DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 238 577 PS 014 075

AUTHOR 1senberg, Joan; Jacob, Evelyn A
TITLE " Playful Literacy Activities and Learnlng Prelimipary
e . Obseyvations.

‘PUB DATE - Jun 83

NOTE 15p.; Paper presented at the International Conference
on P%ay and Play Environments (Austin, TX, June 30,
1983

PUB TYPE Dissertations/Theses - Master Theses (042) --
Speeches/Conference Papers (i50)

“ EDRS PRICE 'MF01/PC0l plus Postage.
DESCRIPTORS *Learning Experience; *Literacy; *Play; *Preschool

Children; Preschool Education; *Pretend Play; Reading

Readiness; Social Behavior; Writing Readiness

ABSTRACT - ,
A week-long exploratory observational case study of
two white middle class girls (4 years, 9 months of age) investigated
how children incorporate reading and writing literacy skills and
- knowledge of literacy artifacts into their play activities. Also
examined was the role these play activities have in the development
- of, literacy. Data were collected through focused nonparticipant
observations of children's preschool activities, parent observat:ons,
and informal dlscu551ons. Results indicated that each girl engaged in
playful literacy activities in both pretend and nonpretend contexts.
When new information about literacy artifacts -was presented, the
girls gradually incorporated parts of that information into their
play This new information was eventually consolidated into larger
units of play behavior #nd then repeated several times. When play
concerned familiar or known information, subjects voluntarily
elaborated and extended that information into new contexts. Whether ,
or not the girls incorporated new information or elaborated on-known
information Seemed to be related to the saliency of the information
and their current level of-skill development Preliminary data raised
queaﬁ&ﬁns about the role of play in children's learning of literagcy.

/B3D)

L

"'A

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that‘can be made
* , from the original document.

T ORERRRERARARARERE AR ARARRRRL AR R R R R AR AR AR AR ARk ARk kR hd

*
*

’
Rhkhkhkhhhhhhkhhhhhhhhhthhhhhhhhhhhh ittt hhhhhhhhhhhhtthdhhhhhs




u.s, DEPARTMENT OF £ ?

NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF Egﬁ::':gn }

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION _}

.- CENTER [gRICH

M documeny has boon reproducad a3 W

recenad Iom e person o orgameaton
Qngmanng i -

+ Mot changes have been matfe (G mprove™ *,

4

o

i

feptaduction quabty, i
4

——— .

* Pontsof view o CPRIONS statedn thes dacu.
ment do A01 hecessanly represent oftcut MIE
POLION O X

.

PLAYFUL LITERACY ACTIVITIES AND LEARNING:

" PRELIMINARY OBSERVATIORS

Paper presented at the

International Conference on Play and Play Environments

Austin, Texas

June 30, 1983

“PEAMISSION TQ REPRODUGE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED By

3 Ot ISR_Y\E!%
M%n_&mﬂn

TQ THE EDUCATIONAL RESQURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC),”

Joan lasenberg, Ed.D
Evelyn Jacob, Ph,D.
Department of Education
George Mason University
Fairfax, Virginia 22030
(703) 323-2i421

:

Ll

&

]
L




e r

Abstract

') ) .
This exploratory observational case study of two, white, middle class

girls (¥ years, 9 months) investigated how children’ineorporaéed literacy

" skills and knowledge of literacy artifacts into their play activities and

examined the.role of these activities in learning litéracy. Data were
collected through focused non-participant observations of children's
preschool activities, parent observations,'and informwal discussions.
Results indicate that éaeh girl engaggd in playful literacy activities in
both pretend and non-pretend contexts. - When new infbrﬁation about
literacy artifacts was bresented,-there was gradual incorporation of
parts“;f that informat%Pn into their Play. This new inférmation was
eventually consolidated into larger units of play behavior and then
repeated several times. When i:laying with familiar or known information,
there was Voluntary elaboration of that information that was extended
into new contexts, Whether or not the girls incorporated new information-®
or elaborated on known information seemed to be pelated ﬁb the éhliency
of éhe information and their current level of skill devqlopmént. }hése

preliminary data raise questions about the role of play in children's

learning of literacy.
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Therefis a growing body of théory and research that’suggests that

play contriﬁu;es to children’s learning. ;iaget (1962) éiscusses play as
assimilation, the driving force behind learning and Vygotsky (1976)
theorizes that play is foundationai to later abstract thought. Other
researchers {S. yiller, 1973; Sylva, Bruner, and Genova, 1976) view play
' as a particularly productive context for learning because the dominance
of means over ends regults in voluntary elaboration and complication of
the means, the consequencés of failure are re&hced, it affords a
temporary moratorium on frustratibq, and it is voluntary,

Some, researchers (Calkins, 1980, Clay, 1975) have commented that
children’s earl} reading and writing efforts oféén resemble play. _Jacob
(1982b) found that Puerto Rican kindergarten chi'ldr'en engaged in literacy
activities during play at home and that many of these activities were
playful.” However, 1ittlé is known about the characteristics of playful
iiteracy,activities or about théir contriﬁuti&n to lite;acy development:

Literacy, treated here as the ability to read and write, ia a complex -
construct. It involves moté; skills, cognitive skills,\knowledge of
%iteracy artifacts and social bebaviors appropriate for specific uazes of
literacy {(Gibson and Levin, 1975; Mason, 1981; Seribner and Cole, 1981).

In view of the limited research on the roie of playful literacy
activities and their role in learning literacy, we conducted exploratory
case studies to refine methods and angwer the fcllowing questions. What
are the nature and characteristics of preschool children’s playful
litéracy'activities? What functions do these activities serve in

-

learning literacy?
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Method

*
e

To ansWer our research questions wWe chose to use a case study

regearch design and collect qualitative, naturalistic observations. This
approach,allofed us to systematically and inductively identify‘patterns
Of»beha;ior and variables reiated to these patferns, "
We report heré on case studies of two white, middle class giﬂ}p (4
years 9 moﬁths) from a preschool in Nortpern Virginiz., .These g}rls wWere
selected because they were nati%e English speakérs, did not exhibit any

developmental problems, and were of the same age and social class.

Ll

Early in January, 1983, we conducted general observations at the

preachool to familiarize ourselves with the‘school program and gllow the
children and project staff to become adapted to our presence. We'also
met with the mothers of the children to egp;ain their role in the study.

During.one week in Janua;y, 1985, we conducted focused, non~ ,
participant. observations of the childrents activities at the preschool
(épproximately eight hours per c¢hild.) Each of the inves%;gators
observed one child and produced observational notes and au&%o tape
recordings of their behavior, We also photog;aphed literacy artifacts‘
the children madé or used. {See Jacob 1982a for a deta}led descripéion
of the procedures followed.) After Zonducting the observations we
expanded our observational notes, transcéibed the audio tapes, and
combined thes; data to produce’narraﬁive descr%ptions of each child's
activities at school.

In these narrative reéords We idcntified‘all instances of the
children's playful readiﬁz and writing activities., We defined playful
behavior as that which is plpasurablé, has no extrinsic goals, is

. -2 -




spontaneous and volugtary, and involves some ﬁctive engagement én the
part of the player (Garvey, 1977.) We further distinguished the playful
literacy activities sccurring in pretend and non-pretend contexts.

Pretend contexts are those in which children transforn ﬁhemselves or an
cbject into another object, person, event or situation through the use of
motor or verbal actions in & make-believe acti;ity {(Curry and‘Arnaud, .
1974), Non-pretend contexéz do not involve such transformations.

During the week of our focused observations the girls’ mothers
recorﬁed their daily observations of the girls? activitiﬁf at hom;. This
record included an overview of the day and descriptions of the girls!
play and lite.aracy activities, These data were.transcribed, and playt‘tfl
literacy Behﬁviors\were identified using the procedures followed in the
preschool observations.

After the observations had been completed, the director of the

preschool, a person with whom the girls were very famlliar, met

individually with each girl. She informally talked with them to assess

their ability to recognize the pames of the children in the class and ~
their familiarity with and knouledge'of characteristics and uses of

prescriptions. The data from these discussions were also transcribed.

Results

Both the school and home environments of the children were saturated
with print. In the c¢lassroom, a¢®tivity areas and obJjects were labelled,
experience charts were written, and books were available in a book

corner., In %he homes, books, magazines and newspapers were present;

moreover, both girls had their own books and magazines. Reading aid
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writing were highly valued by the parents and staff., The school day
included story time and quiet reading period. Parents frequently read to-
their children and supported the childr‘en;; iiteracy'effor'ts. s !

A majcrr- goa'f of the preschool obser-veq was to promote learning
through play. The school day included a large block of time for free
play during which children c¢hose their own act.,_ivities. The housekeeping

area often was arranged to stimulate pretend play on different themes for

a week at a time. ) <

*

*

1 2 .
Both girls engaged in playful literacy activities &t home and in
school, The pfayt‘ul literacy activities that occurred in pretend play
contexts at school occurred on one day when the girls blayed veternarians

and used pretend prescriptions; Toni played for about 25 minutes and

Kelly played for about 65 minutes, The girls also did several playful

literacy activities while pretending at home. For example, Kelly
pretended to read a menu while pla.ying restaurant, Playful literacy
act;ivities that occurred in non-pretend contexts occur'n;d more often and
were shorter than those ;Dccur'ing during pretend play. Toni did three df

L]

these playful literacy activities and Kelly did six,

Pretend Pla ' p
In pretend play contexts the girls' playful literacy activities

involved skills, knowledge of ar'tifac'ts and social behavior associated
with literacy. In this analysis we focus on their kno;ledge of
characteristics of a par'ticﬁiar- artifact, namely pr‘esc;iptions.

Dur:ing pretend play the girls gradually incorporated' new information
about characteristics of prescriptidns into their play behavior, These

new behaviors were_ then consolidated into larger units and repeated °
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several times. They also voluntarily elaborated upon and’ extended known

information or familiar skills into new contexts. ,

During the weék of data collection one corner wéb érranged as an

- +

animal hospital containing stuffed animals, doctors' props (masks, caps,

&

gloves, nqedlbs, stethoscOpe); X=rays, and a scale.

N

. The examples that we pregent occurred on the third day we observed at "
the preschool. On the first two days the gir'ls. played in the hospital
area but had not ’included any literacy activites in their pretend play.
on the third day at group time, tﬁe'teagher 9{plictly.inﬁroduced

. inférmation about prescriptions by agking the children what a doctor does
if an animal needs medicine, She took a small, blank piece of paper and
exPlained;the characte}iatigs of prescriptions {it has.the symbol "RX"
and the name of the medicine néeded), the social behaviors associated
with prescriptions (the docéoq writes the name of the medicine and you

» také-it to the Pharmaciét), and the functions of presériptions (to get
medicine for sick animals). The teacher showed the children a cardboard
tray containing small pieces o% paper and some p;ncils and explained that
they should write "RX; and the medicine the animal needs on the '
prescripticn. She then placed the paper and pencils in the hospital area
and suggested that the-adjacent housekeeping area could bé the pharmacy.

~In non-play settings the usual cyele for uéing préscriptions ooeups
' ‘when the doctor writes a prescrfption and gi?es-it to the patient who
then gets it filled at a pharmacy. We used this cycle as the unit of
analysis {episode) for the giris' play with prescriptions. Kelly's
behaviér while piaying ﬁhe doctor role illustrates the incorpo;ation and “
consolidation of new information about characteristics of

- . , -
_prescriptions. -5 a




! When presented with new information abou?’, characteristics of

-

prescriptions Kelly first inﬂorporated it orally into her play. Some of

this new information she then incorporated into‘hgr behavior. She

1

incorporated "RX" early and added writing a pumber 1ster, and eventually

established a pattern of writing "Ry and the number of days until it was

assimilated. B R -

We know from our interview data that Kelly -related the prescriptions

to her own experience with them behause ghe said she had one once when

T -

she was sick and. that she had seen the symbol "RX" on her medicine

sometimes. We aXso know from parent interviews and observational data

X

LI \-
that Kelly could write her own name, some letfers agd numbers, and made

some reversals in her writing.

On the day the teacher discusded prescriptions during group time

Kelly chose to begin 1in her play in-the'hospitai area with five other
¢hildren. The teacher had introduced information “about thivee
characteristics ¢f prescriptions: the name, tﬁat-they contain’the symbol
"RX," and the names of the kind of medicine. In her first episode Kelly
merely labelleg the'artifact.‘lin the next episode she used the term

[

"presceription” and wrote "RX" on the blank paper.” Immediately after.that

.
she wrote "XR" {(a reversal) on another paper. 'kShe wrote "RX™ on the

blank prescriptionsuin all but one of the_qenaining episodes in which she‘

played the doctor role.) Kelly tooh the prescription to thé aide.who was
. pretending to be the pharmacist, In talking with Keily, the aide I

discussed the kind of wedicine needed. She also introduced new

information about characteristics of prescriptions. She told Kelly the

£ ) 9
number Of times a day to give the medicine and then wrote the number on.

o ey
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the prescription. In later episodes Kelly orallyfincorporaﬁ%d the °

-

information éboui type of and.nuﬁger of times a day meaicihe into. her’
ﬁlay. For example, 19 the next episode sh; said to the aide "I nee? some
little pills.® 1In the next two episodes she talked about the number of
daY$ an animal should take the-qedéﬁ;ne {her modification of‘hhﬁber of
@ ‘times a day), and also wrote the humbers on the prescription (along with
"RX"), After playing, the pharmacist role she glayed doctor again,
writing "RX® éhd a number (for number of days or number of times a day,

we assume) on ‘the prescriptions. After again playing pharmacist she

, . _ L
“returned to playing doctor, again writing "RX™ and a number on the
- A1

prescriptions.

Fl

.Toni's behavior while playing the doctor‘rdle illustrates the
voluntary elaboration and extgggionvbf known information into new
contexts. She seemeg to initially incorporate the new information about’ ’
the."RX" symbol into her play. She also used fhmﬁliar knowledge (her—- l

name? and her interest in spelling in the new context of her pretend

play. We know from our intenview data that Toni knew little about

-
-

ﬁrescriptions and did not relate tﬁem to her experience. In response to
the teache;'sgpresentation to.the group about pﬁes;riptions Toni °
commented’ that she did not know how to spell words on a prescripeiSn.
The:teacher told her that w;s all right and Toni announced that she could
write her own name on it. This seemed to be Toni’s attempt to relate tge
characteristics of presc;iptions to what she was already familiar with
and interested in. Toni could write her name, the letters of the

alphabet, familiar naﬁes, and some words on her own. She.also was

e N

fnterested in spelling and did alat of writing, ..

I ——
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Toni’s first three episodes were prompted by peers, In her first

a ¢

- eplsode she wrote "KP TONI™ on a blank preseription (we assume that "KP®

.’
—

is her:‘ inter'pret':ation and reversal of R{). In the next episode shg wrote-
nKP TO TONE", elaborating b;x what she previ?usly wrote. Her next 'f:ive
episodes .were eelf’-initiat:ed. First shemr'ote ."BHHL’ KR",'n;aintainins her
interpretation o;." PRX" reversed-and a'ddi..x.ig other letter"s.. In her - |
subsequent four events she abandoned the “RX" equivalent and wrote letter
oombinations pplaced next to each other to resemble a word: "BTRA" in the~ ’
first, "00BR" in the second and PMWN" in t.he_#thir'd instance. -
Non-Pretend PlaV- Contexts ' L
Dur'ipg noﬁ-pr'etend play the girls' playful li%l;eracy activities

‘ involved information and ekills with uhj:'ch tfley. were very familiar,
elaborating on known dnformation and skills and extending this
information and skills mto new contexts. Several exax;lples follow.

Every morning the ‘teacher took attendance a!‘i:_er' ghe had'br'ought all
%

.

the children togather intora groupy She p_neld up each child"s name ‘éar'd

for the children _to read; after 'ghey responded she then \tgtlew name

aloud. Toni dould recognize all but two of the children's nam She
generally was very focused and of task while the teacher read the
children's names. In fact, she usualljg t.cas the first child to read alou/d

. . - .
each child's name as it was held up. She alsolo!‘ten repeated the name

after the teacher had read it. - ' -

& _ .
One day Tonl elaborated on this pattern by replacing the initial

7 -
congsonant of children® s names with another letter. After the teacher

) read’_"Katie,“’Toni said "Hatie. After the teacher read the next nanme,

“Scott,“ Toni said "Bott."™ She then eontinued with this pattern, .
&

substituting B for the initial letter in the names of six children,

L. -
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Name'beadzqg/also-provideﬁ an opportunify for playfﬁl literacy
, — A o

activities: forf Kelly. Kelly, who had.only been attending the preschool

, for cne month, recognized the names of three other classmates begides her

own. When these names were held up- by the teacher ghe read them aloud

T

14 -
* -gpontaneously. With the remainder of the names she did not focus her
attention on the name cards and often looked around the room. Sometimes

she repeated the ehiIQren'e namés aloud after the teacher ‘and other

children had read-them. . °

An instanéékof playful literacy Eccurred one dey with Rlex's name .
. -~

*" (one of the names she.coulq read) . H?ile walking around the room she .

N
, Jpoticed his‘name in a story written on an experience chart. She’walked

. over to the chart and said “kax as she pointed to his name in th§

story. She Pepeated his name again, and then walked over to where Alex

-

wasg playing.and again said his name to herself. Then she returned to the
‘chart, ahd pointed to his nampe at the bottom of the story and then in the
middle. She‘'looked over the uhole chart:, looked at the word "Alex® in

the middle of the chart again and said;ﬁlayful}y, "Alex, Alex, where is
$ .!
. Alex?" e .o -

SmmmﬁMD{Q i g

Both fohr-yqar-old girls we OE§erved eegaged in playful literacy
“activities in pretend and non-pretend play contexts. These, 1iterao§
/gctivities seemed to involve two fune)\ﬁns related to learning. tb;

gradual incorefration.of new information into the children's behaviop

patterhs;with the.fbrmaéion of laﬁﬁé; units behsvior, and“the elaboration

and extension of kéoun or fémiiiay/informaé;on to new contexts .
-] ‘o

“g . "




The girls themgelves had a c¢ruzial role in determining the content
and function of the playfu]: literacy activities. Thelr choices seemed to
3] be related to the sallency of the information and their current skills.
/ hctivitj:es during pretend play at school are a good exa:mple. Both girls
were exposed to new information about prescriptions and the social
behaviof's involved in their'. use. One girl, who related prescriptions to °
her environment, chose to incorporate several oharacteristics of
prescriptions into her behavior and \tb pretend both doctor and pharmacist
roles. What she wrote was cor'str'ained\by% hér .writing skills., The other
girl, who knew little about prescriptions, chose only to per'f‘or“.:n doctor
r‘ole‘ and to focus hér' activitsr not on character:istics of the artifact but
on extending her interest in Hritiné ang spelling .to a new context,
The teachens' explicit introduction of infc.:r‘mtion to the preteﬁd
"‘g?&play 0;aet,t,mg about preseriptions seemed to provide an important stimulus
) to the girls' incarporation of this infor‘mtiog into .their' pretend
pla.y. Neither girl had used pretend prescriptions while playing in the
hospital area béfore the teachers' introduction of the material. ,
rLearning theorists {Andersor, 1982; Piaget, 1962; Simon, 1980) point
out thatethe learner gus‘.; chooae’{o become involved in incorporating new
kr‘louledge ancl skills into their own frameworks. Playful liter‘acsr
activities seem to involve the girls' attempts to &o Just this., Hc';:ev;r',
exploratory studies such as ours which are based on a small number of

%

observations raise questions pather than provide answers. Questions

L4

. ratsed by this study include the following.: How important are these

playful literacy activiéies to the children's literacy development? What

1s the role of the specific content: fn these playful activities? Ho':.r do




family and cultural attitudes and values about specific, functions of
literacy influence children's incorporation of them into play? Does
children's incorporation of informatior. about literacy artiffagts and

social behaviors assoclated with them into their pretend play contribute

to their literacy development? How important is¢the introduction of thié
.'5 & . Ll I
type of information by .adults? : \

Detailed naturalistic observations of childfeﬁ'f playful literacy
activities and their relationship to‘fhe children's current knouledg;_and
skills needs to be none of more children ol different ages, gender,
social class and ethnicity over longer periods of time. Such information
would contribute to our understanding of the roie and the processdes of
play that are important to children's literacy development. It uoulq

also provide teachers and parents with guidelines for creating

environments that maximize children's development.
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