully coded 

starting route for the robot, and a new skill shared with peers. 

 

Shared Learning (& Information Sharing) 

Observations of students sharing learning and information occurred numerous 

times during this play study.  Shared learning occurs when students are excited about 

learning.  This can happen during exploration, when learning about something new, or 

when learning through experiences.  It is always collaborative.  Students share 

knowledge and information in a variety of ways including verbally, digitally, and visually. 
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The Toe Biter 

 

(Illustration of the Goo Monster) 

 

Our students went on a field trip to a local Natural Area.  This Natural Area has 

guides and naturalists who take students on adventures throughout the protected 

space.  Areas include a meadow, swamp, woodland, and pond.  The students in my 

group ended our time in nature at the pond.  This pond is very tiny, with a wooden pier 

and platform for viewing wildlife and conducting scientific exploration.  Students were 

given nets, buckets, and small dishes for use with the microscope.  Students were 

dressed for soggy conditions in raincoats and boots.  They were instructed to scoop 

their nets into the muddy shallows to see if they could find any small insects, fish, or 

microscopic goo. 

Jack: “I’m gonna get a BIG scoop of goo.”  (Dips net into the mud). 

Natalie: “Ewwww!  It’s slimy!” 

Violet: “Bring me the goo so we can look in that machine (microscope).” 

Jack: “Uh… We gots a problem…” 

Violet: “EW!!! IT’S MOVING!” 
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The guide explains to the students that it might look like it’s moving a little because of 

the little bugs and microscopic organisms.  This was NOT what was causing the 

movement. 

Jack: “I don’t think so.  There’s something IN THERE!” 

Natalie: “IT’S ALIVE!”  (Puts her hands on her cheeks in horror). 

Chooch: “Woah!  You caught a sea monster!” 

Violet: “No, no, no.  This is too scary.  What’s in there?” 

Jack: “I got it.  I’m not scared!”  (Dumps the wiggling goo onto the petri dish). 

Jack: “Uh, guys?  There’s a real THING in here…”  (Looking into the microscope). 

Other students have shown various microscopic creatures to the group with the guide 

asking students to identify the organisms from a laminated chart they’ve broughT with 

THE GROUP.  At least 6 different creatures have been identified.  Everyone is eager to 

see what else has been caught. 

Students surround the petri dish to see what’s in this new goo when we hear a collective 

SCREAM.   

Chooch: “Oh no!  Oh no!  What IS THAT!!!!?”  

A wiggling muddy blob jumps out of the dish and onto the table.  The guide laughs. 

Jack: “Alien!!!  It’s an alien from space!  Look at it’s legs!” 

The guide takes some of the pond water and washes off the unknown creature.  Violet 

screams again. 

Jack: “Ms. Steffenie!  That’s NOT on the list!  I think it’s a bug?” 

Penelope: “Can I check your phone?  We can find it on Google!” 
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I open Google and hand over my cell phone.  Students watch the screen intently. 

Penelope: “What do I search?  Like big scary pond bug?”  

Chooch: “Add the color!” 

Jack: “I think those are wings?  Do water bugs have wings??” 

The decide on location, size, color, and that it has wings and come to a surprising 

discovery. 

Penelope: “Hahahaha.  It’s called a TOE BITER!”  

The group bursts into laughter as Penelope reads the name and characteristics of the 

giant water bug called the toe biter.  This water bug swims and flies, and sometimes 

pinches the toes of swimmers that get too close. 

 This is an exciting example of shared learning.  Students started this activity 

ready to learn and explore.  They scooped pond water and mud from the shallows and 

off the pier.  They were actively engaged from the start and became increasingly excited 

as they found and identified more and more creatures.  Students in this group learned 

about a vast array of water organisms and identified them together.  They shared 

knowledge and an excitement for learning.  The mystery creature from the goo engaged 

students and encouraged them to gather even more information.  They learned about 

toe biters and the other organisms from in and around the pond.  Students were 

learning together and sharing knowledge without even realizing it.  
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Ice Skating & Sledding on Ice 

 

(Illustration of student putting on ice skates) 

 

Every student in our school earned a fun day outdoors in the winter – this means 

snow, ice, and cold temperatures.  Students were able to snowshoe, sled, or ice skate at 

a nearby park.  We transported the equipment that was borrowed from families, 

neighbors, and the city’s park service.  Students chose one initial activity, then switched 

activities throughout the afternoon.   

Patty: “Come on!  Let’s do skating first.” 

Marimar: “Uh… I don’t know how to skate.” 

Patty: “I’ll teach you!  We can use that little pusher thingy over there.  Just hold on and 

walk!  But we gotta put the fat socks on.” 

Marimar: “What are the fat socks?” 

Patty: “So your feet don’t get painful.  You know those little owie circles (blisters). 

Marimar: “Oh geez… I don’t think I can do that.  Look at everyone falling!” 

Students who are skating are now starting to get on the ice.  Some are falling and 

laughing, others are skating circles around their peers, a few can’t stand up and are 
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crawling in skates across the frozen pond.  Patty shows Marimar how to put her skates 

on and has a teacher tighten both of their skates. 

Marimar: “Oh no, oh geez, oh no, uh oh…”  (Stands up and walks wobbly onto the ice). 

Patty: “Woooo!  This is great!  Grab that thingy!”  (Skates over to Marimar with a device 

that looks like a walker on skiis). 

Patty: “Ok.  Here.  Hold this.  Now walk in little baby steps.  Yeah!” 

Marimar holds tightly to the walker while carefully moving her feet. 

Marimar: “Ahhh.  Ohhh!  WAHHH!”  (Falls on the ice after 2 wiggly steps). 

Marimar: “This is the worst.  I hate this.” 

Patty: “No!  You got it.  We can do it together.  See?”  (Stands in the walker with Marimar 

and pushes off one skate, gliding and pulling Marimar along with her). 

Marimar: “Just don’t go fast!  This is kinda fun!”  

Patty skates while pushing the walker with Marimar inside.  Marimar doesn’t move her 

feet but is happy to be going for a ride. 

Patty: “Weeeee!  Here we go!” 

Patty skates faster and pushes the walker away from her while letting go.  Marimar 

squeals and laughs as she goes speeding down the ice.  Patty skates up next to her 

with a sled that she has procured – with a student inside. 

Anastasia: “Go super speed, Patty!  Wooooo!” 

Patty: “Hey Miramar!  Get in here!” 

Marimar abandons the walker and happily jumps in the sled with Anastasia. 

Marimar: “Now we can go super speed!” 
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Patty skates as fast as she can while pulling the sled.  She spins around in a move 

called ‘crack the whip,’ where the sled spins in a circle, she lets go, and the momentum 

of the spin launches the sled away from her.  They all laugh and enjoy the ride. 

Patty: “Wait up!  You guys are going too fast!  Haha.” 

Marimar: “Quick aim the sled!  We’re going to hit the snow!” 

The sled plows into a snow bank and covers Marimar and Anastasia with a dusting of 

fluffy snow.   

Patty: “Hahaha!  You guys have BEARDS!  Now you look like a grandpa!” 

Marimar looks at Anastasia and giggles uncontrollably.  They have white hair and faces 

from the snow.  Everyone is laughing.  The group decides to try to skate again, this time 

without the walker. 

Anastasia: “Hold my hand.  Now hold Patty’s hand too.  Ready?  We’ll go slow.” 

Marimar grabs the hands of her friends and slowly gets up on her skates. 

Patty: “See!  Just walk with a slide.  Like push a tiny bit, then you go forward.” 

Marimar: “You could just pull me.” 

Anastasia: “Then you won’t get how to skate!  Here.  Like this.”  (Pushes with her left 

skate, glides, puts her feet together.  Then pushes with her right skate, glides, puts her 

feet together). 

Marimar: “Like this?  Woahhhhh.  Ok, ok, ok.  Push, glide… Push, glide… Ahhh!”  

Marimar falls, but this time takes out her friends in the process.  They all lay on the ice 

laughing and throwing snow at each other. 
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 This afternoon of adventure is a learning experience for everyone.  While Patty 

and Anastasia have both been skating before, they choose to share information and 

knowledge with Marimar who has never done this before.  They work together to come 

up with solutions, ideas, and different ways to teach Marimar tricks for skating.  

Teaching methods are adapted, and the students learn from each other.  They come up 

with alternatives to skating by using a walker and a sled.  While learning together, 

sharing information, and teaching each other, they are still having fun and enjoying the 

activity and each other.  In this example, shared learning happened organically between 

friends.  They were excited and motivated to share their knowledge so that another of 

their friends could learn and play. 

 

Rube Goldberg 

 

(Illustration of student whistling while building a Rube Goldberg machine) 

 

Students designed and created a Rube Goldberg machine using found objects 

and items and tools from the Makerspace area.  They decided that there should be at 

least 5 reactions before the final challenge of watering a plant.  This was a whole class 
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project with everyone participating and adding their ideas and mechanisms to the 

machine.   

Eily: “Since we’re trying to water that plant, I think we should do the whole project 

backwards.  Then we won’t kill the plant by accident.” 

Apu: “Why would the plant die??” 

Eily: “Cuz we might accidentally land a giant thing on it.  Like the ball or that box.” 

Twyla: “Then it would be squished and dead.” 

Miao: “Don’t kill the plant!  Let’s do backwards.” 

Eily: “Here.  Take this (ball).  We should make a ramp hit the ball into the watering can.” 

Twyla: “Let’s do the ramp with those rolls.  We can cut ‘em up like this.”  (Shows cutting 

the cardboard paper towel rolls in half). 

Miao: “We can tape them like this.  Then make a waterslide for the plant water after the 

ball hits the can.” 

Apu: “But the first thing has to be the highest or the water won’t go down the slide.  

Maybe they can start up there with a piece and we can meet them backwards over 

here.” 

Patty: “Guys!  Start your part over there so we don’t kill the plant!” 

Teddy: “You got it, boss!”   

The class breaks into teams naturally and start working on sections of the Rube 

Goldberg machine.  One group to start, one group in the middle, and one group at the 

end, protecting the plant. 



111 

 

Teddy: “We gotta start up here so that the marble can roll down and hit these bricks.  

(Teddy stands on a table in the corner of the room and holds up a tall, thin box). 

Mato: “But what makes it start?  Like how is the marble going down that thing?” 

Ketan: “Cuz I’m gonna push it!  I’ll be the starter!” 

Teddy: “But then gravity pushes it to the earth and the marble can keep going by itself.” 

Viv: “Yep.  Like when we fall over cuz gravity is not always good.” 

Ketan: “But we’d float away!  Gravity isn’t bad!” 

Viv: “It is if you fall.” 

Patty: “No. Falling is your fault.  You didn’t treat gravity right.” 

There’s a big crash (gravity) and the entire final section falls to the floor.  The students 

change gears to help fix the fallen pieces and connect the three sections together.  The 

sections consist of a pool ball hitting Jenga blocks, Jenga blocks tipping like dominoes 

into a marble, the marble going down a ramp made from old car tracks, the marble 

hitting a big ball, the big ball knocking over the water bucket, and water pouring down 

the tunnel of paper towel rolls into the plant on the floor. 

Patty: “This is gonna be GREAT!  Gravity for the WIN!”   

Ketan: “Ready? Set? GO!”  (He pushes the ball towards the blocks). 

Chaos erupts as every piece of the machine hits every other part of the machine in a 

chain reaction, except that this chain reaction happens simultaneously instead of one 

section at a time. 

Viv: “Told you gravity was evil.” 
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 The Rube Golberg machine was an exercise in shared learning.  Students had to 

share information – about gravity, height, angle, domino effect and plant safety.  

Different students knew information helpful to the project and shared it with their 

classmates.  One shared information on the angles and height of the machine, 

explaining that height would serve as the source of momentum for the reactions to be 

successful.  Another thought using gravity to their advantage would be helpful, pulling 

the marbles and pool balls downward.  These are important concepts being discussed 

and shared, although some of the official terminology and depth of concepts are still 

being worked through.  Sharing learning and information sharing is important for 

student growth and thought processes.  They think about what peers are sharing, and 

work through it themselves.  Then they decide which information is valuable, and what 

they consider unimportant.  (Although a consensus on gravity still hasn’t been reached.) 

 Students in this study played and learned together.  They made discoveries 

during play; cooperated while exploring and playing; asked questions and discussed 

issues that arose while playing with concepts and ideas; and shared information and 

prior knowledge during play.  These categories of play, discovered during observations 

through coding, are important for student learning and understanding. 
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Chapter 6: Guiding Principles of Practice & Application of Findings 

 

(Illustration of everyone’s favorite pup, Super Tallulah) 

Observations 

By using narrative inquiry and autoethnography to study the importance of play in 

schools, I answered my research question: How do children in 2nd/3rd grade 

classrooms in a mid-sized city experience play during the school day?  These findings 

were described in detail in chapters 4 and 5.  Some significant observations from this 

research study include students participating in imaginative play; exploration and 

discoveries made during play; the social skills acquired while playing; and behavioral 

differences because of play. 

 

Observation 1: Imagination 

 My research showed that time for play is vital to students using their 

imaginations.  When given time to play, students were more likely to create an activity or 

game where their imaginations were used.  Sometimes they created alternative versions 



114 

 

of games where players were animals, such as playing house where the parents, 

babysitters, and babies were puppies; or tag, where all of the players were animals from 

the area – bears, foxes, birds, cranes, frogs, or bunnies.  When on field trips with their 

peers, they imagined that there was a Bigfoot roaming the swamps and went searching 

for footprints and listening for Bigfoot calls; and founds mysterious goo creatures that 

bit the toes of unsuspecting swimmers.  On the playground, students pretended that the 

woodchips underneath were lava and they had to jump from surface to surface, monkey 

bar to slide, tunnel to swing.  When learning to braid flowers together as crowns, 

butterflies turned into dangerous fire-breathing dragons, bees into nefarious monsters 

looking for their next victim.  When writing stories with their friends, they imagined 

Super Pickles with capes and trusty pickle-dog sidekicks that saved the world from the 

incredibly evil Bad Guy Burger.   

 Students need time to imagine.  It allows students to process their thoughts and 

ideas.  They “move in different worlds, different space/time structures, including the 

imaginary worlds they are forming, the ongoing social worlds within which they are 

acting, and the wider world of experiences that they are drawing upon (Dyson, 1988, p. 

3).  Play gives students the time and space to create imaginary worlds, creatures, and 

structures.  This ability to create gives students the freedom to explore their world and 

make discoveries for themselves. 
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Observation 2: Exploration and Discovery 

 Play gives students the opportunity to explore and discover.  Sometimes this 

occurs on their own, other times with partners or groups.  Students can discover and 

explore ideas, concepts, or wonderings while reading (and learning) together.  They 

discover both real and imaginary creatures such as animals, bugs, flowers, leaves, tree 

sap, and footprints on field trips.  Sometimes discoveries are made cooperatively, in a 

muddy area, where a Bigfoot turns into a hunting fox.  Or a new insect could be 

discovered in a pond, covered in goo, that pinches swimmer’s toes.  When exploring a 

new area outdoors, the sound of a pterodactyl screeching could turn out to be a local 

pair of sandhill cranes choosing a place to nest.  Exploring the Makerspace area in the 

STEAM Lab might lead to discovering new items to build and create with – giving 

students ideas for making instruments from cardboard, string, rubber bands and tape.  

They can learn how to start seedlings, grow and transplant baby plants, use organic 

fertilizer and teach their schoolmates how to compost effectively through discovery of 

planting zones and trial and error with compostable materials, temperatures, and times. 

 John Dewey stated, “give the pupils something to do, not something to learn, and 

the doing is of such a nature as to demand thinking, or the intentional noting of 

connections, learning naturally results” (1916, p. 191).  Students learn important content 

by doing.  Through play, they experience and discover their world.  They explore ideas 

and build on these ideas with their peers.  Working together, they build knowledge.  

Sometimes this knowledge turns into play-based student-led projects or research.  
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Students take agency in their own learning, researching their ideas or questions, 

because they are of interest and/or importance to them.   

 

Observation 3: Social Skills 

 Students learn important skills through cooperative and collaborative play.  They 

gain an understanding of how to work with their peers, working through disagreements 

and misunderstandings.  When students are allowed to work through their problems, 

they come up with creative solutions to their differences in opinion.  This can look like 

an older student taking the time to notice a younger student’s unhappiness when 

playing, and making accommodations to ensure that the younger student has a turn to 

play.  It can be loud, where students are arguing and upset with each other.  When given 

the time to work through this cooperatively, students usually find a solution – or decide 

to play something or somewhere else.  Sometimes students create new games or ways 

to play together, such as a game of house turning into a post office to accommodate 

additional players, and a change in the rules of the game.  Collaboratively, students can 

play and discover – acquiring new knowledge – like the field trip to the nature center 

where a Bigfoot print was discovered and explored, and found to be the print of a 

pouncing fox.  Or when an entire group discovered a goo monster, that, when 

researched, turned out to be an insect that swam and flew (and bit toes).  In both 

instances, students bounced ideas and hypotheses off each other and determined 
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possible species, including Bigfoots, bears or foxes; or flying fish, aliens or 

Belostomatidae (the Giant Waterbug), also known as the Toe Biter.    

 Students need to play, to explore their worlds, and to discover new things 

together.  Playing cooperatively gives students the space needed to question and learn 

collaboratively.  Learning from group experiences empowers students to learn from and 

with each other.  “To 'learn from experience’ is to make a backward and forward 

connection between what we do to things and what we enjoy or suffer from things in 

consequence. Under such conditions, doing becomes a trying; an experiment with the 

world to find out what it is like; the… discovery of the connection of things” (Dewey, 

1916, p. 89).  Playing together teaches students how to cooperatively live and function 

in society.  They recognize the importance of collaboration and teamwork.  This leads to 

a better understanding of each other, their world, and the expectations of being a 

person in this world. 

 

Observation 4: Behaviors 

 Something else interesting occurred when students were given times to play 

during the school day – behaviors changed.  Students that typically struggle with 

classwork or just being at school realized that maybe school wasn’t so bad after all.  

They started interacting with their peers, working on projects/learning together, were 

more likely to actively participate in class, and challenging behaviors started to 

decrease.  The longer students engaged in this study, the more these difficult behaviors 
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disappeared, or at least lessened.  Problematic behaviors seen at the beginning of this 

study included not participating in activities, “blurting” (speaking over teachers or 

peers), not keeping their bodies to themselves (touching, hitting, poking, etc.), and 

general disruptions.  Some of these were attention seeking behaviors, while others are 

out of insecurity, frustration, or boredom. 

 When students with behavioral challenges were allowed to play every day at 

school, some were unsure how to use this newfound freedom.  A few wandered from 

play area to play area, group to group.  Once they found activities they were interested 

in, or groups that enthusiastically accepted them into their play, their behaviors during 

play quickly and drastically changed.  They shared their ideas with peers, asked 

questions, cooperated, collaborated, imagined, explored, discovered, and actively 

participated in play.  Those that were still a little uncertain if they were playing correctly 

(they had not been exposed to this kind of learning before) took a little longer joining 

groups, participating in activities, or creating something to do.  But they persisted and 

eventually all students looked forward to play times in school and during school 

activities (field trips).  Students started treating each other more respectfully and used 

social cues more effectively.  They cooperated and worked through disagreements and 

compromise.  Students shared learning and experiences.  They feel a stronger 

connection to their classroom and the school because they were given times to play.  

“Our classrooms, at all levels, must look more like happy families and secure homes, the 

kind in which all family members can tell their private stories, knowing they will be 

listened to with affection and respect” (Paley, 1990, p. 147).  And students in this study 
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really felt like a family.  Sometimes they fought, argued, or disagreed, other times they 

compromised, cooperated, and loved.  They felt more secure with themselves and their 

peers because they had played together.  

 

Implications 

   As the examples show through individual interviews and observations of 

students at play in chapters 4 and 5, categories including student discoveries during 

play, cooperative and collaborative play, questions, and discussions occurring during 

play, and how shared learning experiences were observed, recorded, transcribed, and 

analyzed for play periods given to 2nd and 3rd graders at Jamestown School.  These 

play times were important to building numerous skills including interpersonal skills, 

negotiations, socio-emotional skills, problem solving, critical thinking, leadership, 

adaptability, creative thinking, kindness, empathy, decision making, curiosity, and 

learning by doing, to name a few.   

Discovery learning and exploration gave students the freedom to explore their 

worlds and discover new ideas.  Students explored the natural world while on field trips 

and during outdoor play times.  They discovered and created new worlds while using 

their imaginations while writing comic books and building with Legos.  They learned 

about the relationship between animals, plants, dirt, compost, and seeds to create a 

successful school garden to teach their peers about healthy eating and donated extra 

produce to those in need in our neighborhood.  They explored new ways of learning and 
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discovered that they enjoyed taking agency in their own learning.  Discovery learning 

and exploration encouraged students to think creatively and critically.  They learned to 

adapt their ideas based on the facts discovered.  Discovery learning and exploratory 

experiences are important aspects of learning and play for students.  

Cooperation and collaboration allowed students to work together in their 

learning.  They played together, worked together, and worked through disagreements 

together.  They learned to participate as members of a group or team.  Students 

cooperated on projects, explorations, and discoveries; respected other students’ 

viewpoints, positively added to group activities, and shared their expertise or questions 

with the group.  They practiced cooperation when faced with dilemmas while playing 

games with multiple players, or when a classmate almost fell into the “swamp” (and 

was lifted out by peers).  Cooperation was also observed during team games, where 

new players joined mid-game, or when teams were in disagreement with each other and 

there was a need for leaders to mediate heated situations.  Collaboration occurred 

during indoor playtimes when students were building, programming robots, or creating 

stories together.  This was observed during outdoor adventures when students built on 

each other’s knowledge to decide if there was a Bigfoot on the loose in a local nature 

center, or if the Goo Monster seen jumping out of the petri dish at the pond could be 

identified as a real creature, instead of something imaginary.  Cooperation and 

collaboration during play periods inspired students to work together productively, and 

work through issues constructively.  Students adapted play to meet the needs of their 

peers and learned to work as teams.  Cooperative and collaborative learning and play 
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are important pieces of the educational puzzle and are necessary for building healthy 

student relationships with peers. 

Asking questions and having discussions is another important category of play 

while students are at school.  When students are given the space to ask questions 

about ideas, concepts, findings, or are questioning everything around them, they learn 

authentically because these are genuine questions happening in real time.  Discussing a 

variety of possible answers engages students with the content.  There may be a ‘right’ 

answer, but allowing students to explore the possibilities on their own lets them actively 

participate in how they learn and play.  On our outdoor adventures, questions arose 

about possible creatures that were making the footprints found on the trail and in the 

mud, with discussion among students about size, shape, pointiness of a footprint, and 

how far apart the footprints were that they had found.  When slide trails were found in 

the mud along the edge of the swamp, discussions occurred regarding whether this was 

an insect, waterfowl, amphibian, or reptile.  Students with prior knowledge shared 

information on footprints or slides that they had seen, habitat of the potential creatures 

causing the tracks/slides, and their hypotheses on if the creature in question lived in our 

area (or could possibly have traveled there).  At school, during playtime, students would 

question the rules of a game to decide if they were equitable, then discuss solutions 

and optional rule changes to make the game more “fair”.  Discussions about what 

students should play were also commonplace during this study.  Students learned ways 

to ask questions of their peers in ways that were positive.  They played with possible 

answers and solutions to questions.  They discussed and debated ideas thoughtfully 
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and thoroughly.  Skills learned through questioning and discussions during play at 

school included critical thinking, teamwork, emotional control, more confidence in 

public speaking, and how to structure thoughts and share ideas in clear ways. 

During this study, shared learning was happening every time students were given 

the opportunity to play INSIDE, outside, on adventures; in groups, IN pairs, or solo.  

Students were sharing knowledge and sharing experiences while learning new things.  

Even when playing alone, students found ways to share their learning with peers.  

Sometimes this happened right away, and they would excitedly find a friend to share 

with.  Other times, they would wait until they were inside or in class to share their 

insights.  When students were learning something together where one student (or more) 

had prior knowledge, they would share what they already knew with their groups, then 

other members of that group would move on to share their newly acquired knowledge 

with their peers.  When learning something new together, there was usually one leader 

with the necessary information, that would show or share with their groups.  Sometimes 

when all students were trying to learn something new simultaneously, they would, 

through the process of elimination, figure out everything that did not work, eventually 

coming up with a solution.  Every so often there would be an epiphany, where one or 

more students would happen upon the answer at the same time.  This kind of shared 

learning happened less often, usually occurring when on an adventure.  An example 

would be when we went to a nearby stream to watch certain kinds of large fish jump 

over a small dam.  Students were questioning and discussing possible reasons for this 

behavior.  They were working together to explore the area and discover the answer.  
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They cooperated with each other and finally decided on asking a local angler.  They 

whooped with delight when they simultaneously learned something together, then 

shared their learning with the rest of the class.  The fish were moving from river to lake 

to find a partner.  Students learned new facts, skills, ways to play, how to find answers, 

and where to find information from shared learning experiences during play. 

 This research study and findings contribute to educational practice and policy by 

advocating for the reshaping of what a classroom could look like for students and 

educators.  By allowing and encouraging play during the school day for all students, 

much needed time for exploration, collaboration, discovery, and idea sharing will occur.  

Advocating for play in schools could create a more equitable educational system, where 

students are the focus instead of standardization of education.  Innovative ways to 

teach through play could change what being a student or teacher means.  Teaching with 

play and allowing students playtimes at school would create a classroom environment 

where students are the focus, and learning is an enjoyable experience.  Rote 

memorization and standardization of education would be a thing of the past.  Sitting at 

a desk being taught by lecture and a worksheet would be no more.  Play and student-

centered learning would take their place.   

The implications of this study are clear – students need time to play at school. 
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Creating an Environment Conducive to Play 

What do these findings mean and is this kind of classroom or research replicable for 

educators? 

This section describes my classroom environment and milieu, how this research 

came to fruition, and how this style of teaching and learning is accessible to all 

educators.  I created a classroom environment that suits my needs and the needs of my 

students.  I built open spaces into my classroom and utilized the outdoors when 

possible.  For this kind of learning to work, adaptability, not being fearful of failure or ‘re-

do’s,’ loving to play (with and without your students), and the ability to laugh at yourself 

(and with your students) are helpful traits.  Patience, and a sense of adventure (and 

humor) are the only requirements for a productive (and entertaining) play-based 

learning environment. 

 

Storytime… 

As an educator and researcher, I straddle the world of teaching and academia, 

weaving storytelling and play into experiences for school aged children (3-14 years old) 

and college students alike.  I teach and learn through play and noticed that students in 

my classes were making noticeable educational gains, scoring higher on assessments 

(including standardized assessment), and learning more deeply about concepts/topics - 

all with fewer interruptions and behavioral challenges.  These epiphanies in the 
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classroom lead me to graduate school, 2 Masters of Science degrees, 8 Teaching and 

Administrative Licenses, a teaching award, and eventually to my research questions for 

this dissertation: How do children in 2nd/3rd grade classrooms in a mid-sized city 

experience play during the school day? 

My classroom is an active space.  It is play-based, project-based, and student-

centered.  There are tables, desks, boxes, and carpets; seating is flexible, with balls, 

chairs, stools, and the floor.  Students work where they are most comfortable.  When the 

weather permits, we move our learning outdoors.  Exploration, adventures, and field 

trips are common - sometimes in our neighborhood, other times we take walks or buses 

to exciting locations.  Students are expected to explore their own ideas - programming 

robots, researching topics of interest, flying drones, creating digital art, building with 

Makerspace materials, coding digital games, thinking critically, and actively playing.  

When students are excited to learn, it can be loud!  This style of learning through 

play requires collaboration, discussion, cooperation, disagreements, conflict-resolution, 

and sometimes, the need to walk away from a project.  This means that the classroom 

can be noisy with students sharing ideas, arguing over the best ways to solve a problem, 

and switching between groups.  Play is not always a quiet, sit-on-your-carpet-square 

situation.  Students in my classroom are on the move, or in their chosen spaces for 

flexible seating.  They are excited about learning (both what they think they are going to 

learn and what they’ve actually learned), adventures, and exploring - and want to share 

that excitement with their peers.   
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We build what we do together.  These are students that have (mostly) been in my 

classes from 3k (3 year old preschool) through 8th grade (around 14 years old).  

Together, my students and I have created a space where learning is tailored to each 

student.  They collaborate, pitch ideas to each other, explore, create, explore, try new 

things, positively fail (meaning failure without negative consequences or connotations), 

share, and play.   

Is this kind of play-based educational experience replicable or applicable?    

 My classroom milieu is one that’s been created together.  At the beginning of 

each school year, students and I discuss our purpose – why we are doing what we’re 

doing – and create a list of classroom expectations.  This is done collaboratively.  The 

‘why’ usually has something to do with learning, exploring, trying new things, working 

cooperatively, etc.  Students come up with ideas, and I share our thoughts.  Together we 

create a list of non-negotiables (behaviors or attitudes that are always acceptable), and 

ways to fix our community if someone chooses to break those agreements.  These 

usually include rules about kindness, cooperation, agency, respect, seating, body 

awareness, participation, effort, critical thinking, problem solving, and adaptability.  

Ways to rebuild a broken community are called community service.  In my classroom 

that means apologies, fixing items around the classroom, cleaning up messes 

(figurative and literal), coming up with creative solutions, and others.  These are very 

similar from class to class, with younger students having more simplified ideas and 

older students having more specific and detailed thoughts.   
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Having had these students for multiple years is extraordinarily helpful to this 

process.  Some of these students have been in my class from 3 years old through 14 

years old.  This setup allows students to be more comfortable because they already 

understand the expectations and together, we build an even stronger classroom 

community than the previous year’s.  Most students come to class the first week 

knowing that we will be building on our progress and learning from the previous year.  

They come to class with ideas to help enhance the classroom experience for 

themselves and their classmates.  This is the groundwork that builds our classroom 

culture. 

Students in this research study started their year with a cooperatively created list 

of classroom expectations.  For this group, there were 8 guidelines.  This included 

kindness towards each other and the teacher; no yelling (unless there’s an emergency); 

cleaning up your own messes (with supplies and peers); talking is allowed, as long as 

it’s kind and not interrupting directions; share your ideas and learning (including findings 

and discoveries); you can always change groups, you just can’t change groups because 

you’re angry; and keep your equipment safe and in your own area (specifically robotics, 

Legos, drones, Makerspace).  We then chose what we thought would be fair 

consequences for not following these class guidelines.  This list included washing 

tables, mediation with the peers (if the offense was student vs. student), 

writing/drawing an apology note, sweeping, or whole class meditation (when all 

students need a break). 
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Although learning goals are required and standards-based, our class meets these 

in a variety of different and playful ways.  Exploration, discovery, and questioning lead 

students to projects or learning that they find important.  An example would be making 

a slideshow in Google Slides.  I teach the necessary skills and guide students through 

the various tools for creating a slideshow.  They learn how to make a new slideshow, 

add slides, and delete slides; add links, photos, and video; change backgrounds or 

themes; design transitions; and share their work.  The rest of the project is based on 

student interest – they have free reign over the topic (with some previously created 

rules in place, including school appropriate topics).  My job is to teach students how to 

use the tools, then allow them to create something individual and amazing.  I don't have 

to tell students exactly what to do because I've created an invisible hand to guide them 

from the start of each project or new topic.  Projects are open-ended and student 

driven.  Another example would be engineering simple machines and putting them 

together as a whole class Rube Golberg Machine.  Students each had their own piece of 

the project to create and complete but with guidelines in place to make sure that each 

piece had 3 engineering components – levers, pulleys, or ramps.  The rest of the 

creation was up to the students.  Again, this activity involved meeting the standards, 

meeting my students’ needs, while allowing them to play with ideas and concepts to 

make this piece their own.  Sometimes the play in my classroom is loosely guided play 

where I guide students by giving them the knowledge and tools needed to complete a 

project.  This freedom and intention is met with excitement and enthusiasm.   
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But conditions are not uniform, and meeting the needs of students in other 

spaces will not necessarily look the same as in my classroom.  Students need 

scaffolding, guidance, and structure when beginning something new and innovative.  

Some students have not experienced open-ended learning and will struggle with having 

so much freedom.  My suggestion, based on how this all started in my classroom, is to 

start with smaller projects, where students have a little freedom to explore.  Model how 

to start creating or thinking by talking through your own thought processes.  When 

starting the Makerspace in my classroom, I showed students how each area, tool, and 

material worked.  I encouraged students to try each tool before embarking on a project.  

Together, we used screwdrivers, hammers, nails, and screws; poked holes, screwed 

cardboard together, hammered nails, and added yarn.  After scaffolding how to put 

items together in a Makerspace to create something new, we created musical 

instruments.  Designing a musical instrument was the assignment, but engineering 

sound using yarn, rubber bands, cardboard and tape was the underlying standard.  

Some students designed instruments based on real instruments they had seen or 

explored.  Others created instruments from their imagination because they were more 

comfortable with a less structured environment.    

We return to the question of whether or not this kind of play-based educational 

experience is replicable or applicable.  I believe it is, but I also think that it’s not a one-

size-fits-all kind of program.  A play, play-based, project-based, and student-centered 

classroom needs to fit the style and needs of the teacher as well as the students.  It 

should be adapted and altered for each classroom and student population.  Students 



130 

 

need a gentle invisible hand guiding them through how to play at school.  Once they feel 

comfortable with play, they will start to discover, explore, cooperate, collaborate, 

question, discuss; share their learning, findings, and interests; and truly enjoy learning at 

school.  All students should be allowed to play during the school day, we just need to 

explore and identify ways for this to work for teachers, too. 

 This study showed the need for play in our schools.  Students are learning many 

important skills during play.  When students are given time to play, they are learning to 

design, cooperate, discover, collaborate, explore, question, create, problem-solve, adapt, 

discuss, lead, make decisions, communicate, think critically, and use their imaginations, 

among numerous others. 

 

Conclusion 

When students are allowed to play, amazing things happen.  Students share 

stories, explore concepts, create relationships, build communities, and learn.  "Children 

learn the way we all learn: through engagement, and through construction. They have to 

make sense of the world, and that's what play or any other symbolic activity does for 

children” (Dyson, 2009, p. 1).  Students need a sense of their own agency, “their own 

capacity and an ability to ask questions and solve problems. So we have to give them 

more open-ended activities that allow them the space they need to make sense of 

things" (Dyson, 2009, p. 1).  Continued research and observation of children at play is of 

utmost importance.  By analyzing observations, interviews, and videos of students 
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during unstructured periods of play, this study could encourage schools, districts, and 

policymakers to add unstructured periods of play for all elementary aged students. 

 

 

(Illustration of Ms. Steffenie & Tallulah) 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocols 

  

Interview Questions for Students: 

  

1. Tell me about the game/activity you were playing. 

2. How did you decide who would play which roles? 

3. Tell me about how you worked through or solved the disagreement or 

misunderstanding during your game. 

4. How did you decide who was allowed to play this game?   

5. Who decided on the participants?    

6. Could anybody play with you? 

7. What did you enjoy about your time to play?   

8. Was there anything you did not like about playing today? 

9. What did you learn while playing? 



140 

 

Appendix B: Class Picture  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Including the infamous Pickle Man, Dill Dog, Super Ms. Steffenie & Tallulah) 

 


