“What are We Going To Do?”

Problem Solving in Sociodramatic Play

Patricia Becker

Introduction

There’s nothing on the shelves.
What are we going to do?
We have to stock it.

In this narrative from the au-
thor's research, 4-year-old
Vincent (pseudonym) utilizes
self-talk via think-aloud to
problem solve during grocery
store play. Vincent's self-talk
illustrates how problems are
inherent in children’s everyday
lives, and how problem solv-
ing skills “travel well” with
them (Joseph & Strain, 2010,
p. 28; Pawlina & Stanford,
2011). It demonstrates how
sociodramatic play encourag-
es children to actively solve
problems, express feelings,
and make decisions (Rajan,
2014).
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Problem solving is a critical component of academic and social
emotional learning. It is a life-long skill. For young children, op-
portunities to make choices and problem solve lay the foundation
for later development of self-determination (Palmer et al., 2012).
Fettig et al. (2016) note that children who are skilled problem
solvers, display increased levels of independence and self-esteem.
Problem solving decreases frustration, prevents challenging be-
havior, and helps children reconcile peer differences (Fettig et al.,
2016; Gartrell, 2013). However, young children may not have the
experience or ability to resolve problems independently. It is es-
sential to provide them with opportunities to practice problem
solving in meaningful and memorable ways (McLennan, 2012).

Sociodramatic Play and Children’s Problem
Solving Development

One such opportunity is sociodramatic play. In this form of
imaginary play, children co-create scenarios, enact roles, and
use props. Sociodramatic play supports children’s development
of self-regulatory skills, which are fundamental to the develop-
ment of problem solving (Whitebread et al., 2009). Children
gain critical thinking skills by problem solving in environments
created through drama and play; drama creates an imaginary
world for exploring and negotiating multiple problems and solu-
tions (Brown, 2017). Wasik and Jacobi-Vessels (2017) state that

drama “invites opportunities for children to problem solve” and
“to use their imaginations and their creativity” (p. 770). Play, on
the other hand, provides an authentic context for children to
“examine, investigate, focus, and generalize” knowledge and
skills like problem solving (Dennis & Stockall, 2014, p. 5). Gross
(2015) suggests that play serves a significant role in promoting
problem solving because children’s investment in finding solu-
tions is greater than during more teacher-directed tasks.

Problem Solving Themes in Sociodramatic Play

Familiar themes in children’s play can support and enhance their
problem solving processes (Ramani & Brownell, 2014). Scenarios
and themes embedded in children’s play narratives allow them
to “explore who they are and their place in the world” (Kim-
ber, 2010, p. 1). Common threads in children’s play narratives
include opposing ideas, such as strong and weak e.g. “I'm in
charge,” good and bad e.g. “Now you're a bad cat and | don't
like you,” and brave and cowardly e.g. “I'm not scared ‘cos I'm
Spiderman!” (Kimber, 2010). These opposing ideas are recurring
themes in children’s books as well.

Children demonstrate understanding of opposing ideas, and in
particular the concept of opposite, between the ages of four
and five (Phillips & Pexman, 2015). Table 1 displays opposite
concepts displayed in 4-year-old children’s play narratives and
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behaviors. Teachers can mod-
el and reinforce use of oppo-
sites like empty and full during
play, using self-talk. They can
draw children’s attention to
problems, solutions, causes,
and effects with statements
like, “The refrigerator was
empty, but we went shop-
ping, and now it is full” or “I
filled my gas tank at the sta-
tion, because it was empty”
or "The dog’s water dish was
empty, so | filled it.”

Howe et al. (2014) considers
descriptive language, like op-
posite concepts, an indication
of sophisticated, creative lan-
guage use. They found that
descriptive language was pos-
itively associated with set-up
themes in play. It added rich-
ness to children’s narratives
and expanded “the repertoire
of possibilities inherent in a scenario” (Howe et al., 2014, p.
394). In addition to modeling opposite concepts, teachers can
incorporate environmental print in play settings, to encourage
use of descriptive language and generation of creative prob-
lem-solving themes. The environmental print may include doc-
tor checklists, photos of empty/full gas gauges, open and closed
signs, mechanic checklists, and lost and found posters. Teachers
can foreshadow and build knowledge of descriptive language
associated with these themes by reading books like Don‘t You
Feel Well, Sam? (Hest, 2007), Mud Puddle (Munsch, 2019), Fix-
It-Duck (Alborough, 2007), and Lost. Found. (Arnold, 2015).

Planning to Solve Problems in
Sociodramatic Play

Planning plays an important role in problem solving. Epstein
(2003) recommends that teachers make planning a part of the
classroom day and provide children with a variety of materials
that give them problem solving alternatives. For example, before
engaging in gas station/mechanic play, teachers can encourage

Table 1 Opposite Concepts in Children’s Sociodramatic Play
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children to share personal narratives like the 4-year-old’s below
(Becker, 2015).

My dad hadda [sic] take our van in the shop.

‘Cause we had to fix our car.

‘Cause, ‘cause the engine was broked.

Teachers and children can brainstorm other problems they might
encounter like a dirty car, a flat tire, or an empty gas tank. To
plan for these potential problems, they can create and collect
materials for washing the car, checking the air pressure, replac-
ing and fixing the tire, and filling the gas tank. If conventional
materials are not available, teachers can help children plan alter-
native solutions by saying, “We don’t have ____. What could we
use instead?” (Epstein, 2003).

Before sociodramatic play, teachers can explicitly teach prob-
lem solving and scaffold the planning process. Visuals like
Fox and Lentini's “Problem solving Steps” poster and picture
cards  (http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/resources/strategies.html)
can support verbal instruction. The poster and picture cards
include questions and prompts like, “What is my problem?”
“Think of some solutions.”
and “Give it a try!” Teachers
can take photos of problem

Source: P. Becker (2015).

Dimensions

Concepts Narrative Behavior solving scenarios that might
ick/health M s sick. Wi h occur during play that rep-
sick/healthy y poor doggy'’s sic ent to the vet resent steps in the problem
closed/open Sorry, it's closed Changed the sign solving process (Diamond
broken/fixed My car/truck is broke. Repaired the car & Hsiao, 2019). Fettig et al.
lost/found She lost her mouse yesterday. Made a poster (2015) suggests that teach-
rrigh Il take this back d the ord ers create a “What should |
wrong/right Well, take this back. Returned the order do?” game, in which chil-

dren take turns pretending to
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be characters in books who encounter problems and generate
solutions. Similarly, teachers can present children with pre-de-
termined scenarios to role-play solutions to a given problem
(McLennan, 2012).

Teachers can also promote planning and problem solving skills
through children’s games, puzzles, and block play. In block
play, children apply engineering design principles when they
“build, knock down, and rebuild” (Lindeman & Anderson,
2015, p. 38). Lindeman and Anderson (2015) suggest teach-
ers encourage children to apply these principles and to be
creative, and to use communication, critical thinking, and col-
laboration to problem solve. For example, after reading about
the attributes of bridges, teachers can facilitate a discussion of
what bridges can be made of and why they need to be strong.
They can give children a variety of bridge building materi-
als, including blocks, and ask them to identify problems and
solutions they may encounter. After children draw, dictate,
or write their observations, problems, and solutions, teachers
can engage them in future planning, and discuss how they will
apply what they learned about bridges today, to design and
build their bridges tomorrow.

Modeling and Scaffolding Problem Solving in
Sociodramatic Play

Children may also need support using problem solving skills
during play. During play, Epstein (2008) suggests that teachers
identify problems children may not be aware of or encourage
them to express what they perceive to be a problem. Verbal-
ly defining the problem can move children towards solving it
(Gross, 2008). After identifying a problem, teachers can pose
questions like “What do you think you can do about it?” or
“What else can you do?"” (Gross, 2008). They can encourage
children to see if their ideas work and to consider alternatives
when they do not (Epstein, 2008). Reminding children to prob-
lem solve and creating opportunities for practice can promote
fluency in the skill (Fox & Lentini, 2006).

Table 2 Teacher Models and Scaffolds of Problem Solving in Sociodramatic Play

Teachers can apply Wasik and Jacobi-Vessels’ (2017) strategies for
supporting children’s language, to modeling and scaffolding prob-
lem solving in play. These include (a) asking questions that invite
extended responses, (b) providing meaningful feedback, and (c)
introducing new vocabulary. Teachers can also think aloud about
problems and allot time for children to do the same (Gross, 2015).
For example, during veterinarian play, teachers can ask open-end-
ed questions like, “How do you know your dog is sick?"” introduce
new vocabulary via a think aloud like, “I wonder if your dog has
an infection. That could be the problem,” or ask the child, “What
do you think is the problem?” When thinking aloud, teachers
can further model how to make connections to prior knowledge
and real world problems and solutions, for example, “I remember
when my dog had an infection. | had to give her medicine.”

Gross (2015) identifies additional principles for teachers when
modeling and scaffolding problem solving in early childhood
classrooms. They include:

1. Use nonjudgmental words to define problems.

2. Ask children to think of solutions that satisfy multiple sides.
3. Allow children to say no to solutions that do not satisfy them.

Teacher’s use of modeling and mindful language plays a critical role
in how children learn to problem-solve (Kelley, 2018). In Kelley’s
(2018) narrative study, early childhood teachers frequently modeled
how to solve their own problems using calm, positive, and strategic
think aloud. They used mindful language to bring nonjudgmental
awareness to a scenario, provide feedback, and position the child
as the solver (p. 314). In addition to mindful language, teachers
can scaffold problem solving more explicitly, by asking, suggesting,
informing, and directing. Table 2 provides examples of how the
author modeled and scaffolded problem solving in play.

Problem Solving Discourse in
Sociodramatic Play

Children initiate and respond to problem solving discourse
during play. They display rich language use that serves a range
of functions or purposes.
While Peterson et al. (2018)
did not intentionally analyze

Theme Model or Scaffold

Props children’s play transcripts for

Veterinarian Do you think he needs a bandage or a

shot?

Stuffed animals, Doctor’s kit,
Checklist, Medical supplies

problem solving discourse,
their categories and sample

Grocery Store | found a pencil. | needed one so |

could make my shopping list.

Grocery store ads, Coupons,
Shopping list, Pencil

utterances provide examples
of it. Children used language
(a) for their own needs, “Can

Gas Station/ Oh, those windows are really dirty. We

Car, Spray bottle, Squeegee, Towel

you get me a wheel please?”
(b) for learning, "l need two

lists because I'm making a
big list,” (c) for getting along,
“Want me to help you?"” (d)

when you're making your sandwich.
Then you don’t get germs on the
sandwich.

Mechanic need to wash the windows.

Construction We have to start framing our house. House building books or photos,
We can pretend the blocks are our House plans, Blocks
lumber.

Restaurant Sometimes you have to wear gloves Sandwich supplies, Non-latex

gloves

for expressing disagreement,
“Wanna switch?  They're
both the same,” and (e) for
directing, “Find an axe.” The

Source: P. Becker (2015).
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gest they were identifying,
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negotiating, or addressing a

Table 3 Children’s Problem Solving Discourse and Discourse Functions in Sociodramatic Play

problem. In fact, one of Pe- Theme Discourse Function
terson et al.’s codes was plan- — :
ning what to do, or talking Veterinarian Pretend your dog runned away without the leash | Pretend
through a problem, “I'm oI Suggest
gonna build something with . .
these” (p. 27). Here, he’s sick. He needs some medicine. Inform
Direct

During play, children may ) .
also use language to refer- What's wrong with your dog? Ask
ence cognitive and emotional Grocery Store Okay, | don’t have any money. | need a credit Think aloud
states using words like know card. Express wants and
and sad (Howe et al., 2014). needs
This internal state language
may be an indicator of their It (the bag) tore. It ripped. I'm gonna get plastic. | Relate
social understanding and abil- Think aloud
ity to co-construct play narra-
tives (Howe et al., 2014). The Someone should stock the shelf. Suggest
author found evidence of in- | Gas Station/ Put some gas in. Direct
ternal state language, for ex- Mechanic
ample, “That's a sad dog. My What is your problem today? Ask
dog is sad,” as well as prob-
lem solving language used to | have to pump it. He has a flat tire. Think aloud
pretend, suggest, inform, re- Inform
late, think aloud, ask, express . ) e
wants and needs, and direct Construction It vvlll helpl you. These (home building brochure) Inform
. : \ are ‘structions.
in 4-year-old children’s play
discourse. As children negoti- L .

There's a little more counters coming back (on Inform
ated and created play scenar- ) . .
. back order). There's counters just not here right
ios, references to problems oW
and solutions were natural ow.
by-products (Becker, 2015). Restaurant This (apron) make you sure you not get all messy. | Inform
Table 3 provides examples
of children’s problem solving We left our cheese out. And it spoiled. So we Relate
discourse and discourse func- need new ones right now. Direct

tions in play.

Problem Solving
Retellings in Sociodramatic Play

Sociodramatic play and narrative text are structurally similar.
They both include story grammar elements like characters, set-
tings, problems, and solutions that children can incorporate in
retellings. Teaching children about story grammar elements, and
how stories are structured, will help them comprehend narra-
tive text (Dymock, 2007). The author found that play provides
a motivating context for children to tell and retell stories that
include these elements. Teachers can facilitate and assess chil-
dren’s narrative comprehension and production by eliciting, re-
cording, transcribing, and providing feedback on children’s play
retellings.

Play retellings require as little as one-minute to record. They
yield authentic data useful for progress monitoring, and provide
evidence of how children understand problems and solutions
(Becker, 2015). To elicit individual or co-constructed play retell-
ings, teachers can prompt children with, “Tell me a story about
your play” or “Tell me a story about playing ____ today.” They

Source: Examples from P. Becker (2015)

can scaffold children’s play retellings by providing visual or ver-
bal supports that include icons, questions, cloze, and/or multiple
choice that remind children to incorporate characters, settings,
problems, solutions, and emotions in their stories.

Two examples of 4-year-olds’ restaurant play retellings from
the author’s research are below. Prior to play, the teacher and
children brainstormed potential problems and shared personal
narratives in which spilling and breaking themes were preva-
lent. These themes and the wrong order scenario teachers role-
played, were frequently reflected in their play and play retellings,
over the next two weeks.

Teacher: Tell me a story about your play today.

Child: Uh, | was the server. And then | make a sandwich at
the restaurant. And then (peer’s name) spilled her, her apple
Juice. And then she was crying. And then | hel...and then |
cleaned it up. And then she...and then it solved the problem.
And then, and then it was all gone. And then she was happy.
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Teacher: Tell me a story about your play today.

Child: / was a customer. And | was waiting for my food. And
| wanted pepper and the oni.

Teacher: You wanted pepperoni?

Child: And they did it all wrong.

Teacher: The did it all wrong?

Child: Yeah. (Laughs). They forgot it. And then they fix it all up.
Teacher: Whew!

Child: And then that was the end.

Conclusion

The ability to problem solve is critical to academic and social emo-
tional learning. Problems and solutions are inherent to children’s
sociodramatic play themes and play discourse. This makes play
an authentic medium for teachers to promote problem solving in
the early childhood classroom. Teachers can facilitate the problem
solving process by engaging children in planning activities and in-
struction, and by providing problem solving models and scaffolds
during play. They can observe and analyze children’s problem solv-
ing discourse during play, and elicit retellings after play.

Patricia A. Becker, PhD, is an assistant professor at Cardinal
Stritch University in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. She teaches un-
dergraduate, graduate, and doctoral level courses in the Col-
lege of Education, Literacy, and Leadership, supervises teacher
candidates in field and practicum placements, and serves as
an advisor on doctoral candidates’ committees. Patricia was a
speech-language pathologist in the public schools for 26 years.

Her interests include early language and literacy development,
assessment, and instruction, social-emotional development,
teacher preparation and development, and arts integration.

References

Alborough, J. (2007). Fix-ft Duck. Kane/Miller Book Publishers.

Amold, M. D. (2015). Lost. Found. (M. Cordell, lllus.). Roaring Book Press.

Becker, P. (2015). Using peer- and adult-mediated sociodramatic play to assess
and facilitate play, play discourse, and narrative: A mixed methods study.
(Doctoral dissertation). ProQuest.

Brown, V. (2017). Drama as a valuable learning medium in early childhood. Arts
Education Policy Review, 1183), 164-171. https://doi.org/10.1080/106329
13.2016.1244780

Dennis, L., & Stockall, N. (2014). Using play to build the social competence of
young children with language delays: Practical guidelines for teachers. Early
Childhood Education Journal, 43(1), 1-7. https://doi.org/10.1007/510643-
014-0638-5

Diamond, L. L., & Hsiao, Y. J. (2019). Picture-based situation cards to sup-
port problem solving skill development for young children with dis-
abilities. TEACHING Exceptional Children, 52(2), 108-115. https://doi.
org/10.1177/00400599 19878664

Dymock, S. (2007). Comprehension strategy instruction: Teaching narrative text
structure awareness. The Reading Teacher, 61(2), 161-167. doi: 10.1598/
RT61.2.6

Epstein, A. S.(2003). How planning and reflection develop young children’s think-
ing skills. Beyond the Journal: Young Children on the Web, 1-8.

Epstein, A. S.(2008). An early start on thinking. Educational Leadership, 655), 38-42.

Fettig, A., Schultz, T. R., & Ostrosky, M. M. (2015). Storybooks and beyond: Teach-
ing problem solving skills in early childhood classrooms. Young Exceptional
Children, 193), 18-31. https://doi.org/10.1177/10962506 15576803

Fox, L., & Lentini, R. H. (2006, November). You got it: Teaching social and emo-
tional skills. Beyond the Journal: Young Children on the Web, 1-7.

Gartrell, D. (2013). Democratic life skill 3: Solving problems creatively —inde-
pendently and in cooperation with others. Young Children, 90-93.

Gross, C. M. (2008). Supporting problem solving in the early childhood classroom.
Texas Child Care, 32(1), 1-7.

Hest, A. (2007). Don't you feel well, Sam? (A Jeram, lllus.). Candlewick.

Howe, N., Abuhatoum, S., & Chang-Kred|, S. (2014). “Everything's upside down.
We'll call it upside down valley!": Siblings' creative play themes, object use,
and language during pretend play. Farly Education and Development, 25,
381-398. doi: 10.1080/10409289.2013.773254

Joseph, G., & Strain, P. (2010). Teaching young children interpersonal problem
solving skills. Young Exceptional Children, 13(3), 28-40. https://doi.org/10
.1177/1096250610365144https://doi.org/10.1177/10962506 10365144

Kelley, L. (2018). Solution stories: A narrative study of how teachers support
children’s problem solving. Farly Childhood Education Journal, 46, 313-
322. hitps://doi.org/10.1007/510643-017-0866-6

Kimber, V. (2010). What are the key themes in young children’s imaginative play?
How can we use these themes to develop shared spaces to support young
children’s imaginative play? Children’s Workforce Development Council.
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk//2756/

Lindeman, K. W., & Anderson, E. M. (2015). Blocks: Great learning tools from
infancy through the primary grades. Young Children, 7((1), 36-43.

McLennan, D. M. P. (2012) Using sociodrama to help young children prob-
lem solve. Early Childhood Education Journal, 39, 407-412. doi: 10.1007/
$10643-011-0482-9

Munsch, R. (2019). Mud Puddle. (D. Petricic, lllus.). Annick Press.

12 Dimensions e Volume 50/Number 1



Palmer, S.B., Summers, J.A., Brotherson, M.J., Erwin, E.J., Maude, S.P, Stroup-Rent-
ier, Vi, Wu, H.Y., Peck, N.F, Zheng, Y., Weigherl, C., Chy, S.Y,, McGrath, G.S.,
& Haines, S.J. (2012). Foundations for self-determination in early childhood:
An inclusive model for children with disabilities. Topics in Early Childhood
Education, 1-10. doi: 10.1177/027112141244528

Pawling, S., & Stanford, S. (2011). Preschoolers grow their brains: Shifting mind-
sets for greater resiliency and better problem solving. Young Children, 30-35.

Peterson, S. S., Eisazadeh, N., Rajendram, S., & Portier, C. (2018). Young chil-
dren’s language uses during play and implications for classroom assess-
ment. Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 43(2), 23-31. http://dx.doi.
org/10.23965/AJEC.43.2.03

Phillips, C. 1., & Pexman, P.M. (2015). When do children understand “opposite?”
Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 58, 1233-1244.

Rajan, R. (2014). Supporting conflict resolution through structured dramatic play.
Child Care Exchange, 68-71.

Ramani, G., & Brownell, C. (2014). Preschoolers’ cooperative problem solving:
Integrating play and problem solving. Journal of Early Childhood Research,
12(1), 92-108. https://doi.org/10.1177/1476718x13498337

Wiasik, B.A., & Jacobi-Vessels, J. L. (2017). Word play: Scaffolding language devel-
opment through child-directed play. Early Childhood Education Journal, 45,
769-776. doi: 10.1007/510643-016-0827-5

Whitebread, D., Coltman, P, Jameson, H., & Lander, R. (2009). Play, cognition and
self-regulation: What exactly are children learning when they learn through
play? Educational & Child Psychology, 26(2), 40-52.

NOW RECRUITING
FOR THE 2022-2023
SCHOOL TERM

Calling all ECE Heroes!
Shop Now!

We are excited to announce the new SECA merchan-
dise store! Let the world know you are an essential
worker! Get your SECA ECE Hero gear! To get your
member discount login to the member portal.

https: //www.seca.info/store

Learn more at
gscfirgststeps.org/joinFS4K

QUESTIONS?
803-394-3446
FREE4KSC@SCFIRSTSTEPS.ORG

Dimensions e Volume 50/Number 1

13



