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PLAYING 
Enhancing the quality of preschool services through innovative play-based
learning methodologies
ERASMUS+
2020-2023
The general objective of the project is to increase quality in early
childhood education and care through the development of new knowledge
on teaching approaches based on the role of play.
The specific objectives are:
1. To strengthen the skills of pre-school teachers through innovative play-
based learning methodology
2. To improve the quality of preschool services introducing transnational
peer review- based processes in relation to learning methods.

IO1: MAPPING OF PLAY – BASED LEARNING AS A TEACHING METHOD, a
mapping analysis, offering an overview on the existing needs and the gaps
in methodologies and knowledge related to play-based learning.
IO2:TRAINING METHODOLOGY, a teaching method comprises the principles
and methods used by preschool teachers to enable children learning
through symbolic play.
IO3: A PEER REVIEW TOOLKIT, a document explaining how to perform a
peer review to evaluate preschool services and providing ready-to-use
materials and templates.

Municipality of Linköping (SE) 
University of Linköping (SE), Municipality of Parma(IT), Sweden Emilia
Romagna Network – SERN (IT), Escola Sant Josep (ES), UCL (DK), Elmer
School (BE), Børneinstitutionen Holluf Pile-Tingkærl - Odense (DK)

https://playing-project.eu/
https://www.facebook.com/Playingproject
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1.The Playing
Project
1.The Playing
Project

To strengthen the ski l ls of preschool
teachers through innovative play-
based learning methodology. 
To improve the qual ity of Early
Chi ldhood Education services by
introducing transnational peer
review-based processes in relat ion
to learning methods. 

Intel lectual Output 1 (IO1): a
mapping analysis ,  offering an
overview on the topic of the project ,
determining the exist ing needs and
the gaps in methodologies and
knowledge related to play-based
learning. 
Intel lectual Output 2 (IO2): a
training methodology, a teaching
method comprises the principles and
methods used by Early Chi ldhood
Education practit ioners to enable
chi ldren learning through symbolic
play. 

BACKGROUND
The Playing Project ,  co-financed by the
Erasmus + programme, (2020-2023) is
aimed at increasing qual ity in early
chi ldhood education and care through
the development of new knowledge on
teaching approaches based on the role
of play and more specif ical ly on the
symbolic play. 
The specif ic object ives are: 

The project involves eight partners from
five European countries: Municipal i ty of
Linköping (SE), SERN - Sweden Emil ia
Romagna Network (IT), Municipal i ty of
Parma (IT), University of Linköping
(SE), Escola Sant Josep (ES), UCL -
University Col lege Li l lebaelt (DK), Elmer
School (BE), Børneinst itut ionen Hol luf
Pi le-Tingkærl - Odense (DK)
During the 3 years of the project ,  the
partnership developed three products,
cal led Intel lectual Outputs (IOs):

Intel lectual Output 3 (IO3): a peer
review toolkit ,  a tool to evaluate al l
Early Chi ldhood Education services
in Europe on the correct
implementation of play-based
learning methodologies in symbolic
play act ivit ies.  

The methodology is based on
guidel ines, a set of principles that
promote teachers ’  ref lect ion on how to
enhance chi ldren’s understanding and
linguist ic production using the play in
Early Chi ldhood Education sett ings. The
methodology develops around the
experience conducted by the project
partners,  who questioned the
tradit ional role of the teacher and
experimented with new roles and
posit ions. 

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION IN
EUROPE
The playing project is set in a European
early chi ldhood education (ECE) sett ing.
The organisation of ECE varies between
countries,  something that is important
to keep in mind when working with
European development. Some of the
more important differences between
countries are that in some countries
early chi ldhood education is guided by
curricula and in some not, in some
countries education and care are
integrated while other countries the
care and education are viewed more
separate, f inal ly the ages where
chi ldren take part in early chi ldhood
education varies. Who works in these
ECE sett ings also varies, in some
countries ECE is included in the teacher
training while in others only vocational
training is required.
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This means that we have had to make
certain choices of concepts. In the
part ic ipating countries,  terms such as
preschool and kindergarten are used,
but in this report ,  we use early
chi ldhood education (ECE). Talking
about the staff we use as ECE
practit ioners, this includes staff with
teacher education, with vocational
training and uneducated staff .  In
relat ion to the specif ic partners other
descript ions might be used, ref lect ing
the terminology of each national
sett ing.

This means that the work methods
presented in the report must be
understood as context-dependent,
which means that both implementation
and outcome need to be related to the
current pract ice. This may mean, for
example, that you may need to adapt
parts of the implementation to local
condit ions and assignments. This is also
the case for the part ic ipating partners.
Their local condit ions and assignments
vary and to understand some aspects of
the training methodology also 

CONTEXTUALISING THE PARTNER
ORGANISATIONS
In this part of the report ,  we wil l  give a
brief descript ion of the part ic ipating
partners. This is done for two reasons.
First ly ,  in the Playing project an
important part of the ref lexive process
has been the European cooperation and
exchange. The comparison between
context has been part of the ref lect ions.
Secondly, understanding the specif ic
context of the Playing project is also
important to understand the outcomes
of the project .  Even if this training
methodology can provide methods,
insights,  and knowledge about
developing symbolic play, play-based
learning, and development of language
for anyone who wants to work with
issues it  is always important to
contextual ise this .  

requires contextual knowledge of the
partners. 
In al l ,  partners from five countries have
been part of the Playing project:
Belgium, Denmark, Italy,  Spain and
Sweden.

MUNICIPALITY OF LINKÖPING (SWEDEN)MUNICIPALITY OF LINKÖPING (SWEDEN)
The municipal i ty of Linköping has 127
municipal preschools with 6059
chi ldren registered. The preschools are
located both in the city and rural areas.
527 preschool-teachers work within the
municipal preschools.  Other employees
are chi ld minders, employees by the
hour or project staff .  In total ,  1802
ECE practit ioners are employed in the
municipal i ty of Linkoping. In the
Playing project ,  the preschools
Kvinnebyvägen 91 and Kärrsundsgatan
1 have been the part ic ipating
preschools from the municipal i ty.
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The department of education in
Linkoping has a 1-19 perspective which
means that there is a system in place
from when the chi ld is 1 year old unti l
i t  is 19 years old. The goal is to secure
independence, education, and
occupation #förvarjebarn. The
department is also responsible for adult
education.

The participating preschools from
Linköping municipality
The Swedish preschool is an inst itut ion
within the welfare system and is one of
the community-services that is
avai lable for al l  famil ies with chi ldren
between 1 and 5 years old. Sweden has
a school-law and a curr iculum for our
preschools.  The curr iculum is divided
into 1) The preschools value-base and
mission and 2) Goals and guidel ines.
The Convention of the Rights of the
Child is a law in Sweden.To always
have the chi ld's interest in focus,
analysis of consequences for the chi ld
are done in the preschools.

BØRNEINSTITUTIONEN HOLLUF-PILE TINGKÆRBØRNEINSTITUTIONEN HOLLUF-PILE TINGKÆR
(DENMARK)(DENMARK)

promote the chi ldren’s wel l-being,
learning, development, and
education. Play is essential ,  and it is
based on the perspective of the
chi ld.  

Hol luf Pi le Tingkær Preschool is in the
southern part of Odense, the third
largest city in Denmark. General
Manager is Karen Sterl ing.
The Chi ldcare inst itut ion Hol luf-Pi le
Tingkær consists of eight different
divis ions or houses (Fraugde, Æll ingen,
Hjulet ,  Hol luf Pi le,  Agerhønen, Svanen,
Tornbjerg and Viben). These houses
care for chi ldren between 0-6 years
old. Each house cares for around 46
chi ldren and has 7-8 educated/
bachelor ’s degree pedagogical teachers
and 4 non-educated pedagogical
helpers. Each house has a manager. 
The strengthened pedagogical
curr iculum took effect on the 1st of July
2018. It has the intention to: 

share involvement, responsibi l i ty ,
and an understanding of and with
democracy.  
cooperate with the parents on issues
l ike the chi ld ’s wel l-being, learning,
and development and ensuring a
good transit ion between home and
day-care centre.

The day-care centre is committed to
creating and upholding an environment
for the chi ldren, which promotes their
mental ,  physical ,  and aesthetic
development. Among other things, we
have a strong focus on these areas
through the development of language
ski l ls as wel l  as technology and natural
sciences.

ELMER SCHOOL (BELGIUM)ELMER SCHOOL (BELGIUM)
Elmer is regulated by the Flemish
Community and situated in four
vulnerable neighbourhoods in Brussels ,
a metropole, characterised by its super-
diversity. About 60% of preschool
chi ldren in Brussels do not speak an
off ic ial  language (Flemish or French) at
home. Elmer aims to reach a socio-
cultural mix of famil ies l iv ing in the
neighbourhood and focuses especial ly
on vulnerable famil ies. As a centre for
inclusion, Elmer gives part icular
attention to chi ldren with special needs
and supports their famil ies.
Elmer has a capacity of 188 subsidised
places for chi ldren between 3 months
and 3,5 years old and organises
chi ldcare for parents in need of part-
t ime, ful l-t ime, occasional ,  short-term,
or urgent care. Elmer enables the
wellbeing of each chi ld, offers r ich
opportunit ies to develop and st imulates
connectedness. Parent part ic ipation is a
keystone in the work of Elmer. The
parents are the f irst educators,  together
we are co-educating the chi ldren. Elmer
aims to work on social part ic ipation of
parents and organises opportunit ies for
young parents to meet and share
experiences. In the neighbourhood,
Elmer is an act ive partner in common
activit ies. Elmer also init iates a family
centre as an integrated service.



Enhancement of difference 
Environmental education 
New technologies education. 

Cooperation learning through
experiences of touching, moving,
l istening, hearing, seeing together,
with different competences, made a
unique personal educational path with
older and younger, together.
Teachers observe the chi ldren and
share observations with other teachers
and their ideas and practices such as
thoughts are in continuous evolution.
Our projects are focused on:
Acceptance (the f irst t ime that chi ldren
and famil ies enter services we have
different strategies to include them
with safeness and tranqui l l i ty) 

One o f  E lmer ' s  cen t re s  i n
cen t ra l  B rus se l s .

Elmer combines early chi ldhood
education and care service with
employment and training of chi ldcare
workers,  often recruited out of the
group of parents. The Elmer team is
very diverse, with chi ldcare workers
mastering many different languages.
This cultural and language diversity
helps for bridging and bonding with
the diversity of famil ies. 
The Flemish pedagogical framework
MemoQ describes “educational support”
as a dimension leading to high
pedagogical qual i ty. 

MUNICIPALITY OF PARMA (ITALY)MUNICIPALITY OF PARMA (ITALY)

8 infant Toddler Centres
12 preschools
2 experimental 0/6 educational
services

Our Infant Toddler Centres and
Preschools are characterised by mixed
classrooms (in infant toddler centres
classrooms with chi ldren from 4 months
to 3 years, from 1 year to 3 years; in
Preschools with chi ldren from 3 to 6
years): this pedagogical organisation
al lows the chi ldren to l ive a true
relat ional context where different
competences bui ld new horizons of
growth. 

From the municipal i ty of Parma and its
educational system the fol lowing
departments is taking part in the
project:

Preschoo l  ou tdoo r  se t t i ng ,Mun i c ipa l i t y  o f  Pa rma 

ESCOLA SANT JOSEP (SPAIN)ESCOLA SANT JOSEP (SPAIN)

The school has nursery, preschool ,  and
primary education with only one l ine
per educational course; always bett ing
on the work in small  groups for the
improvement and personal ization of the
learning process of our students. The
age of students is up to 12 years old. 

Escola Sant Josep is a semi-private
educational centre located in a
neighbourhood of the city of Terrassa,
30 minutes from Barcelona.

09IO2 Training Methodology



The inst itut ions have a high degree of
autonomy, but they are required to
fol low the national regulat ions for e.g.
teacher qual if icat ions, degree structures
and examinations, including a system of
external examiners. 

UCL offers more than 40 academy and
professional higher education
programmes, within Business,
Technology and Bui ldings, Education
and Social Sciences and Health
Sciences. Al l  the programmes are
characterised as f irst cycle studies
within the European Quality
Framework, level 5 and 6. 
UCL University Col lege offers
Continuing Professional Development
aimed at professionals in many f ields,
for example animation, technology,
education, (theory and practice),
health, and management in private and
public organisations. 
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 Ch i ld ren  f rom Esco l a  San tJo sep

Since we are a small  school ,  we have a
very famil iar environment, we are in
close contact with the famil ies dai ly.

Our centre is located in an area of few
resources where most of the famil ies
cannot offer their chi ldren r ich
experiences of cultures from other
countries; they do not have the training
or the economic level .
Our school belongs to a mult i l ingual
project based on l inguist ic immersion in
English and methodologies based on
the use of ICT. Currently one third of
the subjects are taught in Engl ish
including subjects such as art ,  physical
education and science and using new
technologies such as computers,  I-pads,
and digital books.

UCL ERHVERVSAKADEMI OGUCL ERHVERVSAKADEMI OG
PROFESSIONSHØJSKOLE (DENMARK)PROFESSIONSHØJSKOLE (DENMARK)
UCL University Col lege is a regional
higher education inst itut ion with
campuses in the cit ies of Odense,
Svendborg, Vej le,  Jel l ing and Fredericia.
It has more than 10.000 students and
about 1.000 employees. UCL University
Col lege is 1 out of 6 University
Col leges in Denmark and is the 3rd
largest.

One o f  the  UCL  campuses

SWEDEN EMILIA ROMAGNA NETWORK (ITALY)SWEDEN EMILIA ROMAGNA NETWORK (ITALY)
SERN is one of the main transnational
networks in Europe fostering relat ions
between Northern and Southern Europe
and in part icular between Sweden and
Italy.  Since its creation, the network
has developed more than 130 projects
at European level and is driving a
continuous process of exchange and
cooperation between Swedes and
Ital ians members and other European



partners. In the PLAYING project ,  two
members of the SERN network are
involved (Municipal i ty of Linköping and
Municipal i ty of Parma). 
SERN has part ic ipated in numerous
projects in the educational f ield and in
part icular in the preschool context as
qual ity in education has been playing a
very important role in the cooperation
among the members of the network.

LINKÖPING UNIVERSITY (SWEDEN)LINKÖPING UNIVERSITY (SWEDEN)
Linköping University (LiU) is a research
partner in the Playing project .  L iU is
one of Sweden’s larger academic
inst itut ions, a research-based university
known for excel lence in education. LiU
has four facult ies: Arts and Sciences,
Educational Sciences, Health Sciences,
and Technology located on three
different campuses with 14
mult idiscipl inary departments and 160
study programmes. The university has
approximately 37,000 students and
4,300 employees. LiU provides a
comprehensive teacher education and
offers postgraduate training as wel l  as
opportunit ies for research within
Educational Sciences. Research is l inked
to undergraduate education and deals
with chi ld, youth, and adult learning, as
well  as teaching at al l  levels from
preschool to university. 

A cross-subject ,  interdiscipl inary
thematic approach characterises the
research at Linköping University. In
this project researchers from the
educational f ield have contr ibuted with
their competences in relat ion to early
chi ldhood education and play. 

The  Nor r köp ing  Campus  o f

L inköp ing  Un ive r s i t y

to increase knowledge of the
concept of play-based
methodologies and symbolic play.
to create new ski l ls result ing from
the comparison between practices
adopted in different European
countries.

TRAINING METHODOLOGY
This report contains a training
methodology on play-based learning as
a teaching method. The training
methodology draws on the col lected
experiences from the playing project
and outl ines the principles and methods
used by ECE practit ioners to enable
chi ldren learning through symbolic
play.
The target group of the training
methodology on play-based learning
are ECE practit ioners, preschool
teachers, educators,  pedagogical
coordinators,  and researchers. The
object ives of the training methodology
(Output 2, in the Playing project) are:

1 1IO2 Training Methodology
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to enhance the abi l i ty of ECE
practit ioners by providing tools and
principles for the correct adoption of
play-based methodologies.

The methodology, as wel l  as the
project ,  focuses on the symbolic play,
play-based learning, and development
of language. A specif ic focus in the
Playing project as wel l  as in the
training methodology is how the
symbolic play can help developing
language.
Symbolic play  can have many
definit ions but within the Playing
project ,  the term refers to play in which
chi ldren use different kinds of symbol
in their play. Li l lard (1993) emphasises
the pretend aspect of play. Symbolic
play is defined as the abi l i ty of chi ldren
to use objects ,  ideas, and actions to
represent other objects ,  thus
highl ighting the abi l i t ies and agency of
chi ldren. Important aspects of symbolic
play are to make bel ieve or pretend and
can incorporate aspects of fantasy as
well  as everyday l i fe. Symbolic play can
thus be viewed as chi ldren’s way of
deal ing with – both understand and
explore further – their experiences
(Li l lemyr, 2009). This makes chi ldren’s
f irst-hand experience an important
aspect of symbolic play but also
borrowed, shared, and added
experience.
Play-based learning  is another
important concept in the Playing
project.  A simple and straightforward
explanation of what play-based
learning is given by Danniels and Pyle
(2018) who states that i t  can simply be
understood as learning while playing. 
They go on to explain that play-based
learning is usual ly used to i l luminate
and describe a part of the f ield of play
where play is used in a conscious way
to work with chi ldren’s learning. In the
Playing project we have come to
emphasise the relat ion between
chi ldren and adults in play, specif ical ly
the role of ECE practit ioners. 

This means that in the Playing project
we are not working with changing al l
play. It is important to emphasise that
we are only addressing a smaller part
of what play is and can be as we are
focusing on the part of play that
contains or are act ively used by ECE
practit ioners to faci l i tate learning
(Figure 1). Al l  play can lead to learning
whether that is the aim of the play or
not. In the Playing project we are
focusing on playing act ivit ies where
ECE practit ioners use/take
part/organise play with the specif ic ai l
to faci l i tate chi ldren’s learning.

For this reason, the concept of play-
responsive teaching has become an
important aspect of play-based
learning. Pramling et al .  (2019) point
to the directed or intentional act ion
that learning entai ls .  They connect the
play with didactic questions and argue
that in the work with play as a tool for
learning, the didactic questions about
what is to be learned, how and why
become central .  It is thus about
something more than that in play there
is always, or at least often, a potential
for learning. Rather, the concept seeks
to del ineate and make vis ible teachers'
conscious att i tudes and work with play
as a means for chi ldren to learn about
specif ic content.

F igu re  1  The  re l a t i on  be tween  p l ay  and  p l ay-
based  l ea rn ing

Language development is central in
early education as young chi ldren are in
the process of acquir ing a language. 

PLAYPLAY
PLAY - BASED

LEARNING
PLAY - BASED

LEARNING



In the Playing project play based
learning, symbolic play and language is
connected. The primary focus is to
support the development of language
through symbolic play as chi ldren learn
language through interact ions with
others. In symbolic play, learning can
take place in a way that faci l i tates
chi ldren’s competencies and
part ic ipation as l i teracy and symbols
are closely connected. Symbolic play
can be a space to support different
communication ski l ls based on the
frame of imagination that symbolic play
entai ls .  Research has shown several
benefits of l i teracy training through
symbolic play. (Jal i l  & Abu Bakar,
2006; Pel legrini & Galda, 1990).
For a more detai led descript ion and
discussion of the concepts symbolic
play and play-based learning, see the
intel lectual output 1 of the Playing
project ,  Play-based learning as a
teaching method. In this report the
activit ies,  working methods, and
approaches carr ied out to increase
knowledge of play-based
methodologies and symbolic play;
create new ski l ls result ing from the
comparison between practices adopted
in different European countries; and to
enhance the abi l i ty of ECE practit ioners
are presented. The structure of the
report fol lows the work process that we
have had in the Playing project ,  where
we have worked with mapping, act ion,
and evaluation. Since this process has
been central to the outcome of the
project ,  we wil l  f i rst say something
about the ref lexive process.

A reflexive process 
Working with developing play-based
learning as a teaching method is a
complex process that is not easi ly
translated to a specif ic conduct. When
the project partners started to look
back on what had been done in the
project ,  we concluded that the core of
our work had been the process i tself .  

For that reason, we have chosen to
present this output in the form of a
process. The act ivit ies that have been
carried out have been important in
being able to ref lect and exchange
experiences between countries,  but we
want to emphasise the importance that
these act ivit ies need to be adapted and
understood in relat ion to the local
context. 
In the Playing project we have worked
according to the process i l lustrated
below (Figure 1). Our process consists
of three phases: Map – Act – Evaluate.
In pract ice this means that we have
started out with mapping the
part ic ipating practices to identify
issues, possibi l i t ies ,  and chal lenges.
After the mapping we have conducted
actions that are carr ied through
changes in pract ice based on the issues,
possibi l i t ies and chal lenges identif ied in
the mapping. These act ions have then
been evaluated to identify their impact
on the early educational sett ings. As
shown by the continued arrows in the
model (f igure 1) this process then
starts al l  over again. It is important to
understand the phases Map – Act –
Evaluate as integrated, that is a
ref lexive process is to be seen as an
ongoing work without any clear
beginning or end.

F igu re  2 .  The  re f l e c t i ve  p roces s  o f  the  P l ay ing
pro jec t

EVALUATE MAP

ACT

13IO2 Training Methodology
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 So, why is the process so important?
To work with and develop play-based
learning and symbolic play has been
shown to be largely a matter of the role
and approach of the ECE practit ioners.
To support and develop chi ldren's play,
you as an ECE practit ioner therefore
need to work with yourself and your
col leagues in a ref lexive process.
To work with chi ldren’s learning within
symbolic play requires that ECE
practit ioners take part in play using
tools from the play responsive
framework. This means that ECE
practit ioners bring intentions into the
play, with this in mind they can
respond and act within play to faci l i tate
learning. This is to be done with
sensit ivity or responsiveness to chi ldren
and to the process within the play and
requires teachers to take part in the
play, ref lect ing on their own roles,
act ions, and interact ions (Pramling et
al .  2019). To bui ld sensit ivity to
chi ldren’s perspectives in play also
requires knowledge of the context
around the chi ldren. Such knowledge
can be required through l istening to
chi ldren’s own voices, observing
chi ldren’s play or communicating with
other ECE practit ioners or parents.
To develop the work with play-based
learning and symbolic play, i t  is
therefore necessary to develop
structures and routines for joint
ref lect ion. This is part ly about f inding
forms for this work, and part ly about
structuring the content of the joint
work. Research has shown that ECE
practit ioners need to be given both
time and physical condit ions to be able
to work together (Lago & Elvstrand,
2020). It is ,  for instance, important
that ECE practit ioners are given t ime
both to map and ref lect on their own
practice, that t ime and organisation are
given to meetings between ECE
practit ioners in the schedule. To do so,
i t  is important to plan so that the r ight
people are given the opportunity for
joint meetings, for example those who  

 work with the same group of chi ldren
or are responsible for s imilar issues. It
may also be important to think about
the use of physical space, for example
if ECE practit ioners who work with
chi ldren of the same age are close or
far apart .  Even if c loseness can be seen
as important i t  can also be posit ive on
some occasions to talk and ref lect with
someone who doesn’t work direct ly in
the same group of chi ldren. That could
give an “outsider” perspective of the
everyday practice and contribute to
further developments. 
In addit ion to this i t  is also important
to f ind a joint focus for ref lect ion (Lago
et al . ,  2022). If ECE practit ioners are
to develop their pract ice it  is important
to formulate and define the focus of
the joint work. A common focus is
important for the ECE practit ioners to
be able to discuss and develop the
practice from a common basis .  It could
be about, for example, a common
concept, the implementation of a
similar mapping or a common text base.
Part X of this report presents act ivit ies
that may constitute such common foci
for development of symbolic play, play-
based learning, and language.
Research also emphasises the role of
ref lect ion for development and qual ity
(Ritblatt et al ,  2013). For example,
Ercan and Perkins (2017) emphasise
the importance of forming ref lect ive
practices where different professional
groups. This has, they argue, a posit ive
impact on the development of both the
profession and activit ies. Reflect ion is
important for understanding one's own
actions, developing one's act ions and
being able to talk about and describe
one's act ions. Reflect ing together is one
of the foundations for being able to
develop a common professional
language (Colnerud & Granström,
2015), something that is needed so
that the ref lect ion is not only individual
but also common.



A question to be asked regarding this is
i f  ref lect ion is enough. What is
important in the development of early
chi ldhood education – in the Playing
project specif ical ly play-based
methodologies and symbolic play – is
that the ref lect ion is professional .
Cartmel ,  Macfarlane and Casley (2012)
defines the difference between
reflect ion and crit ical ref lect ion. They
define ref lexivity as a core task for ECE
practit ioners as the abi l i ty to “examine
the act ivit ies within dai ly work and to
use this evaluation as a means of
improving practice and knowledge” (p.
2) is important in early education
practice. To do this ,  i t  requires
ref lexivity as ECE practit ioners must be
able to think about what happens in
their pract ice and draw conclusions of
proper conduct and change from this.
This thinking is at the heart of ref lexive
processes or pract ices. For the
reflect ion to become crit ical this ,
according to Cartmel ,  Macfarlane and
Casley (2012, p. 3), requires that the
reflect ion aims to “creating new ideas
and new perspectives about qual ity
practices, the thinking process draws on
everyday experiences and
understanding, and also contemporary
early chi ldhood theory and research to
assist ECE practit ioners to think
otherwise about pract ice”. This means
that apart from grounded knowledge of
one's own practice, the ref lect ion must
also draw on sources such as research,
theory, or international comparisons. 
To sum up, to create ref lexive
processes, 1) ref lect ion needs to be
shared between ECE practit ioners; 2)
this means that ECE practit ioners need
to be given t ime and possibi l i t ies to
ref lect and discuss the early education
practice, 3) a wel l-defined and joint
focus for ref lect ion; 4) development of
a professional language; and 5) an
interact ion between theory and
practice.

F igu re  3 .  A  deepened  re f l e c t i ve  p roces s  o f  the
P lay ing  p ro jec t .

Discuss together how to create a
posit ive cl imate of conversation that
supports ref lect ion. For example,
how do we ensure that everyone
becomes act ive and confident in
talking? How do we l isten to each
other? Does anyone have the r ight
to interpret over anyone else in the
group? How do we handle situations
where we have different opinions?
Discuss and determine the different
roles of the part ic ipants during the
reflect ion session. It might be a
good idea to have someone lead the
meeting. This role can be on a
rol l ing basis ,  meaning that everyone
can take on that role. This can help
to ensure a more even distr ibution
of power in the group and al low
everyone to pract ise taking on
various roles in the discussion.

Tools for reflection
It is important to create both space and
time for ref lect ion. There is often
l imited t ime, which means that
ref lect ion t ime is instead used to solve
acute problems such as personnel .  For
the ref lect ion session to contr ibute to
qual ity improvement and be perceived
as relevant for those who part ic ipate, i t
is important to have both clear goals
and working methods for how the
reflect ion should take place.

Look at
others
Discuss

Try

Mapping
Discuss

Identify pre-
conceptions
and how you

work

Evaluate
Reflect
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Each part consists of a) shorter
background of our theoretical and
methodological start ing points to give
the methodology a framework, b)
descript ions of what we have done in
each phase,  c) pract ical examples of
how the change can look in pract ice in
the different national contexts,  d)
conclusions and ref lect ions.

NATIONAL EXAMPLESNATIONAL EXAMPLES

While working on this dimension, we noticed in Elmer that children
often spontaneously don’t come to symbolic play. We felt the need to
learn how to stimulate that kind of play, since we were convinced
about its importance. Also, the process of language acquisition
didn’t always go smoothly, many children not having Flemish as
their home language.
Under guidance of our pedagogical coach, we had already the
experience of organising regular meetings of reflection with the
teachers. We wanted to use this experience in the project of
PLAYING, and it worked! Teachers, staff, and pedagogical coach
started to experiment on symbolic play in the groups and shared
ideas and activities during the meetings. Each meeting they became
more enthusiastic. With the help of the peer-review, first we could
show what we worked on. Secondly, we received very useful
feedback, specifically on the need to focus more on the language
acquisition of the children and of the interaction between the
children.
We worked out a self-evaluation tool for language stimulation and a
“play-circle” as an instrument to keep the things we learned in our
organisation.

A  S T O R Y  O F  B E I N G  I N  A  R E F L E X I V E  P R O C E S S  O F
C H A N G E  F R O M  E L M E R

Mapping11..Mapping1.

2. Actions2. Actions

3. Evaluation3. Evaluation

Outline of training methodology
The training methodology is presented
in three main parts fol lowing the work
process of the project:



2. Mapping2. Mapping
BACKGROUND
To be able to focus on and change
chi ldren’s play it  was important to f ind
a common ground to start from. To do
this we started out by mapping our
practices trying to identify what the
condit ions for symbolic play were and
how we thought about i t .  What we
noticed was that there were many ways
to think about what symbolic play was
and what the role of the ECE
practit ioners could be. As it  is
important to take an act ive part in
chi ldren’s play to faci l i tate play-based
learning, we had to identify our
assumptions of symbolic play, and play-
based learning, and how the different
partners worked with play.

If you want to change something,
and make it sustainable it  is
important to start in your own
practice.
Work local ly ,  in each ECE to discuss.
What is play for me? For us?
What kind of opportunit ies have the
chi ldren to play in our ECE?
What kind of play?

To chal lenge the pre-assumptions, we
started with a set of questions:

ACTIVITIES
Based on these questions and the
common discussion we had, we
designed three act ivit ies to map how we
worked with and thought of chi ldren’s
play.

What characterizes the
play  observed

Observations

Free play, teacher-led
play, learning play,
student play, play as
teaching, etc

Interview

What is play for you?
Why is play
important?
Why should children
play in ECE?
What is the teachers’
role in play?
How can teachers
support children’s
play?
In your practice, what
hinders children’s play
and how can you work
to enable play?

Mapping activity

Policy documents,
mapping policies
regarding play in ECE.
Interview/reflection
talk with colleagues
about play in ECE.
Observation of play in
ECE.

1.

2.

3.
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In my work as a consultant and teacher in the preschool area, I have
often made observations of educators and children’s interactions in
play. After my participation in the Playing project, I have become
better at seeing that the teacher’s role can be quite different from
one moment to the next. My “aha” is especially how important it is
that the role constantly changes, and how important it is that the
teacher can make these role changes during the activity.
My new focus is to observe these role changes where, for example,
the teacher is quite much the initiator of the play from the start and
“controls the play”, and then “backs off a little” as the children take
over the play and, for example, express ideas and experiments. Here
the teacher's role must become more "to guide” and to be “co-players”.
Sometimes the primary role for the teacher then becomes to support
the children who have a bit of difficulty with the play and who may
be in a vulnerable position in the game itself and who need help to
continue participating.
My experience as a consultant is that it can be difficult for some
teachers to make these role changes during the activity. I think that
such a role change can perhaps be quite difficult to carry out if you
have been very precise in your didactics and, for example, described
what role the teacher must have in order to achieve the goals of the
activity. I think that the didactic task therefore must be precisely to
describe the “flexibility of the role”, so that we become aware of
practising changing the role during the activity.

A  S T O R Y  O F  M A P P I N G  A N D  W O R K I N G  W I T H
T E A C H E R ’ S  R O L E S  I N  C H I L D R E N ’ S  P L A Y  F R O M  U C L ,

D E N M A R K

In relat ion to each act ivity,  common
reflect ions between ECE practit ioners
are an important part as i t  is important
to discuss and analyse together with
others. 

In the Playing-project ,  the national
partners also helped each other to
ref lect on what play-based learning
could be in different national contexts.

NATIONAL EXAMPLESNATIONAL EXAMPLES

CONCLUSIONS AND REFLECTIONS
The mapping analysis showed both
similar it ies and differences between the
different national contexts.
In al l  national context,  play is ,  to some
extent, viewed as ”belonging” to the
chi ldren. As described earl ier there is a
debate where free play on the one
hand and teacher-led act ivit ies on the
other are seen as opposite each other.
The idea of play-responsive learning
chal lenges this as i t  stresses adult
part ic ipation with chi ldren in play. 

The results from the mapping show that
there is a need to discuss and chal lenge
the idea of play as something that
chi ldren should be left alone in if  a
more play-responsive is to be
developed. As play-responsive teaching
emphasises that chi ldren and ECE
practit ioners should take part in play
together making common experiences,
ECE practit ioners need to chal lenge
their roles in play.

18



 In the data the ECE practit ioners are
described as taking several posit ions in
play, but,  as shown in the f igure below,
many of these posit ions are rather
outside or overlooking play than act ing
from within play focusing on
instruct ion, observation or act ing only
at cr it ical moments in the play such as
start ing up play or solving confl icts .
To some extent,  roles that can be use
or integrated in a play-based and play-
responsive approach is described but to
further develop such act ive, playing and
with/within roles are a key aspect to
develop the work with teaching in
symbolic play to reach act ivit ies where
play is not described in tension with
teaching, but rather teaching is done in
chi ldren’s play together with sensit ive
and acting ECE practit ioners. The
tension between chi ld directed and
adult directed play that is described in
many national contexts thus needs to
be chal lenged and ref lected on.
Another common theme is that the
teachers mainly describe that their task
is to support play that fai ls or chi ldren
who struggle with play. 
The play-responsive approach rather
takes wel l-functioning play and
competent players as the start ing point.
This means that ECE practit ioners need
to develop methods, roles, and
approaches that relate to al l  play –
good working or less good working
play. The social view on chi ldren’s play
that is described in the outsets for the
project brings that a ”together with”
perspective in play needed. Drawing
from the analysis of the national
mapping this is an important part to
reach the goals for the Playing project
An identif ied common idea that is an
important basis to develop, chal lenge,
and change ideas of play and the ECE
practit ioners ’  role in play is the
described l ink between symbolic play
and experience, in al l  national context
chi ldren’s own experiences are in some
way emphasised as important to
faci l i tate symbolic play.

Experience is recurring described as a
central way for chi ldren to get
knowledge of the world. To develop
symbolic play and widen the
possibi l i t ies for learning in play both
the experiences that chi ldren bring to
ECE sett ings and the experiences that
are done in the ECE sett ing are
described as important. In the national
data it  is highl ighted that ECE
practit ioners needs to be sensit ive to
chi ldren’s views and experiences to be
able to bui ld on those in developing
abi l i t ies and to faci l i tate learning. At
the same t ime, i t  is emphasised that the
ECE sett ing is a place where chi ldren
can get new experiences. To work with
and implement methods that bui ld
common experiences in the ECE sett ing
is an important aspect to widen
symbolic play. As the idea of
experience is also highl ighted in the
play-responsive approach this is
identif ied as a strong ground for
bui lding new methods and approaches
to teaching in play.
A more detai led account of this phase
of the project is presented in the IO1
report ,  Mapping of play-based learning
as a teaching method. 
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3. Acting3. Acting

BACKGROUND
The teacher's role and posit ioning in
play is of great importance for
chi ldren's part ic ipation in play in day
care. Play is an essential part of
chi ldren's development and learning,
and the educator plays a central role in
support ing and faci l i tat ing this process.
When the educator manages to take an
active role and the faci l i t ies in play, i t
benefits the chi ldren's part ic ipation,
immersion and learning in a broad
sense – their language, imagination,
social ski l ls and abi l i ty to self-regulate.
This faci l i tat ing approach requires
special play ski l ls – that the educator
can read the play situation, play with
and support chi ldren's learning through
play, without taking over or breaking
the chi ldren's play atmosphere. Finding
the r ight balance is often diff icult .  The
focus must be on how and how much
the educator must get involved in the
chi ldren's play to be able to support ,
guide and frame the play.
Although play is a fundamental part of
chi ldren's l ives, not al l  chi ldren f ind it
easy to enter the play community. And
here l ies an important task for the
educational staff .  They can help a chi ld
into play through different play
strategies and by teaching the chi ldren
to master them themselves.

“PLAYFUL LEARNING” AND “LEARNING
THROUGH PLAY”
The educator's part ic ipation in play can
contribute to the development of new
qualit ies in play, which happens, for
example, when the educator contr ibutes
to the emergence of play motivation,
introduces relevant play props, suggests
new play perspectives and contr ibutes
to the emergence of dramatic tension in
the play process.
The teacher's part ic ipation in the play
can also help to include the chi ldren in
the play who are very often excluded
from the games. Here it  is crucial that
the educator uses a strategy that is in
l ine with the dynamics of play. But i t
usual ly requires the educator to act as a
mediator,  not least when it comes to
including chi ldren with special needs
(Franck & Glaser,  2014).
By gett ing involved in the play, the
educator can contr ibute to the play
coming to contain a professional
substance that is in accordance with the
dynamics of the play. Many different
concepts and phrases are used in
connection with l inking learning to play
and to make room for the educator to
be on the sidel ines or to be part of the
play. For example, the phrases “Playful
learning” and “Learning through play”,
which indicate that play and learning
are not identical dimensions and
processes, but contain some common
features and work together, and that
the educator can inf luence and guide
the play (Broström & Vejleskov, 1999).
In playful learning ,  the chi ldren's own
play is central .  The play comes f irst .  The
chi ldren create play sequences where
the educator is not just a spectator but
interacts with the chi ldren. 

The teacher's role and
posit ioning in play

A d u l t s  m u s t  b e c o m e  g o o d  a t
c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  p l a y  o n  t h e  t e r m s  o f

p l a y .  I t  r e q u i r e s  a n a l y t i c a l
c o m p e t e n c e .  T h e y  m u s t  b e  a b l e  t o

a n a l y s e  t h e  p l a y  t o  s u p p o r t  i t .  A n d
t h a t  r e q u i r e s  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e

k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  t y p e s  o f
p l a y ,  m o o d s  a n d  t h e  u n i q u e

c o m p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  c h i l d r e n ' s  g r o u p .
( W i n t h e r - L i n d q v i s t ,  2 0 2 0 )
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The pedagogues are responsive to the
chi ldren's play, and in accordance with
the premises of the play, they
experiment with strengthening the
informal learning in the play.
In learning through play, the learning
is central ,  that the chi ld gets to learn
something specif ic ,  but at the same
time the educator endeavours to make
the act ivity playful .  In playful learning,
the educator experiments with the form
of learning. The ambit ion is that the
chi ld's learning is enriched with some
of the features of play (Broström &
Vejleskov, 1999).

THE ROLE OF EDUCATORS IN
CHILDREN'S PLAY
The teacher has an important task in
faci l i tat ing play and creating an
environment that is st imulating, safe
and support ive for chi ldren's play. This
may involve sett ing up different play
activit ies and materials ,  encouraging
the chi ldren to play and actively
part ic ipate in the play.
The educator's role in play is expressed
both when the educator plays an act ive
role and when the educator's role is
more passive. It is important that the
educator is aware of when they should
be part ic ipating and when they should
observe or stay completely outside the
chi ldren's play. The chi ldren are also
very aware of whether the educator
understands the game, plays along and
is present or absent, both mental ly and
physical ly (EVA, 2017)
The educator can support the chi ldren's
play by adding new elements, asking
chal lenging questions and encouraging
creative thinking and problem-solving.
The educator can also help expand the
chi ldren's play by introducing new
ideas, stories or materials that can
inspire different play scenarios and
exploration. Overal l ,  the educator plays
an important role in creating a playful
and developing environment in daycare,
where play is inclusive and meets the
needs and 

interests of different chi ldren, so that
al l  chi ldren feel welcome and included
in play, that they can part ic ipate
actively, explore, learn and develop
both individual ly and in interact ion
with others.

GOOD SETTING FOR CHILDREN'S PLAY
A prerequisite for successful
part ic ipation and to be able to pick up
important play signals is that the
educator is present and accessible.
James Christ ie (2005) problematizes
and chal lenges, based on his research,
a long tradit ion that play takes place
without educational involvement. He
describes three elements that are
essential for creating a good
environment for chi ldren play:

Time is important for whether
chi ldren's play can develop. Complex
forms of play such as symbolic play
presupposes a considerable amount of
t ime to plan, negotiate roles, f ind tools
and play the roles that the play
contains.
Christ ie (2005) further recommends
that the pedagogues investigate and
take as a basis in chi ldren's previous
experiences, and that the pedagogues
actively use this knowledge when they
get involved in or frame the play. If
the educator frames the play in a
direct ion that the chi ldren have no
experience with, the play wil l  be
unfocused, disconnected and concise.
Therefore, i t  is important that the play
is based on the chi ldren and their
experiences.

Ad equat e  t ime  for  p l a y

Ba s ed  on  ch i ldr en ' s

e xp er i en c e s

P ed agog i c a l  i n vol v ement  i n

ch i ldr en ’ s  p l a y

1 .

2 .

3 .
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A CONTINUUM OF TEACHER ROLES IN
PLAY
According to Christ ie (2005), the
educator can relate to play in six
different ways, from non-involved
through various degrees of involvement
to maximum part ic ipation. Christ ie uses
the concept of involvement where the
educator scaffolds chi ldren's play, but
not necessari ly within the framework of
play. Involvement rather includes
external support of chi ldren's play,
where part ic ipation only occurs when
the educator manages to be playful –
to part ic ipate on the premises of play.
The teacher's involvement in the play is
important for whether the play is
developed or completed (Jørgensen,
2019).

The teacher's involvement in the play
is important for whether the play is
developed or completed (Jørgensen,
2019).
The key to being able to get involved
in an appropriate way in chi ldren's
play is l inked to knowledge of the
faci l i tat ing roles: onlooker, stage
manager, coplayer and play leader - as
well  as the abi l i ty to f lexibly take on
these roles. The pedagogue must be
aware of what occurs in the play, and
vary his faci l i tat ing role according to
the play. The teacher must decide
which of the six posit ions is most
applicable in each situation, so that the
play is not destroyed.

(Chr i s t i e ,  2005)

UninvolvedUninvolved
With this posit ion, the chi ldren are free from interference, regardless of the
educator's reasoning. Even if the adult does not part ic ipate, she inf luences
the play, perhaps even negatively.

OnlookerOnlooker
The teacher encourages play, creates t ime and space for play. She does not
part ic ipate in the play herself but observes the chi ldren's play and
recognizes the importance of play for the chi ldren. She resolves any confl icts
(Christ ie,  2005)

Stage managerStage manager
From the sidel ines, the educator has an act ive role by helping chi ldren with
practical things such as designating playgrounds or gett ing materials to play
with – when the chi ld signals a need for help or when the chi ldren seek out
the educator (Christ ie,  2005). In his faci l i tat ion, the educator can also come
up with ideas for the content of the game. It is important to note that the
educator in this role does not move within the framework of play but
supports i t  with suggestions and assistance. An important point is also that
the chi ldren can freely choose whether they want to accept the educator's
help or whether they want to ignore it  – both scenarios must be recognized
by the educator.
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CoplayersCoplayers
The pedagogue actively part ic ipates in play within the framework of play; as
an equal play partner, she can take on roles and functions in play. She
complies with the rules of the play and part ic ipates on the terms of the
chi ldren and the play. Even with a minor role in the play, the educator wil l
be able to enrich the form and content of the play, so that chi ldren can
practise role-playing and role-changing in imaginative play. The educator
can here create space for the chi ldren to interact and create part ic ipation
opportunit ies for new possible play part ic ipants (Christ ie,  2005).

Play leaderPlay leader
The pedagogue actively part ic ipates in the chi ldren's play and assumes a
leading posit ion from which she can enrich and expand the play's theme, i ts
narrat ive, episodes and play cases. The role of play leader often occurs in
short sequences where the player needs something new. When the game is
running again, the educator steps back into the role of cosplayer. This form
of part ic ipation contr ibutes to chi ldren being able to play longer and more
imaginatively.

Director/RedirectorDirector/Redirector
The pedagogue takes over management and control of the play. She plays a
central role and function in the game. The chi ldren part ic ipate as co-players
on the adult 's terms.

( Jø rgensen ,  2019)

It is important to note that these roles
are not f ixed or l inear. The educator
can move along the continuum
depending on the context,  chi ldren's
needs and learning goals.  The
continuum provides a framework for the
educator to ref lect on his pract ice, make
conscious decis ions and adapt his role
to effect ively support chi ldren's play
and learning experiences.
As an educator,  i t  is important to train
your play ski l ls so that you can
approach and withdraw from play
without destroying it .  Very young
chi ldren can greatly enjoy the adult 's
support and presence and play often
breaks up when the adult leaves. Maybe
because someone to play with is more
important than something to play with,
especial ly someone who can play.
ACTIVITIES
Working with your role in chi ldren’s
play act ivit ies is in many ways a
question of breaking your habits and
reflect ing over how you tend to act in
different s ituations. 

As roles always need to be taken in
relat ion to each specif ic s ituation this is
not to f ind ‘the best ’  role but to f ind
ways to adjust your role to faci l i tate
chi ldren’s play in different s ituations.
To do this ,  we did the fol lowing task
where the ECE practit ioners were asked
to change their roles and act in new
ways that they would normally do.

The idea with this task was to get out
of one’s comfort zone and ref lect over
what different adult roles bring to each
situation and how different ways to act
affect chi ldren’s play.

CHALLENGE ADULT
ROLES/POSITIONS

In 1 to 3 situations, ”force” yourself to
take on a different position than you
normally would in a similar situation. 
Reflect on how your position affects
the play and/or learning possibilities.
Reflect on your role in the observation.

1.

2.

3.
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Once a week we have science time in preschool. Before the project - we
used to do experiments in the classroom, not mixing the groups. Always
in the same environment, same groups. The role of the teacher was -
planner, organiser, guide. 
During the project we learnt the importance of the environment and
changing the roles both: of the teacher and the children. After peer
visits, we have gathered with the teachers and talked about the changes
we would like to introduce at our school. In the science class we decided
to inform the families that we would conduct the activities outdoors,
preferably in a park; we decided to use more natural materials and
focus on symbolic and free play at some point of the activity. We have
also decided to mix the groups, the teachers were excited about the idea
so whenever possible, we do the activity together with two different age
groups (3 years old and 4 years old). Thanks to mixing the groups,
children learn from each other, they improve their language and
communication skills, they observe and help each other.
Moreover, after brainstorming, the teachers have decided to focus on
being more flexible about their roles, not only the ones they used
before, so that they could be in different positions and give more space
and autonomy to the children.
The materials have changed too - simple, natural, focusing on natural
rhythm, for example in autumn the activities would be done using
leaves, chestnuts, pumpkins, apples.   

A  S T O R Y  O F  A  C H A N G E D  A P P R O A C H  T O  S C I E N C E  T I M E
F R O M  E S C O L A  S A N T  J O S E P

NATIONAL EXAMPLESNATIONAL EXAMPLES

CONCLUSIONS AND REFLECTIONS
The role of ECE practit ioners early on
became central in the project .  As play-
based learning in some ways
chal lenged certain taken-for-granted
ideas about play, above al l  that play
was the chi ldren’s own. Working play-
based rather presupposes that ECE
practit ioners take a more act ive role in
chi ldren’s play act ivit ies. 
However, exact ly what role ECE
practit ioners take is not a given, but i t
is a matter of being able to make
assessments of the situation. It is also
about making vis ible what goals you
have for the chi ldren’s play and acting
based on these. Active work with roles
is therefore not about act ing in certain
predetermined ways, but about being 

able to change and adapt one’s role
based on the specif ic s ituation, start ing
from the goals of the act ivity. The fact
that the adult role was identif ied as so
central meant that in the project we
came to work more with ECE
practit ioners ’  act ions than with
activit ies aimed at chi ldren. This bui lds
on an understanding that sensit ive ECE
practit ioners who actively part ic ipate in
chi ldren’s play in diverse ways for
different purposes are a powerful tool
for learning as wel l  as to create joyful
and st imulating play situations.
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P lay ing  toge the r

(E lmer )

Enriching symbolic playEnriching symbolic play
BACKGROUND
Symbolic play
Symbolic play is considered to be the
most complicated form of play, as the
chi ld needs language to manage,
negotiate, understand and further
develop the play, while symbolic play
requires the chi ld to be able to abstract
and play on several levels.  Thereby,
symbolic play l inguist ical ly constitutes
an important but most diff icult area to
access if  the chi ld does not share a
language with those who establ ish the
play (Kibsgaard, 2015). Language
forms an important bridge that binds
the chi ldren together and enables play
to develop.
Symbolic play, also known as pretend
play or make-bel ieve play, refers to a
form of play in which chi ldren use
objects ,  act ions, or roles to represent
something else, typical ly engaging in
make-bel ieve scenarios.
Symbolic plays have a crucial role in
the development of chi ldren's language
ski l ls .  It involves using objects ,  act ions
and language to represent something
else, e.g. a chi ld can use a toy car as a
telephone and engage in a
conversation, pretending to talk to
someone. 

Symbolic play al lows chi ldren to
practise and experiment with language
in a meaningful and engaging way -
using language to represent objects ,
act ions and ideas. This use of symbols
helps chi ldren understand that objects
can have mult iple meanings, improving
their language representation ski l ls .

Language development in symbolic
play
The function of verbal language is
central to the symbolic play. It is
through language that the chi ldren
create and maintain the imaginary
world that keeps the play going and
makes it  possible to meet in a shared
fantasy universe (Avnstrup & Hudecek,
2022). In play, chi ldren contr ibute to
each other's communicative
development. Dialogic conversation in
shared fantasy play plays a key role in
early learning of language and
conceptual understanding. Three-year-
olds, who talk a lot with their peers in
pretend play, have e.g. two years later
a signif icantly larger vocabulary than
chi ldren who have not done this
(Sommer, 2015)
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In symbolic play, the chi ldren use
language al l  the t ime. They negotiate
and agree using language. But i t  is not
simply used as a tool to convey content.
Symbolic play requires the chi ld to
abstract and use language to develop,
discuss, change, substantiate and
further develop the game, at the same
time that the game requires the chi ld to
abstract and play on several levels.  The
progress of the play assumes that the
chi ld negotiates and argues for his
opinions. Symbolic play thus constitutes
an important,  but also diff icult ,  f ield in
terms of language, when the chi ld may
only part ial ly share a language with the
other chi ldren.

Imaginary play situation
In the imaginary play situation, the
chi ldren must have a common
awareness and understanding of the
situation they imagine. To bui ld this
shared understanding, the chi ldren
must tel l  each other what and how they
want to play. They communicate the
content of the game, but at the same
time they express (verbal ly and non-
verbal ly) s ignals with a view to
interpretations of the content. A chi ld
can, for example, say "and then there
was a f ire and the man burned inside"
at the same t ime as he grabs his neck
and shows with his body that he is
about to suffocate. Such an expression
helps to interpret the imagined play,
and to define the playing
circumstances, e.g. where the f ire
trucks are parked. In other words, to
create a context. Through such
communication, the chi ldren contr ibute
to bui lding a common understanding of
the imaginary play situation (Elkonin,
1978).
To support the development of a joint
imaginary play situation, i t  is important
that the educators help the chi ldren to
maintain and formulate their decis ions.
This happens part ly through verbal
formulations and perhaps drawings that
can act as models (Broström, 1995).

When chi ldren agree on a play, they
first define the theme of the play, e.g.
"father-mother-chi ldren", after which
they enter a negotiat ion about roles
and rules. A gir l  says, for example
"Then we said that I am the older
sister ,  and you are the mother". This
statement often serves as a start ing
point for a discussion: "No, why do I
always have to be the older sister".
Once the roles have been determined,
the situation within which the
real isat ion of the roles must take place
is defined, e.g. one gir l  points to the
windowsi l l  and says: "Then we'l l
pretend the kitchen is there". After this ,
the chi ldren are ready to determine
some play act ions, which are often
l inked to a plot at this planning level .
You can say that the chi ldren prepare a
kind of playbook (Broström, 2002).
Where the younger kindergarten
chi ldren unfold the entire act of play –
they sleep, get up, wash themselves,
set the table and eat – the older
kindergarten chi ldren are able to
shorten the act ions. They do not carry
out al l  the act ions in detai l ,  but let the
single act ions and scenes quickly
replace each other, just as they replace
actions with language: "and then we
played, that we were at work, and now
we sleep" (Broström, 2002).

Language stimulation through play
In relat ion to language st imulation,
play is important. The chi ldren develop
abstract ways of thinking, and through
play they do a whole lot of what we
want them to do in the adult-directed
activit ies (Kamp, 2028)
Although there is much evidence that
play contr ibutes to learning and
development, this does not mean that
chi ldren develop automatical ly when
they play. It depends on how the chi ld
handles the play materials and unfolds
the social interact ion. The nature of this
is ,  among other things, depending on
the play opportunit ies offered,
including physical condit ions, 
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the existence of fr iendly relat ionships
with peers and the adults '  support for
play.Linguist ic development requires
that language is combined with
experience, and that the interlocutors
have shared attention to objects and
phenomena. The probabi l i ty of catching
chi ldren's attention is high when the
chi ld takes the init iat ive in an act ivity.
Research indicates that when educators
create a framework for play and qual ify
it ,  chi ldren's language development is
strengthened (Sommer, 2015).
Symbolic play and its complexity
therefore constitute an important f ield
for chi ldren's language development.
Therefore, part ic ipation in the play is
an important prerequisite for being
able to understand and develop the
play's theme in col laboration with
others. Part ic ipation wil l  give the chi ld
opportunit ies to use language to 

 Change the conditions for
symbolic play

In 1 to 3 situations, ”force” yourself to
take on a different position than you
normally would in a similar situation. 
Reflect on how your position affects
the play and/or learning possibilities.
Reflect on your role in the observation.

1.

2.

3.

negotiate, argue and posit ion himself as
a signif icant playmate. Chi ldren who do
not master the language that appears
in the play need help from the
educators not only to get into the play,
but also to  develop it and be seen as a
valuable part ic ipant in the play.

Activit ies
Each organisation carr ied out an
activity to change the play environment
for the chi ldren. Exact ly what they
choose to change depended on which
development opportunit ies that were
identif ied in the mapping. 

“PLAYING AT THE TRACK-TRAIN!” 
6 children involved (2/3 years). During the morning in a part of the
classroom with drawers containing different plays. 
Four children: Carlotta, Olivia, Emilie, and Cristal are playing with
some drawers they emptied. They begin to stack them trying to stand
up. 
Teachers that were observing them saw that they wanted to go all
together on the tower made, but it was impossible for them…so they
decide to interact with children asking: “what are you doing?” and
Carlotta answer “a trip!” Teachers decide to support children in play
asking them: “what do you need for a trip?” and Emilie say, “a train!”. 
Teachers say: “for a train you need a track!”. All the children
enthusiastic say “a track!” and reinvent a building, putting drawers on
a line creating a path. Other children, Ada and Flavio, attracted by the
play observe and come to play they too.  
“The track” repeats “Flavio” and Cristal plays the train sound.  
After the play, before lunch, teachers read a story about a train to
reinforce new words introduced in play. In the next few days, children
repeat the play and the words “train” and “track”.  
Teachers reflect that their action of language in play promotes a change.
The word “track” suggests children to create a path. A new mental
organisation suggested with a word. The decision to read a book gives
children more possibilities to reinforce language acquisition and to
spread learning to other children as well.

A  S T O R Y  O F  A N  E X P A N D E D  S Y M B O L I C  P L A Y
A P P R O A C H  F R O M  T H E  M U N I C I P A L I T Y  O F  P A R M A

NATIONAL EXAMPLESNATIONAL EXAMPLES
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CONCLUSIONS AND REFLECTIONS
In the Playing project the aspect of
play in which chi ldren use different
kinds of are in focus. One important
outset in the project has been to give
chi ldren more opportunit ies to
part ic ipate in symbolic play as wel l  as
to give them opportunit ies to engage in
different kinds of symbolic paly to
broaden their experiences and give
them possibi l i t ies to learn through
experience. The outset is to balance the
aspect of fun with possibi l i t ies to learn.
The idea is not to control play but
rather make sure that chi ldren can
access and be inspired to different
kinds of symbolic play. In the mapping
we noticed that there was a need to
vary the play environments in different
ways to al low the chi ldren to
part ic ipate in different kinds of
symbolic play. In the project ,  the
national partners worked with their
play environments in different ways
depending on the needs in the local
context. For some it was important to
enrich the play environment by
bringing in new objects ,  for others to
give space for more varied play and, for
some it has been important to bring the
chi ldren’s experiences from other
contexts into the symbolic play. 
Chi ldren’s symbolic play needs to be
seen as codependent with the context
in which it exists and for that reason
the planning of the environment is an
important part .  
We see that the ECE practit ioners can
create opportunit ies for symbolic play 

through the way they design the play
environments, but also that the chi ldren
themselves use the play environments
in new and creative ways if  they are
given the opportunity. When planning
play environments, i t  is important to
think about aspects such as variety
(e.g. that there is an opportunity for
different types of play), change (e.g.
that the chi ldren are al lowed to
discover new play opportunit ies
through changes in the environment)
and openness (e.g. that there are play
materials that invite chi ldren to be
imaginative and creative). Working
with the play environment is thus about
making concrete changes, but these do
not always have to be ‘big’ or
comprehensive. Sometimes you might
want to change an entire play
environment, but sometimes you might
just add some new material to an
exist ing play environment. What is
important is that you think about and
discuss the purpose of the change (e.g.
what do we want to change and why?)
and that you fol low and evaluate the
change. Furthermore, i t  is important not
only to work with the environment as
such, but we also see that the joint
work and ref lect ion is important so that
the ECE practit ioners have a common
understanding of the chi ldren’s play
and use of the play environment. The
interact ion between concrete change
and ref lect ion is therefore central .

Develop children’s
language
Develop children’s
language
BACKGROUND
Development of chi ldren's language
through symbolic play
Linguist ic interact ion forms the
foundation of social interact ion
between people. 

During the f irst s ix years of l i fe,  the
chi ld undergoes signif icant
development both l  inguist ical ly ,
physical ly and social ly.  Language plays
a major role in chi ldren’s wel l-being as
language is needed to express needs
and to share experiences and thoughts, 
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i .e.  that the language functions as an
entry t icket not just to social
communit ies but also to personal
development. It is therefore through
language that the chi ld expresses his
thoughts, feel ings, opinions and needs.
The chi ld is born with an abi l i ty to
learn language, and through l inguist ic
interact ions, cognit ive processes are
activated which contr ibute to
developing l inguist ic structures. It is
especial ly the st imulation of words
through conversation that leads to
l inguist ic and cognit ive development
(Olsen, 2015).

Vocabulary
Vocabulary is act ivated in conversations
when the chi ldren play with each other
and the educators are involved, because
it is precisely when the chi ldren are
engaged in something they experience
as meaningful and interest ing that the
receptivity to learning and development
is greatest .  The development of a
vocabulary with great conceptual depth
requires that concrete experiences in a
social community are l inked with
l inguist ic structures and experienced
through conversations with other
language users. There must be a l ink
between the word and the
phenomenon/object.  Without
conversation, experiences remain just a
sensory experience.
Through symbolic play, chi ldren get the
opportunity to meet new words and
concepts. When chi ldren engage in
pretend play scenarios, chi ldren often
use words they have heard in different
contexts and expand their vocabulary.
For example, while playing shop, they
may use words l ike "cash register ,"
"prices," or "sale" that are relevant to
the scenario but may not come up in
their everyday conversations.ùThere is a
correlat ion between the qual ity of the
educators' vocabulary (number of
different words)  and the chi ld's 

acquisit ion of new words. It is of great
importance how the educators describe
objects and phenomena in the informal
conversations with the chi ldren. The
employees in the kindergartens should
therefore ref lect on how varied
vocabulary the chi ldren are exposed to
in different s ituations. Chi ldren must
experience words in conversations that
they themselves part ic ipate in or
overhear conversations between others,
to develop a vocabulary that enables
them to formulate narrat ives and thus
convey their own experiences (Olsen,
2015).

Play and language development
You often try to support chi ldren's
language in act ivit ies that are guided
by adults ,  but chi ldren use signif icantly
more words when they play. Just in
Markussen-Brown (Kamp, 2018) points
out in his f ield study that play holds
great potential for language
development if  educators are involved
in it .

Chi ldren  ta lk  more  when they  are
p lay ing  than when they  are
part i c i pat ing  in  structured

act i v i t i e s ,  eat ing  or  the  l i k e .  The
po int  beh ind  language-supported

act i v i t i e s  i s  to  get  the  ch i l dren  to
th ink  more  abstract l y ,  but  they

a lready  do  that  when they  p lay .  I f
we  do  not  use  p lay  to  support  the

ch i l dren ' s  language ,  we  are  m iss ing
a great  opportun i ty .  Th is  does  not

mean that  educators  shou ld  not
read  w i th  ch i l dren  or  support  them
in  other  s i tuat i ons ,  but  p lay  i s  j ust

important .

( K a m p ,  2 0 1 8 )

The f ield study showed that the
kindergarten chi ldren used their
language most when they played
outside and second most when they
played inside. They spoke least when
eating and during adult-led act ivit ies.
Language development requires not
only that the chi ldren speak a lot ,
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 but also that they communicate with
adults with a more nuanced language
(Kamp, 2018). Play has the potential to
learn language, but the question is how
to exploit this potential .  Play is a good
start ing point for language st imulation,
as i t  is based on the chi ld's interests ,
curiosity and wonder. However, the
potential for language development
depends on the variat ion in the
vocabulary and that elements, objects
and processes are named during play.
This means that i t  is important that the
educators use a varied and specif ic
vocabulary in spontaneous
conversations with the chi ldren.
One approach could be symbolic play,
where the chi ldren constantly use the
language. They negotiate and agree
using language, and it is not just used
as a tool to convey content. The
chi ldren must use the language in play
at the same t ime as they learn
language in play.
In the play, the chi ldren cult ivate the
form side of the language, they play
with the words and often use a
sentence melody and distort the voice
in accordance with the role, which is
assumed to develop a meta
phonological competence (Vedeler ,
1987).
When the chi ld through play becomes
famil iar with producing, l istening to
and understanding different concrete
sounds and sound expressions
(phonological competence), the basis is
created for this to be transferred to and
used in other l inguist ic contexts,  i .e.  an
overal l  l inguist ic hearing (meta
phonological competence), which e.g.
means that the chi ld can hear and
understand how the syl lables sound in
the words. Mathema phonological
competence is seen as a necessary basis
for developing writ ing and reading
ski l ls (Lundberg, 1984). Thus, i t  can be
argued that play indirect ly leads to
reading (Broström, 2002).

P lay fu l  a c t i v i t y  t o  s t imu la te
the  acqu i s i t i on  o f  new words

(Mun i c ipa l i t y  o f  Pa rma)

COMMUNICATIVE SKILLS
Play is vital for chi ldren. It is a door
opener for interact ion with others. In
chi ldren's communit ies,  the chi ld
develops the abi l i ty to communicate.
When a chi ld expresses an idea, this
can be interpreted in different ways.
The chi ld's play idea contains a certain
content, which it  expresses at the same
time as it  s ignals how the content
should be interpreted. To understand
the message, receivers must consider
both aspects. Communication in play
thus contains several levels.  The
chi ldren send some play signals ,  which
the playmates must be able to interpret
to part ic ipate in the game. Through
play, the chi ldren thus become famil iar
with social interact ion and
communication (Bateson, 1972).
The communicative competence also
includes knowledge of social rules such
as e.g. wait for turn, to l isten and to
give space to others. Body language
forms an important part of
communication in chi ldren's shared
fantasy play. Different roles in play
require knowledge of certain forms of
bodi ly behaviour and forms of bodi ly
expression. A very large part of
communication takes place through
bodily expressions. The abi l i ty to use
appropriate verbal and bodi ly
expressions and appropriate act ions, 
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which can be recognized by other
chi ldren as meaningful and acceptable,
is crucial to whether a play can work.
The possibi l i ty of gaining access to play
and the abi l i ty to function in joint play
also largely depends on the chi ld's
communicative abi l i t ies. The
communicative competencies play a
decis ive role in relat ion to whether the
chi ld's learning patterns are self-
reinforcing in a posit ive or negative
direct ion. Therefore, an important
pedagogical focus area is how to
support the chi ldren's communicative
play competence, so that they can gain
access to the games and engage in
them. This is both about purely
l inguist ic competences such as
vocabulary and pronunciat ion and about
the chi ld's cultural competences in the
form of knowledge of cultural stories
and f igures that chi ldren's play is
inspired by. Chi ldren's knowledge of
the cultural narrat ives that are at play
in the chi ldren's group is of decis ive
importance for their opportunit ies to
behave and develop l inguist ical ly
(Avenstrup & Hudecek, 2022).
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Reflect on the environment. What
possibilities are there for children to
acquire, develop and use language?
Make a change (designing space;
materials; time for play; groups; adult
roles/participation)
What have you changed and why?
Describe the situation before the change.
Reflect over the situation after the change.

Embod ied  l anguage  l ea rn ingin  p l ay  (E lmer )

I work with children between 3-6 years old. I have learned from this
project that developing the children’s language skills means a lot to the
children’s social skills. 
When I attend the children’s play more, it helps their social and
language skills and especially children who struggle in play situations
could get access to meaningful play. This group often didn’t have any
playing partners/ friends to play with. I now repeat more often the
words that the children are trying to say or develop the already existing
vocabulary that the children have. That focus I have talked with my
colleagues about, and we are in a process of changing our practices
because of this project. Now these children have access to improve their
skills and have meaningful games when I attend in different positions of
the teacher’s role in the games.
My biggest wow experience is that my participation in the children’s
play, and teachers’ changing roles is the best way to develop children’s
language skills.

A  S T O R Y  O F  D E V E L O P I N G  L A N G U A G E  S K I L L S  F R O M
B Ø R N E I N S T I T U T I O N E N  H O L L U F - P I L E  T I N G K Æ R

NATIONAL EXAMPLESNATIONAL EXAMPLES

Enhance the possibilities for
language learning

ACTIVITIES
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Enhan c i ng  ongo ing  p er sona l

pr a c t i c e  

E ng ag i ng  i n  r e f l e c t i v e ,

con stru ct i v e  a nd  an a l yt i c a l

d i s c u s s ion  w i th  a  p e er  on

the  u s e  o f  p l a y-ba s ed

l e arn ing  a c t i v i t i e s  

Sh ar i ng  good  pr a c t i c e  a nd

a l low ing  for  ongo ing

prof e s s ion a l  d e v e lopment .  

CONCLUSIONS AND REFLECTIONS
Language development draws
everything together in the Playing
project.  To faci l i tate chi ldren’s language
development, the ECE practit ioners
need to be present in chi ldren’s play.
The development of language can
benefit from different ECE practit ioners ’
roles, but i t  is important to guide the
chi ldren and provide them with
experiences that expand their language
and communicative abi l i t ies. 

Central to benefit ing the chi ldren's
language development has also been to
use different communicative resources
in ECE practit ioners ’  role to strengthen
the language. Body language, images,
experiences and materials are examples
of such resources that ECE practit ioners
have used to enrich ECE sett ings and
contribute to creating language-
stimulating environments and contexts.

Peer review processPeer review process
BACKGROUND
The playing project envisaged that an
important part of the act ivit ies was
focused on the peer review conducted
in four different ECE sett ings (Belgium,
Sweden, Italy and Spain) of the project
partners. 
Through this output the partners
wanted to create a toolkit useful to
possibly evaluate al l  ECE services in
Europe on the correct implementation
of play-based learning methodologies
in symbolic play act ivit ies but also
define a methodology to conduct an
international peer review. 
The aim of the peer review process
was: 

whole peer review process, start ing
from how to get into peer reviewing,
how to organise the peer vis it ,  how to
write the reports and provide
constructive feedback. 
The development of the peer review
output has been complementary to the
development of the training
methodology, as i t  assesses how much
of the play-based methodology offered
has been successful ly put into pract ice
in the reviewed ECE sett ing. The toolkit
for the peer review includes several
materials ,  which have been tested
during the different peer reviews
conducted and modif ied, i f  necessary,
to al low greater effect iveness: 

The peer review developed expl ic it  and
defined criter ia for peer reviewers that
can guide the reviewers through the

Gu id e l i n e s  for  p e er s  
S e l f-r eport  for  s e l f- a s s e s sment
t empl at e s  
I n t erv i ew  t empl at e  a nd  gu i d e l i n e s
for  an a l y s i s  a nd  e v a lu at ion  
F i n a l  r e port  t empl at e  
Improv ement  s tr at egy  for  th e
r e v i ewed  s chool  gu i d e l i n e s

1 .
2 .

3 .

4 .
5 .
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Role of the practit ioner
Environment
Materials
Organisation
Children

QUALITY AREAS IN THE PEER-REVIEW
PROCESS
During the peer-review process the
fol lowing qual ity areas were
highl ighted both in the self-report ,
observation, and the interviews. The
aspects were chosen because they are
closely l inked to how play-based
learning can be conducted in an ECE
sett ing. 
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1

In the peer-review material we used the concept teacher. For the sake
of consistency in this text ,  we use the term 'pract it ioner' here.

1

Role of the practitioner Role of the practitioner 
In the qual ity area role of the
practit ioner, the fol lowing aspects were
highl ighted: type of role, f lexibi l i ty in
role changing, interact ion,
communication/language st imulation
and group orientated versus individual
orientated. 
The observations show that the
observed practit ioners take (consciously
or unconsciously) different roles in the
situations. It was also common that the
practit ioner had a specif ic role when an
activity started and then shifted several
t imes during the act ivity. The model
with different kinds of roles such as, for
example introducer, helper, observer or
co-player helped to identify and
categorise different roles during play
sessions. The model also helped to see
if some roles were more common in one
context than others. The ref lect ion
about different roles concluded that
some roles can be more diff icult to
adopt than others and that i t  can be
about what you feel comfortable with
as a person. For example, tradit ional ly
you as a pract it ioner may often have
had a control l ing or supervisory role, 

which means that the role of co-player
may be more diff icult to adopt. In such
situations you need to act ively try to
change your role and action. In relat ion
to roles the focus was also upon
flexibi l i ty in role changing. This meant,
for example, the extent to which
practit ioners were able to change their
different roles in terms of how the
activity proceeded. The observations
show that changing roles is easier i f
pract it ioners have had the opportunity
to ref lect beforehand on which
different roles would be most suitable
during specif ic s ituations. Another
important factor is also if  you feel
confident in the situation, i t  is easier to
adapt and change roles in relat ion to
what the situation requires.

In relat ion to the youngest chi ldren,
the observations show that on many
occasions the interact ion mainly was
with the practit ioner. This result
emphasises the importance to develop
interact ion patterns that support
interact ion both between practit ioner
and chi ldren but also between chi ldren
themselves.

The aspects of interact ion and
communication/language st imulation
are closely connected. The observations
show that the interact ion differs. One
reflect ion in the peer-review was that
even here it  is important to have a
“communicative goal” with the act ivity.
In pract ice, examples were shown
when teachers have planned to help
chi ldren gain knowledge about
different fruits .  Despite a formulated
goal i t  can be diff icult to remember to
work act ively with communication.

EnvironmentEnvironment
In the qual ity area environment, the
fol lowing criter ia were used during the
observations: outside/inside,
preparation of the space,
recognizabi l i ty of the space and
inspirat ion.

The whole toolkit with the templates is
avai lable in Engl ish, Swedish, Ital ian,
French, Flemish, Danish and Spanish on
the Playing project website.



To enhance chi ldren’s play it  is
important that chi ldren have access to
materials that are st imulating and
promote different forms of play.
Materials could be either closed or
open ended, that is ,  i t  could be, more
or less,  “given” how a material could be
used. In the ECE sett ing it is important
that chi ldren encounter different types
of materials .  Another issue to consider
is how different materials are made
accessible to chi ldren; are the materials
placed on the chi ldren’s level so that
they can reach them? Do they need to
ask permission before using the
materials?; are materials presented in
an invit ing manner?; how is material
added and removed to offer variety
and curiosity?

The third qual ity area was materials
and to evaluate this the fol lowing
criteria were used during the peer-
review: presentation, introduction of
the material ,  quantity,  qual i ty,  type of
material and accessibi l i ty. Materials are
in many ways related to the
environment and therefore many of the
arguments above can also be
transferred to the discussion of
materials .

The observations show that the
part ic ipating ECE sett ings had very
different spatial condit ions in relat ion
to environmental aspects. In some of
the sett ings the access to the outdoor
environment was l imited and therefore
chi ldren don’t have the abi l i ty to spend
so much t ime outdoors. This may also
be a cultural aspect in terms of how
ECE education has tradit ional ly been
organised. In the Nordic countries the
outdoor environment is highly valued in
EC sett ings and often a huge part of
the day takes place outdoors. These
differences both in relat ion to condit ion
but also to EC tradit ions were
recognized during the observations. 
In most cases the indoor environment
was more elaborate than the outdoor
environment with more considered
spaces that could invite opportunit ies
for play. An exception to that was the
Danish and the Swedish sett ings where
there was less of a dist inct ion between
indoor/outdoor environments.
Observations also show that act ivit ies
often took place in a “continuous f low”.
This meant that an act ivity could start
indoors and then continue and then
develop outdoors. These kinds of
observations inspired “new thinking” on
how the environment could be
elaborated to contr ibute to enhancing
and support ing chi ldren's play.
The t ime for preparation for ECE
practit ioners before an act ivity is often
l imited. Therefore a strength that was
recognized during the observations was
the use of so-cal led “mult ipurpose
rooms”. That means that a room can
have many different functions during
the day. This kind of f lexibi l i ty can
contribute to giving chi ldren a variety
of repertoires of different play
opportunit ies.
The observations also show that in
some cases the chi ldren and their play
should have benefited if the
environment would have been more
inspir ing. 

It is also important to continuously
observe the environment and be
flexible and able to change it based on
the needs of the group of chi ldren.

Here it  is also of importance to look
closer to gender aspects l ike is any
space associated with a specif ic gender
which means that ,  for example, only
gir ls or only boys choose to play there.
In Swedish preschools ,  tradit ional play
corners for family play have been
chal lenged by, for example, mixing
different types of play with each other. 
In conclusion, this shows the
importance of pract it ioners having a
clear idea of the environment in which
the chi ldren are l iv ing. 

MaterialsMaterials
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Examp les  o f  d i f f e ren t  k inds  o f  ma te r i a l s
( f i xed ,  open  ended ,  and  na tu ra l )  t o

fac i l i t a te  d i f f e ren t  k inds  o f  p l ay  i n  the
ECE  se t t i ng  (E s co l a  San t  Jo sep ,

Mun i c ipa l i t y  o f  Pa rma ,  L inköp ing
mun i c ipa l i t y ) .

Organisation is not the main focus of
the Playing project ,  but i t  is st i l l
important to recognize the importance
of different organisational condit ions
because it can affect the possibi l i t ies in
the work in general .  Organisation can
be about the size of the group, the
number of ECE practit ioners working
with a group, which premises and
outdoor environments are avai lable or
what the assignment various ECE
sett ings have. In IO1, mapping of
play-based learning as a teaching
method you can read more about the
national curr iculums and play in the
part ic ipating countries.

OrganisationOrganisation

ChildrenChildren
Although ECE practices are in focus, i t
is also important to take into account
the chi ldren's act ions and opportunit ies
in different s ituations. Pedagogical
pract ice, play and teaching are
interact ive, which means that i t  is not
as simple as pract it ioners being able to
design act ivit ies and get a certain
outcome. Rather, i t  is important in
every situation to be sensit ive to the
chi ldren's act ions and be prepared to
change the act ivity based on their way
of act ing. In every situation, the ECE
practit ioner needs to be sensit ive to the
chi ldren but also recognize chi ldren as
actors. Chi ldren's own thoughts and
experiences are an important
educational tool and the practit ioner's
abi l i ty to incorporate these into
ongoing act ivit ies,  

In IO1, mapping of play-based
learning as a teaching method you can
read more about the national
curr iculums and play in the
part ic ipating countries.
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You observe a situation where an ECE practitioner and a group of children are playing in a post
office environment that has been set up. When you write down your observation, you write that

"the children are having fun" and that this means that it is a positive activity from the
children's perspective. The question is what does "fun" stand for? What are the children doing

that you interpret as "having fun"? 
There are two problems with this description 1) that it is based on an interpretation of what the

children feel, it may be that despite their behavior they are not having fun at all 2) there is an
idea that children who are engaged in an activity must also think it is fun, which can also cause

you to miss out on other engaged participation in the play, such as deep concentration.
Instead, try to be concrete in your description. A description of the observed situation could be:
All children participate in the play, no one appears to be outside. During the play, the children
communicate, both with each other and with the practitioner. All children talk to another child

during the activity, whether they have the role of working at the post office or being
customers. The atmosphere is upbeat as small talk is heard all the time. 

By being more concrete, you avoid including your pre-understanding in the interpretation. You
also get a deeper description which is a better basis for discussion.

A  S T O R Y  O F  C H A N G E  U C L :  F O C U S  O N  T H E
M E T H O D O L O G Y  A N D  P E E R  R E V I E W  P R O C E S S

NATIONAL EXAMPLESNATIONAL EXAMPLES
In relat ion to the peer review process,
we want to give two national examples,
one overal l  ref lect ion from Denmark of
the general experience of being in this 

I am employed at UCL, University College Lillebælt, and work as a
consultant and teacher in the preschool area. In my work, I am often
out to observe both children and staff to subsequently support them in
developments and changes in concrete everyday practice.  
Before joining Erasmus, I tried to find different tools that I could use
when observing. It didn't quite work out, so I had the practice of
writing down what I saw, and writing down the dialogue I heard
between children/children and children/pedagogues. 

process, and one example of working
specif ical ly with two of the qual itat ive
areas (environment and materials)
from Sweden.

It is otherwise easi ly the case that as
an adult you go to your own ideas
about what chi ldren are and how
children should behave. When
chi ldren's part ic ipation is to be
observed, i t  is therefore important to
go to concrete descript ions of what is
happening instead of attr ibuting  
different feel ings to chi ldren for what
is happening. An example could be the
fol lowing:

Something that is important when
observing chi ldren's act ions is to be
careful about what can be seen. 

to change their own role based on what
the chi ldren do or to let the chi ldren
part ic ipate in how the play develops is
an important part of play-responsive
teaching. Pract it ioners' abi l i ty to do this
was noted in the reviews. Another
important aspect that emerged in the
reviews was how the chi ldren reacted
to the various act ivit ies,  for example
the extent to which they part ic ipated,
showed commitment or communicated. 
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Together educators and children developed a preschool learning
environment using a systematic way of working. We want to design an
inspiring limited learning environment that creates opportunities to
play and interact, which can lead to learning together. We had observed
a forgotten area beside some windows. There was a bench and materials
there, but the children never seemed to use it.
We wanted to change this limited learning environment “the bench”, by
adding exploratory materials to attract the children to play and learn.
We also moved the bench so that the children could work more together.
By designing an inspiring learning environment in the department that
attracts the children to play and learn and creates conditions for
interaction. We also wanted to inspire the children to explore the
material in the learning environment and make the children aware of
the functions, and concepts of the material. We also wanted to make the
children curious about interacting in the learning environment both
with each other but also with the pedagogues. 
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A  S T O R Y  O F  C H A N G I N G  A  ‘ F O R G O T T E N ’  S P A C E  F R O M
L I N K Ö P I N G  M U N I C I P A L I T Y

“The  bench”  a f t e r  thechanges

What we saw was that this unused
place started to attract the children,
this was both related to the new
materials and the new arrangement
of the furniture. Changing an
environment both spur the curiosity
of the children, but it was also
important that the materials were
interesting to the children. 

After participating in Erasmus, I have discovered the possibility of
working more systematically with my observations. It makes so much
sense to use the five perspectives: role of the teacher, environment,
materials, organisation, and between the children.  
I have subsequently made it so that I still write down what I see and
hear. The new thing is that in the subsequent reflection processes I use
the five perspectives to analyse our observations. This brings about the
change that, to a greater extent, we see many more factors we can
change in the children's learning environment and in their learning
processes. My new experience is that we have become more nuanced and
more systematic in our reflections on practice.
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LOOP
1

LOOP
2

LOOP
3

4. Evaluating4. Evaluating
In every act ivity that has been carr ied
out evaluation has been of highest
importance. Changing practice must be
seen as being in a process where every
change implemented must be evaluated
as changes you make might not get the
results you expected. Educational
pract ices are relat ional and even if the
ECE practit ioners plan for a specif ic
change to get a certain result ,  the
implementation of the change is also
dependent on the chi ldren and
contextual factors. 

New knowledge and
reflections

EVALUATE AND REFLECT

WHAT WAS IDENTIFIED IN
THE PREVIOUS LOOP?

TRY SOMETHING NEW

New knowledge and
reflections

EVALUATE AND REFLECT

WHAT WAS IDENTIFIED IN
THE PREVIOUS LOOP?

TRY SOMETHING NEW

4. Final reflection4. Final reflection

This also means that the same action
might result in different changes in
different sett ings or s ituations. 
For this reason, the playing project has
used a model for working with change
inspired from action research. In such a
model evaluation is done throughout
the process. 

Identify pre-
conceptions and you
work
Look at others
Discuss

EVALUATE AND REFLECT

MAPPING

TRY SOMETHING NEW

and so on...

In this concluding part we wil l  f i rst
give examples from each national
organisation of what the Playing 

project has meant in their
organisations and then summarise the
common experiences and conclusions
from the project .

Under guidance of our pedagogical coach we had already the experience of
organising regular meetings of ref lect ion with the teachers. We wanted to use this
experience in the project of PLAYING, and it worked! Teachers, staff and
pedagogical coach started to experiment on symbolic play in the groups and shared
ideas and activit ies during the meetings. Each meeting they became more
enthusiast ic .  With the help of the peer-review, f irst we could show what we
worked on. Secondly, we received very useful feedback, specif ical ly on the need to
focus more on the language acquisit ion of the chi ldren and of the interact ion
between the chi ldren. We worked out a self-evaluation tool for language
stimulation and a “play-circ le” as an instrument to keep the things we learned in
our organisation.

OVERALL  OUTCOMES FOR THE  NATIONAL PARTNERS

B E L G I U M ,  E L M E R
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The project made us real ise we should think out of the box: use different spaces,
not only the classroom for different act ivit ies (for example the corr idor for free
play); use natural ,  recyclable, s imple materials for symbolic play; dedicate more
time to do the observation and create charts for i t ;  discuss the role of the teachers
during the meetings and try different approaches; we have decided to create spaces
for pract is ing handwrit ing.

The role of play and the impact of the project:  
We always try learning through play and experiential learning. We use games on a
dai ly basis to make chi ldren learn different concepts of our curr iculum of preschool
education. We also use some worksheets,  but always after an act ivity and with a
planned reason.
The role of games is very important: merely body-related playing (with feet and
hands), unplanned handling of objects ,  targeted exploration and test ing of objects ,
function-oriented playing (e.g. use of c lothes pegs at a l ine), symbolic games, using
toys to learn real s i tuations from the chi ld's everyday experience (shopping, going
to a doctor/a hairdresser) towards playing and inventing f ict ive situations, using
new technologies for interact ive games.

S P A I N ,  E S C O L A  S A N T  J O S E P

The project made us real ise we should think out of the box: use different spaces,
not only the classroom for different act ivit ies (for example the corr idor for free
play); use natural ,  recyclable, s imple materials for symbolic play; dedicate more
time to do the observation and create charts for i t ;  discuss the role of the teachers
during the meetings and try different approaches; we have decided to create spaces
for pract is ing handwrit ing.

The role of play and the impact of the project:  
We always try learning through play and experiential learning. We use games on a
dai ly basis to make chi ldren learn different concepts of our curr iculum of preschool
education. We also use some worksheets,  but always after an act ivity and with a
planned reason.
The role of games is very important: merely body-related playing (with feet and
hands), unplanned handling of objects ,  targeted exploration and test ing of objects ,
function-oriented playing (e.g. use of c lothes pegs at a l ine), symbolic games, using
toys to learn real s i tuations from the chi ld's everyday experience (shopping, going
to a doctor/a hairdresser) towards playing and inventing f ict ive situations, using
new technologies for interact ive games.

S W E D E N ,  L I N K Ö P I N G  M U N I C I P A L I T Y

We have had many meetings to discuss this and to ensure equivalence within the
organization. Each of our eight kindergartens and nurseries have scheduled
reflect ion t ime. 

The role of play and the impact of the project:  
The effects of this project have had a huge impact on our organization. To be able
to focus on the topic of adult ´s roles in chi ldren’s play have made the whole
organization talk about this issue. Do we attend enough, and if not,  why? How can
we make al l  staff members aware of and work with their roles? How can we
arrange ref lect ion meetings, so we can discuss the qual ity of our work and thereby
ensure playing qual ity for the chi ldren?

D E N M A R K ,  B Ø R N E I N S T I T U T I O N E N  H O L L U F - P I L E  T I N G K Æ R
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Sharing among different professionals on the topic of play had a big inf luence in
our formation.
The dialogue among different pedagogical approaches and cultural real i t ies
created a community of adults and chi ldren. 
The possibi l i ty to vis it  and know different ECE services managed in different
ways, publ ic and private, gave us a different perspective on pedagogical
organisations and educational topics.
We have understood more effect ively the role of the teachers and educators in
chi ldren's play. The importance of language and symbolic codes in
communication among chi ldren and chi ldren and adults is another important
acquisit ion.
We have learnt about different ways of designing and organising educational
spaces and materials in relat ion to the pedagogical project of the different
services vis ited.
We have developed a broader view of the pedagogical approach for 0 to 6
years.
We have learned to construct an evaluation which is never definit ive but which
must always be seen in relat ion to the observed context. The provisional nature
of the evaluation emphasises the importance of the gaze with which one looks.
The physical journey: being physical ly in a different space is an extraordinary
learning source.
The peer review (learning by experience) was the exchange par excel lence, the
coordination group (learning by ref lect ing) represented the ref lect ion and
systematisat ion of ideas. However, these two moments were in constant
constructive dialogue. The relaunch of the project was in this generativity of
exchange.
The number of groups travel l ing al lowed constant exchange and comparison
during the vis it  which increased knowledge and sharing of points of view.

What did the SERN Project mean for us?
I T A L Y ,  M U N I C I P A L I T Y  O F  P A R M A

We also try to arrange so that the staff can take on different roles and part ic ipate
in the chi ldren’s play in diverse ways. The mangers in the eight houses help to
organize this so that the staff can focus on ref lect ion and how to be with the
chi ldren.

CONCLUDING DISCUSSIONS
We want to end this report by making
an overal l  ref lect ion on what the
Playing project has meant for the
part ic ipating partners and how
European cooperation can contr ibute to
developing play-responsive learning.
As the national descript ions show, the
processes and lessons learned from the
project have been different. Each
partner has its own unique condit ions
and ECE is organised in different ways
in different national contexts.  

The goals of ECE also differ between
countries. This means that the space
for play and the view of the role of
play in ECE varied when we started the
project .  To work with the exact same
changes was therefore not real ist ic .
Instead, the work process described in
this report can be said to be based on
two things: 1) the individual
organisation’s condit ions and self-
evaluation, and 2) exchange of
experiences and common ref lect ion
between European partners.
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Working with one leg in the own
organisation and one leg in the
European col laboration has also meant
that the different partners have
reached different results s ince play,
the roles of the adults and language
development work have been based on
local needs. However, this has taken
place within a common framework
where we, through various ref lexive
activit ies,  have helped each other to
chal lenge and change our
organisations and the teaching of
young chi ldren. Working in this way
based on the needs of one’s own
organisations contr ibutes to
sustainable business development.

This means that the training
methodology can be applied in
different types of organisations,
regardless of whether play has a
central or peripheral role from the
beginning.In the project ,  i t  has been
important to start from the needs of
each partner. Developing play-
responsive teaching has thus not been
about everyone doing the same, but
rather that each partner within the
common frames has made changes
appropriate for their pract ice. This has
been done by valuing and ref lect ing on
what happens in the own organisation
and based on mapping of pract ices,
part ic ipating in joint conversations and
discussions about the project ’s focus
areas. The joint discussions have been
important to chal lenge the view and
understanding of our own practice and
what needs to be developed since an
outside view can help us see what we
take for granted. The peer-review
process has also been central to
transnational learning. By part ic ipating
in each other ’s act ivit ies and being
able to review what is happening in
teaching in a structured way, we have
been able to contr ibute with our
perspectives on what is happening in
the different national contexts,  but
also bring good examples back to our
own organisations.

IO2 Training Methodology



Avenstrup, K. & Hedecek, S. (2022). Kom ind i legen! Fælles legemanuskripter som pædagogisk metode.
Dafolo.
Bateson, G. (1972). The care and education of young bilinguals; an introduction for professionals. Multilingual
Matters.
Broström, S. (2002). Børns sproglige læring via leg, Nordisk tidsskrift for spesialpedagogikk.
Universitetsforlaget.
Broström, S. (2002). Børns lærerige leg, Psyke & Logos, nr. 23, pp. 451 – 469. Dansk Psykologisk Forlag
Cartmel, J., Macfarlane, K. & Casley, M. (2012). Reflection as a tool for quality: Working with the National
Quality Standard, Research in Practice Series, 19(4). Early Childhood Australia.
Colnerud, G. & Granström, K. (2015). Respekt för lärarprofessionen: Om lärares yrkesspråk och yrkesetik.
Liber.
Christie, J. (2005). Enriching Classroom Play: Teaching Strategies and Facilitation Techniques. In Johnson, J.E,
Christie, J. & Wardle, F. (eds.). Play, Development and Early Education, pp. 260-284. Pearson Education.
Elkonin, D. (1978). Legens psykologi. Progress
Ercan, Z.I., & Perkins, K. (2017). Reflection for meaning and action as an engine for professional development
across multiple early childhood teacher education contexts, Journal of Early Childhood Teacher Education,
38(4), 342-354, 10.1080/10901027.2017.1394935 
EVA (2017): Kvalitet i dagtilbud. Pointer fra forskning, Danmarks evalueringsinstitut.
Franck, K. & Glaser, V. (2014). Rett til medvirkning for barn med særskilte behov. In Sjøvik, P. (ed.) En
barnehage til alle. Universitetsforlaget.
Jalil, S. & Abu Bakar, M. (2006). The Influence of Symbolic Play on Early Literacy Development. Paper
presented at the APERA Conference 2006, 28 – 30 November 2006, Hong Kong.
Jørgensen, L.S. (2019) Pædagogens deltagelse i små børns leg. In Sønnichsent, L. H. & Jørgensen, H. H
(eds.). Legens magi, pp. 111–125. Akademisk Forlag.
Kamp, M. (2018). Børn bruger sproget mest i legen; Børn&Unge (05:44-45).
Kibsgaard, S. (2015). Strategier og forhandlinger som grunnlag for deltakelse i lek. In Kibsgaard, S. &
Kanstad, M. (eds.). Lek og samspill i et mangfoldsperspektiv. Fagbokforlaget
Lago, L. & Elvstrand, H. (2020). ”Vi har väldigt lite tid för varandra här”: Temporala och spatiala
förutsättningar för samverkan mellan grundskola, förskoleklass och fritidshem. Utbildning & Lärande. 14(1),
121–138.
Lago, L., Elvstrand, H., Antesten, B., Källman, J., Rydell, E., Vall, K. & Waldeck, A.-S. (2022). Ett gemensamt
fokus: Att bygga kulturer för samverkan mellan förskoleklass, fritidshem och grundskola. Nordisk tidsskrift for
utdanning og praksis, 16(2), 22-40. https://doi.org/10.23865/up.v16.3737 
Lillard, A. S. (1993). Pretend play skills and the child's theory of mind. Child Development, 64(2), 348-371.
https://doi.org/10.2307/1131255 
Lillemyr, O.F. (2009). Taking play seriously: Children and play in early childhood education: An exciting
challenge. IAP, Information Age Pub. 
Lundberg, I. (1984). Metakognition og läsning. In Høsen, T & Lundberg, I (eds). Leseferdighed og skapande
lesning. Universitetsforlaget
Olsen, T. M. (2015). Uteleg som språklæringsarena. In Kibsgaard, S. & Kanstad, M. (eds). Lek og samspill i et
mangfoldsperspektiv. Fagbokforlaget
Pellegrini, A.D., & Galda, L. (1990). Children's play, language, and early literacy. Topics in Language Disorders,
10(3), 76–88, https://doi.org/10.1097/00011363-199006000-00008
Pramling, N., Wallerstedt, C., Lagerlöf, P., Björklund, C., Kultti, A., Palmér, H., Magnusson, M., Thulin, S.,
Jonsson, A., & Pramling Samuelsson, I. (2019). Play-responsive teaching in early childhood education.
Dordrecht, the Netherlands: Springer, https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007%2F978-3-030-15958-0
Pyle, A. & Danniels, E. (2017). A Continuum of Play-Based Learning: The Role of the Teacher in Play-Based
Pedagogy and the Fear of Hijacking Play, Early Education and Development, 28:3, 274-289,
10.1080/10409289.2016.1220771 
Ritblatt, S.N., Garrity, S., Longstreth, S., Hokoda, A., & Potter, N. (2013). Early Care and Education Matters: A
Conceptual Model for Early Childhood Teacher Preparation Integrating the Key Constructs of Knowledge,
Reflection, and Practice, Journal of Early Childhood Teacher Education, 34(1), 46-62,
10.1080/10901027.2013.758537
Sommer, D. (2015). Tidligt i skole eller legende læring? Evidensen om langtidsholdbar læring og udvikling i
daginstitutioner. In Klitmøller, J. & Sommer, D. (eds). Læring, dannelse og udvikling: Kvalificering til fremtiden
i daginstitution og skole. Hans Reitzels Forlag.
Vedeler, L. (1987). Barnets kommunikasjon i rolleleg. Universitetsforlaget.
Winther-Lindqvist, D. A. (2020). Kort og godt om leg. Dansk psykologisk forlag

REFERENCES

42

https://doi.org/10.1080/10901027.2017.1394935
https://doi.org/10.23865/up.v16.3737
https://doi.org/10.23865/up.v16.3737
https://doi.org/10.2307/1131255
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1097/00011363-199006000-00008
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007%2F978-3-030-15958-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2016.1220771
https://doi.org/10.1080/10901027.2013.758537




P L A Y I N G  P R O J E C T
www.playing-project.eu

@Playingproject

https://www.sern.eu/
https://liu.se/en
https://www.comune.parma.it/homepage.aspx
https://www.linkoping.se/
http://www.elmer.be/
http://www.escolasantjosep.com/
https://www.ucl.dk/international

