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Abstract

In this multi-case qualitative research study | explored the beliefs and practices of selected
Tanzanian pre-primary educators, with regard to the role of play in early years education. The
purpose was to gain insights into how the educators conceptualize play, understand its
contribution to development, and if and how they incorporate it into their teaching/learning
activities. Factors influencing their beliefs about play also were investigated. The study helps
address an imbalance in the professional knowledge base in Early Childhood Education by
providing research about play from a non-Western context. Fifteen interviews were conducted
with three head and five pre-primary teachers from four schools. Observations (a total of 240
minutes at each school) were made to establish the presence of play and playful behaviour,
with selected sessions videorecorded. Video clips, used to aid recall of, and reflection on,
teaching practices and activities supported the teachers’ interviews. Information from
observations and curricular document reviews was used to enrich the findings from
interviews. Data were thematically coded and Fleer's (2002) three sociocultural planes
(personal, interpersonal, and community) used to analyze the influences on participants’
beliefs and practices. Findings indicate that play is primarily understood to consist of
enjoyable physical activities which teachers can exploit to motivate/activate children before
and during lessons, but such play was not seen to contribute directly to the
cognitive/academic development education is expected to enhance. Large class size, parents’
demands for written work, curriculum requirements and teachers’ limited competence were
found to impede provision for play in the classroom. Implications and recommendations for
contextually appropriate policy, curriculum, and pre-primary teacher education programs are
outlined. The need for expansion of traditional notions of play and its role in education, as well
as the use of traditional games and culturally meaningful materials in the curriculum are
highlighted.




