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Abstract 
This study was conducted to assess the relevance of play in early 
childhood education and care. One hundred and fifty teachers were 
randomly selected from twenty five early childhood education 
institutions in Uyo urban and used as the subjects of this study. A 
questionnaire titled Play and Early Childhood Education and Care 
Questionnaire (PECECQ) was used to collect data for the study. Two 
null hypotheses were stated for the study and wee tested by calculating 
the t-test at 0.5 level of significance. Findings were made that play has 
a significant influence on the attitude of pre primary school pupils to 



2 
 

school as well as their language acquisition. Based on the findings 
recommendations were made that school proprietors should provide 
facilities and opportunities for pupils in play, teachers should guide the 
pupils during play, enough time should be given the pupils to play and 
the playground should be free from harmful objects.  

 
A child is seen as a young person between infancy and youth. The convention 

on the right of the child (1989) categories all persons below the ages of 18 as a child. 
According to Piaget (1896-1980) mental development of the individual can be divided 
into four main stages: senserimotor, pre-operational, concrete operational and formal 
operational stages. Early childhood covers the first two stages: the senserimotor and pre-
operational stages which last from 2 to 7 years. In the view of Obinaju (1996) in Nigeria 
childhood extend to 18 years. Early childhood education is taken to mean the piagetion 
concept of the term and the primary school years. National Policy on Education (2004) 
accepts early childhood or pre-primary education refer to the education given in an 
educational institution to children prior to their entering the primary school. It includes 
the creche, nursery and kindergarten education. 
 Early childhood care is a facility under the exiting pre school, set up to provide 
care and support for the development and education of very young children from birth to 
the age five years. The purpose of pre-primary education is to promote smooth transition 
from the home to the school. It provide adequate care and supervision for he children 
while their parents are at work, inculcate social norms, inculcate in the child the spirit of 
inquiry and creativity through the exploration of nature, the environment, arts, music 
and playing with toys. At this level of education children are helpful to develop a sense 
of cooperation and team spirit, learn good habits, as well as acquire the rudiments of 
numbers, letters, colours shapes, forms through play (National Policy on Education 
2004). 
 
Meaning of Play 

Although it is simply to complete a list of play activities, it is much more 
difficult to define play. Scales alay, Nicolopulon and Ervin-Tripp (2001) called play 
“that absorbing activity on utility healthy young children participate with enthusiasm 
and abandon. Scikszentm Halyi (2001) described play as subject of life an arrangement 
in which one can practice behaviour without dreading its consequences. Garrey (1977) 
gave a useful description of play for teachers when the definite play as a activity which 
is positively valued by the player (2) self motivated (3) freely chosen (4) engaging and 
(5) which has certain systematic relations to what is not play. 
 According to Webster Desk Dictionary of the English language, the word play 
has 34 different meanings. In terms of young children and play, the following definitions 
are useful: 

a) Light, brisk or changing movement (e.g) to pretend you are a butterfly. 
b) To act or imitate the part of a person or character (e.g. to play the part of a 

father). 
c) To employ a piece of equipment (e.g. to play blocks) 
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d) Exercise or activity for amusement or recreation (e.g. to play tag). 
e) Fun or jest as opposed to seriousness. 
f) The action of a game (e.g. to play cat and mouse). 

 
Hornby (2002) describes play as: to fulfill, to occupy oneself, to have the ability 

to perform, to undertake, exercise or activities for pleasure. Play comes in many forms 
some of the forms of play that Paiget (1962) described includes: 

i) Practice Play: In this type children do simple actions and explore objects 
such as digging in the sand or pounding in a pegboard. 

ii) Constructive Play: Children could build something using real objects such 
as a block tower or make a dough birthday cake.  

iii) Dramatic Play: In this case children pretend to be someone else like the 
mother or the doctor. 

iv) Games with Rules: Children use established rules to play, like in football. 
 
The Nature of Play 
 Not any particular child, but every child in any nation, environment or 
circumstance needs play. It is vital that a child exercise play in order to express 
themselves socially, emotionally and physically. Caples (2006) asserted that play allows 
itself to be an individual creation or it can be shade with others. It can be pulled in any 
direction lettering it be turned into anything a child would like. It prepares a healthy start 
to a lifetime of learning. Play is to spend its generosity even include having fun without 
play, fun does not exist without play, play cannot exist. Children do not play for reward, 
praise, or food; they play because they like it. Children learn best when they are having 
fun. 
 
Importance of Play in Early Childhood Care and Education 
 Fromberg and Gullo (2002) asserted that play enhances language development, 
competence creativity, imagination and thinking skill. Frost (2002) agreed with the 
above by stating that play is the chief vehicle for the development of imagination, 
intelligence, language, social skills and perceptual motor abilities in infants and young 
children. Garvey (1977) had earlier stated that play is most common during childhood 
when children’s knowledge of self, comprehension of verbal and non verbal 
communication, and understanding of that physical and social worlds as expanding 
dramatically. 
 Fromberg (2000) claimed that play is the ultimate integrator of human 
experience. This means that when children play, they draw upon their pass experiences 
things they have done, seen others do, read about and engage in activities. Children use 
time and gross motor skills in their play. They react to each other socially. They think 
about things they are doing or going to do. They use language to talk to each other and 
to themselves. They often respond emotionally to the play activity. The integration of 
these different types of behaviour is geared to towards cognitive development of young 
children. In the view of Rogers and Sanyer (2008) until at least the age of nine, 
children’s cognitive structures function best in a unified mode and play draws upon all 
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the behaviours that would enhance learning. Thus play is a very effective vehicle to 
learning. This takes place in the following ways: 
 

a) When children run, play ball or jump, they develop large motor skills.  
b) By stringing beads, cutting with sessors or playing with clay, children develop 

fine motor skills (necessary for writing). 
c) Play that involves taking turns, sharing, listening to and cooperating with others 

develops important social skills and helps children learn to get along with 
others. 

d) Through play children can construct knowledge about the world in which they 
live. Children can engage in problem-solving as well as learn skills and 
concepts. 

e) Children can use play to resolve their own inner conflicts. 
f) By interacting with others in play, children have opportunities to learn to 

express themselves better.  
g) When children sing songs and play name games or tell stories, they build 

language and vocabulary skills. 
h) During dramatic play, children can act out social roles they have observed at 

home, at school and in the community. 
i) While they are playing children can engage in non-verbal and verbal 

communication thus increasing their ability to use language effectively. 
j) When they are playing, children can relax and feel free from stress.  

 
Play and Cognitive Development  
 The relationship between play and cognitive development is described 
differently in the two theories of cognitive development which dominate early childhood 
education these are Piaget’s and (Vygotsky’s theories). Piaget (1962) defined play as 
assimilation or the child’s effort to make environment stimuli match has or her own 
concepts. Piagetian theory holds that play in itself does not necessary result in the 
formation of new cognitive structure. Piaget claimed that play is just for pleasure and 
while it allows children to practice things they had previously learned, it des not 
necessarily result in the learning of new things. In other words, play reflects what the 
child has already learnt but does not necessarily teach the child anything new. In this 
view play is seen as a process reflective of emerging symbolic development but 
contributing little to it (Johnson and Christie, 1996). 
 In contrast Vygotskian theory states that play actually facilitates cognitive 
development. Children only practice what they already known. They also learn new 
things. In discussing Vygotsky’s theory, Vandenberg (1986) remarked that play not so 
much reflects though as it creates thought. Observations of children at play yield 
examples to support both Piagetian and Vygotskian theories of play. A child who puts 
on a raincoat and fire fighters hat rushes to rescue his teddy bear from the pretend flames 
in his play house is practicing what he has previously learned about fighters, this 
supports Piaget’s theory. On the other hand, a child in the block enter who announces to 
his teacher, “Look! When I put these two square blocks together, I get a rectangle!” has 

Pristine   



5 
 

constructed new knowledge through play this supports Piaget’s theory. Whether children 
are practicing what they have learned in other setting or are constructing new 
knowledge, it is clear that play has a valuable role in early childhood classroom. 
 Play is essential when it comes to language learning. Talking with young 
children, singing with them lead to love of language and playing games involving 
rhymes words all lead to a love of language and a clear understanding  of what language 
is. Song, poem, stories, riddles all helps to faster children’s language development. The 
best way to teach a child about language is simply by engaging her in meaningful 
conversations (Christie and Wardle 2002). 
 Children can be encouraged to learn writing by making them play with writing 
materials. When paper is provided in a variety of colours and sizes along with writing 
instruments such as crayons, makers, chalk and pencils, children can be made to play 
with the objects and at the same time learn to write. Similarly Ard and Pitts (1990) 
report that babies began to learn mathematics concepts far earlier than we might 
imagine, and much of that learning occurs through play. When children are exposed to a 
variety of interesting objects, they begin thinking about relationships like bigger and 
smaller, more and less, longer and shorter, heavier and lighter. Children can be made to 
learn counting by playing such games as “buckle my shoes” parts of the body can be 
learnt by saying “heads, shoulders, knees and toes. 
 Play is important in early childhood care and education because it helps prepare 
a child for school. Engaging in play activities helps to nature social and language skills. 
When a child engages himself/herself in play activities, it helps to refine his listening 
and reasoning skills. Play is important in early childhood because it help in the physical 
development of the child. Obesity is a common problem among children today. 
Engaging in outdoor games helps in preventing childhood obesity. Outdoor games also 
help to nurture and coordinate the sensory motor development of child (Frost 2002). 
Singing along with a child or engaging in play activities involving rhyme words 
enhances the language development. This is because it is necessary to nurture oral 
language skills in the early years of childhood than teaching word recognition and letter 
sound (Smilanky 2008). Play is the building block of a child’s intellectual skills.  
 Rivken (2006) asserted that problem solving skills are essential for social and 
academic success. Children develop most of their early problem solving abilities through 
play. Toys like jack-in-the boxes and busy boxes are natural for teaching about cause 
and effect relationships. Empty boxes, bowls and cups provide opportunity for young 
children to explore size and volume and to manipulate objects in different ways. 
Children at play make predictions such as whether or not one object will fit inside 
another. Then they test these predictions as they learn to make sense of the world. 
 Englebright (2009) explains that in child care activities play is essential to keep 
the child busy. A child who has been able to walk does not allow himself to be held in 
one place. He likes to exercise himself and play about. When left on their own, children 
guarantee towards physical activities. Hence children who engage in play that is 
primarily child driven tend to incorporate a wide range of physical activity into their 
play. Active play results in physically fit young children. Along with development large 
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muscles skills as the result of active play, children will also develops many small motor 
skills through their play. 
 In taking care of children whether at home or in daycare centers, the use of play 
keeps children happy and occupied throughout the day. The outdoor playground may 
have the swings, slides and monkey bars. It should also include simple equipment such 
as jump ropes, lulu, loops and balls, watering cans, seeds and plastic toy. 
 How much time children should spend in playing has been a matter of concern 
for people engaged in early childhood education. Christie and Wardle (2002) respond 
that children to abandon their group’s dramatization or constructive play just when they 
begin to enjoy the play and get involved. When this happens a number of times, children 
may give up on more sophisticated forms of play and settle for less advanced from that 
can completed in short period of time. Short play period reduce the amount of interest in 
a child, such interest that could have brought important benefits as persistence, 
recognition, problem solving, planning and cooperative spirit are lost. Children tend to 
become bored and cry if they are restricted from playing. It is when children are made to 
play that they become happy and where the mother has gone to work, he is actively 
occupied and remains happy till she returns. 
 From the above it is evident that play is necessary for the development of the 
child. It is important to find out that its importance in early childhood education in Uyo 
urban. 
 
Statement of the Problem 
 In problem of this study, the low level of attention given to play in early 
childhood education and care centres in Uyo urban. This problem hinges on the fact that 
some of these centres are poorly equipped. A number of proprietors and teachers see 
play as a waste of valuable time that should be used for study. The increase in the 
number of nursery schools and the failure to maintain standard for such schools is a 
major problem. Without the availability of play facilities, it become difficult for children 
to be involved in play. Without play giving children a head start in formal education 
becomes a problem.  
 
Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to assess the influence of play in early childhood 
education in Uyo urban specifically, this study shall achieved the following objectives: 

i) To determine the influence of play on pre primary pupils attitude towards 
schooling. 

ii) To determine the influence of play on pre primary pupils vocabulary 
acquisition.  

Hypotheses  
The following null hypotheses have been stated for this study: 

i) Play has no significance influence on pre-primary school pupils attitude 
towards schooling. 

ii) Play has no significance influence on pre-primary school pupils vocabulary 
acquisition. 
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Method 
The population of this study comprises all the teachers in pre primary schools in 

Uyo urban. The population is estimated at 964. 
The simple random sampling technique was used to select 150 per primary 

schools in Uyo urban for the study. The researcher got a list of all nursery/primary 
schools as well as day care centres in Uyo urban from the department of education in 
Uyo local government councils serial numbers were assigned to each school. The first 
25 schools whose serial numbers first appeared in a table of random numbers were 
selected for the study. From each school the first 6 teachers whose serial number first 
appeared in table of random numbers were used for the study. 
 This instrument used to collect data for this study was a questionnaire titled 
“Play and Early Childhood Education and Care Questionnaire (PECECQ). It was made 
of two section: A and B. Section A contained items on personal information about the 
respondents as well as the independent variable play. Section B contained items on the 
dependent variable attitude and attention span of pupils. 
 The data collected for this study were analyzed by calculating the t-test. The 
results were used to test the null hypotheses at .05 level of significance. 
 
Results 
Hypothesis I: Play has no significance influence on pre primary school pupils attitude 
towards schooling. 
 
Table 1: t-test analysis of the influence of play on pre-primary school pupils attitude 
towards schooling. 
 

Variables N X SD t-cal t-crit Decision  
Use of play 150 5.68 1.03  

1.96 
 
4.05 

 
Rejected Pupils attitude to 

school 
150 4.14 .91 

P>.05; df = 148 
 

The result in table 1 shows that the calculated t-value 4.05 is greater than the 
critical t-value of 1.96. With this result the first null hypothesis which states that play 
has no significant influence of pre primary school pupils attitude towards schooling is 
rejected at .05 level of significance. 
 
Hypothesis II: Play has significance influence on pre primary school pupils vocabulary 
acquisition. 
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Table 2: t-test Analysis of the Influence of Play on Pre-Primary School Pupils 
Vocabulary Development.  
 

Variables N X SD t-cal t-crit Decision  
Use of play 150 5.68 1.03  

7.82 
 
1.96 

 
Rejected Pupils attitude 

to school 
150 4.71 .91 

P>.05; df = 148 
 
 The result in table 2 shows that the calculated t-value of 7.82 is greater than the 
critical t-value of 1.96. The second null hypothesis which states that play has no 
significant influence of pre primary school pupils vocabulary development is rejected at 
.05 level of significance. 
 
Discussion  
 The findings of this study find support on the earlier works of other writers and 
researchers on related areas. The finding that play has a significant influence on pre-
primary school pupils attitude towards school pupils are helped to enjoy learning 
mathematics, science and languages because they have fun. 
 The recent findings of the study is that play has a significant influence on pre 
primary school pupils vocabulary is supported by the findings of Englebright (2009) 
who found that active play helps children to communicate with others and talk to 
themselves, through play they use words that rhyme and this helps them to develop their 
vocabulary as they learn more new words.  
 
Conclusion  
 Play may be a difficult concept to define but it is easy to recognize. Play comes 
naturally to children and those actively involved in play independently, with a partner in 
a group have their cognitive, socio-emotional and motor development enhanced. As 
shown in this study play has significant influence on the attitude of pre-primary school 
pupils towards school as well as on their vocabulary acquisition. It is important that all 
early childhood education centers should provide facilities and opportunities for pupils 
to play. 
 
Recommendations 
Based on the findings of this study the following recommendations are made: 
1) Play ground for children should be free from harmful objects. 
2) The time for children’s play should not be less than 40 minutes. 
3) The teacher and care giver should help and watch the pupils during play. 
4) Adequate facilities should be provided for the children to play with.  
5) The facilities for play should be relevant to the children’s age and stage of 

development. 
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Appendix 
 
Play and Early Child Education and Care Questionnaire (PECECQ). 
 This questionnaire is designed to assess the relevance of play in early childhood 
education and care. You are requested to provide the information required as freely as 
possible by placing tick ( √  ) in the column that corresponds with your opinion of the 
statement made. Your confidentiality is guaranteed, as any information obtained shall be 
used for research purpose only. Please note that SA means strongly agree, A means 
agree, D means disagree and SD means strongly disagree. 
 

Section A 
 
 
1.  SEX: Male           Female   
 
2.  Section you teach: Day care            Pre nursery   
 
      Nursery              Kindergarten 
 
3.  Availability of play ground in your school: 

 
      Adequate                    Not adequate 
 
4.  Availability of play facilities for each child: 
 
     Adequate                 Not adequate 
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Section B 
 

S/N  SA A D SD 
1. When children play they cry less.     
2. Due to play activities in the school 

most of the children are happy 
when their parents drop them. 

    

3. To the children in my class play is 
fun. 

    

4. Some children in the class still cry 
inspite of the opportunities to play 

    

5. Children often are allowed to play 
alone. 

    

6. When children play they can talk to 
other children 

    

7. As children play they learn the 
name of the facilities used in the 
play. 

    

8. I often ask the pupil what they are 
doing 

    

9. Children learn to speak well while 
they are playing. 

    

10. Play does not help children to learn.     
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