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Abstract: This cross-cultural study aims to explore children’s, mothers’, and teachers’ current
perceptions of play in Turkish and Norwegian cultures by using the Cultural Historical Action Theory
framework as an analytical tool. The participants included 40 children enrolled in preschools, 39
mothers, and 10 teachers. In this cross cultural comparative study, structured interviews were used to
collect the data. The results revealed one common theme across the participants’ definitions of play, the
feelings related to play. All three groups expressed play as a way of having fun. Another common theme
for the adults from both countries were the ideas that, play is important for children’s learning and
development and, it is impossible to think of an alternative to play. Both Norwegian and Turkish
children defined play as different examples, such as cars, bicycles and balls. While Norwegian teachers
defined play as a context in which children make their own decisions, both Norwegian and Turkish
teachers considered play socialize with friends and to be a way of communication. The concept of adults
as the community of play and children as the actors of play deserve more attention

Keywords: International play; Play definitions; Play preferences.

Oz: Bu kiiltiitler arast calisma, cocuklarin, annelerin ve Sgretmenlerin Tiirk ve Norveg kilturlerindeki
mevcut oyun algilamalarini, analitik ara¢ olarak Kiltiirel Tarihsel Aktivite Kurami ¢ergevesini kullanarak
incelemeyi amaclamaktadir. Katilimcilar anaokuluna kayith 40 ¢ocuk, 39 anne ve 10 &gretmenden
olusmaktadir. Sonuglar, kattimcilarin oyun tamimlar arasinda oyunla ilgili duygularin ortak bir tema
oldugunu ortaya koymustur. Her iki tilkeden yetiskinler i¢in bagka bir ortak temanin, oyunun ¢ocuklarin
6grenme ve gelismesi icin 6nemli oldugu ve oyuna bir alternatif diisiinmenin olanaksiz oldugu
belirlenmistir. Hem Norvecli hem de Tirk ¢ocuklarinin oyunu farklt 6rnekler kullanarak gériilmistiir.
Ayrica, Norvegli Ogretmenler oyunu, cocuklarin kendi kararlarini aldiklart ve arkadaslartyla
sosyallestikleri bir baglam olarak tanimlarken, Tirk Sgretmenler oyunun bir iletisim yolu oldugunu
disinmektedir. Arastirmada elde edilen bulgular 1s1ginda Kiltiirel Tarihsel Aktivite Kuramina gore
oyunun sosyal ¢evresini olusturan yetiskinlerin ve oyunun aktérleri olan ¢ocuklarin oyun algilarinin daha
derinlemesine aragtirlmasinin 6nemi vurgulanmistir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Uluslararast oyun; Oyun tanimlart; Oyun tercihleri.
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INTRODUCTION

No matter where children live, children play; perhaps in different forms and with different
materials, but children all over the world step in and out of the world of play. As essential as it is,
due to its spontaneity and unpredictability, play is a complicated childhood experience to define
(Whitebread, Coltman, Jameson & Lander, 2009). This complexity may stem partly from how the
stakeholders--children, mothers and teachers--perceive play and from how early childhood
literature approaches the world of children’s play. This study takes this complexity into account by

using the cultural historical activity theory framework as an analytical tool.

Research studies examining children’s perceptions of play provided evidence as to their thoughts
about play’s distinguishable features (Howard, 2002; Karrby, 1989; Oers, 2013; Wing, 1995), play
types (Einarsdottir, 2014; Vickerius & Sandberg, 2006), play related feelings, materials, and
interactions (Kogyigit & Baydilek, 2015; Ramazan, Ozdemir & Beceren, 2012). For example,
Vickerius and Sandberg (2006, 212) determined that children’s definitions were comprised of
examples of different kinds of play, for instance, family play. Einarsdottir (2014) concluded that
children define play by such characteristics as self-initiation, freedom of choice, fun, opportunities
for creativity, and being with friends without the presence of adults’ influence and control. A recent
study by Pyle and Alaca (2018) informed that the play environment and teacher’s presence during
play are determining factors of children’s perception of play. This study showed that in classrooms
where children mostly engage in free play and teachers were absent from play, children did not
connect play with learning. Contrary, in classrooms where children engage in varied types of play
and teachers were active participants of play, children connected play with learning. In conclusion,
children’s play definitions focused on play types and play related feelings as well as adult’s absence

in play process.

What adults like parents and teachers think about play is essential since their perception may
impede or facilitate play opportunities. Studies related to parents’ play perceptions show that
parents view play as a means of having fun (Rothlein & Brett 1987; Vickerius & Sandberg, 2000)
and supporting children’s development (Erbay & Saltali, 2012). Research conducted in different
cultures showed that parents value play and consider it as important for child development
(Shiakou & Belsky, 2012; Temur & Inan, 2010). In contrast, some parents do not consider play to
be an appropriate way for children to learn (Badzis, 2003). McInnes, Howard, Miles, and Crowley
(2011) investigated preschool teachers’ definition of play. Findings showed that teachers who did

not have a clear understanding of play and their role in children’s play had a tendency to engage in
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adult-led activities more than child-led activities. This finding implies that teachers with a well-
grounded understanding of play aware of the value of play for children’s learning and hence

facilitate child-led activities.

The context in Turkey: According to 2015 statistics data, Turkey’s population is about 79 million. The
child population is almost 23 million. The percentage of women (15+ years old) who work is 29.2
% (Turkish National Education Statistics, 2017). Children can be enrolled in preschools at the age
of 36 to 66 months, it is not mandatory. In the 2016-17 academic year, 53.01% of four to five
years-old children were enrolled in preschools (Turkish National Education Statistics, 2017).
Parents can choose between private, semi-independent public, and public preschools. Private

preschools have a monthly fee.

The context in Norway: According to 2016 statistics, Norway’s population is about 5.25 million. The
population of children between 0-17 years is 1.1 million. The percentage of women (15+ years old)
who work is 65 % (Statistics Norway, 2017). Children can be enrolled in preschools at the age of
10 to 68 months, and it is not mandatory. Parents can choose between private and public
preschools and both have the same monthly fee. In 2016, a total of 283 000 (91 %) of the children

between the age of one and five attended to preschool education.
Play in Turkish Culture

Just as in many cultures, children's play has an important place in Turkish culture. From the past,
children's play has been extensively researched in terms of children's development and learning
(Ozdemir & Ramazan, 2014; Tekin & Tekin, 2007). With the UN Children's Rights Convention
Article 31, play is recognized as one of rights of children. After that, studies on the preparation and
implementation of programs in national educational institutions according to play-based learning
principles have become even more pervasive. However, research conducted in Turkey show that
physical features of the playgrounds and professional qualifications of the teachers do not
sufficiently afford children to benefit from the developmental efficacies of the play (Kiiciikali,
2015). With regard to the place of play in preschool education, the national curriculum, which is
based on constructivist learning principals, emphasizes play as the core feature. The curriculum
states that the children should have approximately an hour of free play each day and teacher-
directed play time (Turkish Ministry of National Education, 2013). In addition, the common higher

education program of early childhood education has mandatory courses titled “children’s play and

2 <<
b

physical activities”, “play development” as well as elective courses.
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The growing literature on Turkish parents’ view about play show prominent results regarding their
positive thoughts about play and participation in play. More precisely, parents with higher
education and income level appear to have supportive views about the role of play in children’s
development and engage in their children’s play (Istkoglu & Ivrendi, 2008; Ivrendi & Istkoglu,
2010). In another study, it was discovered that Turkish mothers had less awareness of what play
was and what play was not, while they believed play was important for motor and cognitive
development of children (Temur & Inan, 2010). Oksal’s study (2005) showed that Turkish mothers’

had less awareness of play so that they played a role as directive and manipulator during children’s

play.

Studies conducted with Turkish children reveal enjoyment as a feature of play (Kogyigit & Baydilek,
2015; Ramazan et al, 2012). A study found children’s criteria for defining an activity as play included
toys, having fun, and having been planned by children (Kogyigit & Baydilek, 2015). A broad study
by Erdogan, Haktanir, Akyol, and Ilhan (2004) revealed that six years-old children wished to play
in outdoors, with friends and with their family members. This study also emphasized the
importance of outdoor play in children’s lives and drew attention to the need to include more

outdoor play opportunities in the educational curriculums.

Research related to preschool teachers’ play perception revealed that teachers defined play by
stating its characteristics and effects on development and learning (Ozdemir & Ramazan, 2014;
Tekin & Tekin, 2007). Turkish preschool teachers defined play with its several characteristics.
Among these were play has an effect on development and learning, helps children to realize their
potential, foster joy (Ozdemir & Ramazan, 2014), and presents opportunities for creativity,

socialization, and positive feelings (Tekin & Tekin, 2007; Tugrul, 2017).
Play in Norwegian Culture

In Norway, the children’s right to play is regarded as an important element of preschool content
and is closely related to the children’s right to participate, to be responsible, and to be active (the
rights of children enshrined in Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Right of the Child). Play is
considered to have an intrinsic value and to be a part of child culture: According to Article 12,
“Play shall be a key focus in kindergarten, and the inherent value of play shall be acknowledged.
Kindergartens shall make good provision for play, friendship, and the children’s own culture.”
(Norway Ministry of Education and Research [NMER] 2017, 20). Play is thus regarded as a means
for learning and developing a complex set of skills, and this means that preschool professionals

have special obligations to ensure and support children’s play.
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While children’s free play indoors is important in the Norwegian context, outdoor play is
particularly emphasized in the Framework Plan: “Kindergartens shall enable the children to
appreciate nature and have outdoor experiences that teach them to move around and spend time
in the outdoors during the different seasons” (NMER 2017, 52). Because of this, staffs in
kindergartens are obliged to look at the physical framework for children’s play and learning
environments as an entity. Children attending Norwegian preschools usually spend a great amount
of time outdoors, more than 70% of the total time in preschool in the summer term and more than
30% of the total time in the winter term (Moser & Martinsen 2010, 20). A study that aimed to
capture children’s perspectives on their everyday lives (both indoors and outdoors) in Norwegian
preschools, their experiences of well-being, and the opportunity for participation found that there
was a significantly (p <.001) higher level of opportunity for children to decide for themselves what

to do outdoors than indoors (Bratterud, Sandseter & Seland, 2012; Sandseter, 2012).

Play within a CHAT Framework

Goncii and Gaskins (2007) stated that because play is a complex phenomenon, the integration of
its multiple perspectives has been difficult. However, exploring differences among understandings
of play may offer an insight into efforts that enrich play opportunities, gear up play provisions, and
thereby enforce the place of play in settings for children. The majority of research has examined
play from the viewpoints of adults. There is very little research that has examined children’s,
parents’; and teachers’ understandings of play together (Mclnnes & Birdsey, 2015; Rothlein &
Brett, 1987), and, to the best of our knowledge, there is no research about it in Turkey or Norway.
One way to investigate perceptions of play by different stakeholders is to situate play in the cultural-
historical activity theory (CHAT). CHAT has been found to be effective for examining events,

situations, and tasks by considering their relevant context (Nussbaumer, 2012, 37).

CHAT views play “as a way an activity is carried out” (Oers, 2013, 190) and has six components:
a subject, an object, the tool(s), the community, the rules, and the division of labor. The subject is
the actor of the activity. The object is the goals or purpose (Foot 2014; Sundberg, Areljung, Due,
Ekstrom et. al, 2016). The tool(s) refers to a variety of instruments like language and materials. The
community consists of individuals who share the same goals as the subject. The “rules” in an
activity predicates the subject’s actions and interactions toward the purpose of the activity. The
division of labor means splitting up tasks, power, and positions. The components of rules and the
division of labor facilitate the relations between the subject and the community (Foot, 2014). The
rules, community, and division of labor bring up the socio-historical features of mediated action
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(Yagamata-Lynch, 2010). CHAT considers tools as “crafted at a point in time and adapted over
time. Their development is shaped by the needs, values, and norms of the culture(s) in which they

are created and used” (Foot, 2014, 331).

In play, children can be considered as the subject. The object is the purpose of play. The language,
materials, or toys used in play make up the tools which are influenced by the play needs, values,
and norms of the specific culture. Children, parents, and teachers constitute the community. In the
context of play, a variety of rules may exist, such as determining where to play, with what, with
whom, and when. The division of labor in play may indicate who is making the decisions about

play related issues, such as play type, area, and materials.

While it is cultural norms, values and needs that determine play tools, the rules and division of
labor influence the relations between the children and significant others in play (Foot, 2014, 331).
For example, the cultural values support parents’ participation in play and children making their
own play decisions. Adults’ beliefs about children’s development and their communities’ social
structure influence children’s play (Gonct, Mistry & Mosier, 2000). This influence show itself in
the form of what is made available for children; such as the types of play opportunities, materials,
and programs that adults provide (Morris, 2013). Additionally, beliefs about play and the value it is
given in a culture influence the process of play including “the amount of play, customs reflected in
play, gender roles associated with play, and objects considered appropriate for play” (Frost,
Wortham & Reifel, 2001, 285). Hence, exploring play by using the components of the CHAT
framework in different cultures may contribute to efforts to better understand the influence of

cultures on child play.

Aim of Study

The aim of this study is to explore children’s, mothers’ and teachers’ current perceptions of play in
Turkish and Norwegian cultures by using the CHAT framework as an analytical tool. Moreover,
CHAT serves to unpack areas of similarities and differences between play perceptions of

participants from these two cultures. We focused on three research questions:

(1) How do play definitions of children, mothers and teachers differ in the two cultures?

(2) What alternatives to play were expressed by children, mothers and teachers in the two
cultures?

(3) How do play preferences (materials, places, play-mates) of children, mothers and teachers

differ in the two cultures?
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METHOD

This research was designed to investigate the play understandings of children, mothers, and
teachers from two different cultures. Therefore, a cross cultural comparative study was used. The
research team decided on a qualitative approach to collecting the data. This was done because we,
as a part of the study, were searching for children’s own perceptions of play as a phenomenon, and
their experiences and feelings connected to play, and personal and qualitative interviews would be
a suitable method for of obtaining children’s experiences and perceptions on a certain phenomenon
(Graue & Walsh, 1998; Greig et. al., 2007). Similarly, a qualitative interview with the mothers and
teachers would give us in-depth information about their perception of play as a phenomenon and
their experiences of the children’s play, as well as the opportunity to follow up their answers with
additional and clarifying questions. As such, we position this study with a phenomenological
approach where we search for the interviewees lived and emotional experience of play (Van Manen,

1997).

Participants and Settings

The participants were children, mothers, and preschool teachers. A specific procedure was
followed to select the participants. The researchers randomly selected five preschools and five
volunteered teachers from each preschool in each country. Then, each teacher chose two boys and
two gitls from her classroom. The children’s mothers’ permission was obtained. From each
country, there were 20 children, 20 mothers, and 5 teachers; 40 children, 39 mothers and 10
teachers in total. One of the Norwegian mothers withdrew from the study; thus, a total of 19

Norwegian mothers were interviewed.

In the Turkish sample, three of the schools were public pre-schools, and two of them were public
schools. In the Norwegian sample, three of the ECEC institutions were public, and two were
private. The majority of the Turkish children were five years old. The majority of mothers had an
education level below college, and more than half of them had two or more children. The mean
age of the mothers was 32.90 (SD=5.31) while the mean age of the teachers was 35.80 (SD= 4.43).

The mean years of teaching experience was 12 (SD= 5.24).

The majority of Norwegian children were five years old. All of the children had been enrolled in
preschool since the age of one. Almost all of the mothers had a college degree at the bachelor,
master or PhD level. One of the mothers had a certificate of apprenticeship. The mean age of the

mothers was 37.47 (SD=3.19), while the mean age of the teachers was 39 (SD=8.51). The mean
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years of teaching experience was 15.1 (SD=7.0).

Data Collection Procedures

Data collection was carried out in the academic year of 2015-2016, and it lasted approximately two
months. Structured interview questions were used to collect data from the children, mothers and
teachers. Interview guides were developed for each of the interview groups of children, mothers
and teachers. The interview guides included items to code demographic information, instruction
for the interviewer, questions to be asked and closing statement. After developing the first version
of the interview guide, a pilot study was conducted with three teachers, 20 children, and their
mothers to examine the comprehensibility of the interview questions. Based on the pilot study, the
data collection procedure and the items were revised and finalized to enable similar data collections

in both countties.

Each participant was individually interviewed. The Turkish children’s responses were audio-taped
while the mothers” and teachers’ responses were written using paper and pencil with practical
grounds. In Norway, all the responses from children, mothers, and teachers were audio-taped. In
both countries, the data obtained from the interviews was transcribed. The children were
interviewed by using a game format. A toy microphone was used, and the interviewer made the
following explanation to the children: “We will play a game with you. In this game I am a reporter.
I will talk with you by using this microphone. I will hold the microphone, and when I hold it
towards you I want you to answer my question. If you want, after I finished my questions, you can
be a reporter and ask me questions. Are you ready?” Following this explanation, the questions were

asked (See Appendix 1).

The Turkish data was collected by one pre-service preschool teacher candidate. She was trained in
the process of conducting interviews with children and adults. To ensure reliability, the trained
student conducted a pilot interview with children and adults. After that the researchers examined
the interviewed process and feedback to the trained student. The Norwegian data collection was
conducted by a professor, an associate professor, and an assistant professor, all of them researchers

at an early childhood university college.

The Turkish participants were interviewed in a suitable room at the preschools. It was optional for
the children to have a teacher with them during the interview. In Norway, the interviews with
mothers were conducted at any place they suggested (at home, at a cafe, at the preschool, etc.). The

length of interviews was approximately 10 to 15 minutes for both countties.

Erken Cocukluk Calismalari Dergisi 1o Journal of Early Childhood Studies
Cilt 3+ Sayt 1 Mart ) Volume 3 - Issue 1 March



40 | IVRENDI ¢7 al. Children, mothers, and preschool teachers’ perception of play. ..

The interview questions were meant to allow participants to describe their unique experiences and
express the meanings of play. Subsequent to the questions, a total of 22 photographs of play
materials and places were shown to the participants to determine the ones that the child wants and
was able to play with; and ones that the child and wants but is not able to play with. As an example,
the parents were asked the following questions respectively “Which one of these your child likes
to play most?”, “Why do you think your child likes to play with the one that just you chose? Please
explain.”, “Which one of these your child likes to play but he/she cannot play?”, “Why do you
think your child cannot play with the one that just you chose? Please explain.” During the interview,
the reverse side of the photos were put on the table until the relevant questions were asked. With
regard to the questions related to photographs of play materials and places, the participants’

preferences and their reasons for those preferences were recorded on a checklist.
Ethical Considerations

After obtaining permission from the Provincial Directorate for National Education, the researchers
communicated with the principals and teachers of the preschools about the purpose of the study.
Before the interviews took place, informed consent was obtained from the preschool teachers and
the parent of each child (so that they could be a part of the study themselves, but also so that their
children could be involved) as well as written informed consent from each child. All the participants

could withdraw from the study at any time.
Data Analysis

Researchers from each country analysed the data separately. In order to understand the data
thoroughly, the raw data from the children’s, mothers’, and teachers’ interviews were read in depth
and then analysed separately by the researchers. Each group of participants’ data was analysed
separately. In both countries data were analysed using a thematic analysis technique (Patton, 2015;
Grbich, 2013) where the thematic content of the interviewees’ expressions and perceptions was
coded and classified in direct relation to each of the research questions. In Turkey, all of the data
were manually analysed. In Norway, all of the data was transcribed and coded in the analysis
software NVivo (QSR International). The thematic content analysis of the Norwegian data was
therefore conducted in NVivo (QSR International). In both countries, in doing the content
analysis, first, the repeatedly occurring significant statements were coded. Then, the related
statements were thoroughly examined and classified and, ultimately, common themes were
identified (Creswell, 1998). The Turkish child participants who were interviewed were named TCl,
TC2... TC20; the mothers were named TM1, TM2...TM20; and the teachers were named TT1,
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TT2...TT5. The Norwegian child participants were named NC1, NC2...NC20; the mothers were
named NM1, NM2...NM19; and the teachers were named NT1, NT2...NT5.

RESULTS

By examining children’s, mothers’, and teachers’ responses to the questions and the differences in
and similarities to their current understandings and definition of play were identified and results

presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Play definitions by country

Turkey Norway
Children’s play e FExamples of play, toys, and play place e Examples of play and toys
definitions e Feelings: play as a way of having fun e Feelings: play as a way of having fun
e Action e Social: being with friends
e Social: being with friends e Being in a role: like in a family or as an
animal
Mothers’ play e Examples of play, toys, and play place e Social: being with friends
definitions e Feelings: play as a way of having fun e Feelings: freedom, fun and excitement.
e Action e TFantasy world: their own imaginary world

e Effect of play on development and e Effectof play on development and learning:
learning language and social codes.
e Play as a way of spending time and energy @ Play as a way of using their bodies

e Play as a way of deciding on their own

e Play as a way of communication .
e Play as a way of communication

Teachers’ play e Feelings: Play as a way of having fun e Teelings: fun, freedom and excitement
definitions e Effect of play on development and e Effectof play on development and learning
learning e Children deciding for themselves
e Play as a way of communication e Social: being with friends

As seen in Table 1, there were similarities and differences among children, mothers and teachers’
play definitions between the countries. A common theme in both the Turkish and Norwegian
participants’ definitions of play was “Feelings: play as a way of having fun.” A mother expressed

her views as follows:

“Children are unhappy when they don’t play. When a child wants to play with her mother, and she
is rejected, she feels disappointed. So, play is a thing that makes children very happy.” (TM3)

One of the children stated: “Play is just having fun. So it’s just fun, fun and fun.” (NC2)

Turkish children defined play as action and socializing with friends while Norwegian children

defined it as being with friends and taking roles. Turkish children stated that “Play is to play.” Some
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children expanded this statement either by adding the social aspect or the material aspect to it by

stating “Play is to play with friends”, “Play means friends and toys”, and “Play is to play with toys.”

According to a Norwegian teacher; “You cooperate with others, and, by having a conversation,

you can manage to expand what you are doing. You are talking together.” (N'T5)

“I think about a fantasy world, totally giving in to it and taking other roles.” (NM5)

One of the children expressed it this way: “Play means getting a new friend. If someone asks you

to play with them, you have a friend.” (NC1)

A common theme among the mothers and teachers across the cultures was about the benefits of
play like developing social and communication competence. TT2 explained her thoughts regarding

play as a way of self-expression as follows:

“Play is children’s occupation, in fact. A child expresses herself, and she is totally natural during
play. She learns everything and shares her observations while playing. In play, she displays what

she observes around her.”

“Children see it (play) as work. Just as our work is never done, children’s play never finishes, too.
When you call them, they say ‘it has not finished yet.” When they are playing, my children always
say ‘I have lots of work.” (TM1)

“You cooperate with others, and by having a conversation you can manage to expand what you

are doing. You are talking together.” (N'T5)

There was also a difference between the mothers from the two countries. While some of Turkish
mothers considered play as a way of spending time and energy, some of Norwegian mothers
perceived it as a way of using their body and as a way of children making their own decisions as

seen in their comments below.

“Play is discharging and having a good time in the sense of children. Because, there is no a specific
‘time zone’ to children’s way of thinking. Their energy is so high!” “Discharging their energy is

something really important when it comes to play” (TM2).

“Play is self-determined, you choose it yourself. You choose what you do.” (N'T4)

“Play is self-determined, you choose it yourself.”(N'T5)
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“They [children] get absorbed in play, and they don’t care about what is going on in the

surroundings. Totally concentrated.” (NM3)

For Turkish mothers, play was a vehicle to spend time. They emphasized spending time with others
and/ with fun. Both Norwegian mothers and teachers emphasize the feeling of freedom and

concentration in play. Children’s special focuses in play were also mentioned by one of the mothers.

Taken together, the results show that children and adults differ in terms of how they see and argue
for the value of play. Mothers and teachers seem to describe play through its learning function, its
utility value/usefulness, while this was certainly not a focus for the children who describe play by

its own value (here and now experience).
Results of Participants’ Comments about Alternatives to Play

In comparing participants’ responses to alternatives to play, only teachers and mothers’ responses
were taken into account since there were too much missing child data about this question. Results

related to this question are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Alternatives to play by country

Turkey Norway

Mothers’ e Impossible e Can’t imagine it

alternatives e It would be boring e Children would be working or at school
e Children could not learn and develop e Children could not learn and develop
e Life would be hard e They would be sad and apathetic
e Adults would have to entertain children e The fantasy would disappear
e There would be technological devices as an ¢ They would do something else
alternative of play e They would become violent
(tablet/computet/internet/television)

Teachers’ e Impossible e Impossible

alternatives e It would be borting e They would still play
e Children could not learn and develop e They would be working or at school

A couple of similarities and differences between mothers and teachers’ thoughts about the
alternatives to play emerged across countries. A common response from all participants was the
impossibility of having an alternative to child play. In other words, the participants couldn’t imagine
a world without play. Besides, Turkish mothers, teachers and Norwegian mothers, but not the
teachers addressed children’s development and learning when they expressed their thoughts about

the alternatives of play.

“Certainly, they play anyhow. Then, I do not know, what would be its name, but they would play
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anyhow. This is something comes from inside. I mean, children have to play! They cannot resist

this. What would be if there is no play? I cannot think about something like that!” (T'T3).

“It is impossible to imagine.” (NT3).

“They would still play.” (NT4).

Moreover, whilst all Turkish participants saw the world as boring without play, Norwegian mothers
and teachers replaced play with working or being at school. As another alternative to play, Turkish
mothers thought technological devices, while Norwegian mothers focused on feelings like being

sad and apathetic, and mentioned violence and losing fantasy in the absence of play.

Instead of play, someone would have to tell the children what to do, they would be more at school
and the children would lose their body language. Additionally, the mothers talked about children’s
feeling if there was no play. A majority of the mothers claimed that children would have an empty
feeling and be more aggressive and violent. If there were no play, some of the mothers thought
their children would be sad. Instead of play, children would have to work and copy the everyday
life of adults.

“For example, when there is no play, a child takes a tablet or watches television. She spends time

in this way. In my opinion, if we switch off the television, the child goes to play.” (TMO6)

“I think they would be doing more work related to everyday life” (NM2)

“I think children would be more introvert. They use their play for everything. No playing would

influence their psychological health. They would not have a normal development.” (NM6)

Results of Play Preferences

Results related to the question about play materials that children can and cannot play revealed some
similarities and differences across the countries. According to the Turkish children and their
mothers, the most popular play materials were Lego blocks. While “technological devices” and
“puzzle” were selected only by some Turkish children and mothers, a few Turkish teachers’ chose
dramatic play and art materials. The reasons for those two choices were "being a girl" and “not
letting the child go outside”. Many Norwegian children said that they would prefer to play in a
playground in a shopping mall. According to Norwegian mothers, their children would prefer to
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play in/with fixed play equipment, whereas several Norwegian teachers said the children would
like to play with dramatic play materials. Norwegian mothers mentioned limited access to play
materials and the ability of physical activity as some reasons of their choices. While Turkish children
did not prefer playground in a shopping mall, street, and with sports equipment, Norwegian
children did not choose educational toys, sand, music and art materials, water, nature, and street.
In both countries, the most common reason was about feelings like having fun, being happy, and

arousing children’s interest.

Both Turkish and Norwegian participants chose technological devices as the materials that the
children cannot play. Turkish participants’ reason was parents do not give permission to use them
for the child’s wellbeing. Turkish teachers’ reasons were that “because those kinds of tools (tablet
and phone) are not available at school”. In addition, both some Turkish and many Norwegian
mothers thought there is no play material that children cannot play. As different from Turkish
children’s responses, some Norwegian children stated that they can play with whatever they want.
In parallel, more Norwegian teachers than Turkish teachers stated that the children have freedom
about playing. Whilst Norwegian teachers had an impression that children cannot play in a
playground in a shopping mall, a few Turkish teachers said that children cannot play with sand and
ball. Besides, “music materials” are among the least accessible materials for both countries’
participants. Another notable finding is that while fixed equipment, such as slides and climbing
ladders, is never mentioned by the Norwegian participants in terms of what children cannot play,
there is limited access by the Turkish participants in all three groups. The reasons for this were
mostly parents’ limited time, distance of the playgrounds. In addition, the Turkish participants
stated fear of being sick or getting injured as reasons while this was not a reason for the Norwegian
participants. While many of the Norwegian teachers said “because child does not have [that play
material])” as a reason of not playing, others showed having limited access as a reason. In parallel,
many Turkish children and mothers gave “does not have that play material” as a reason for why
children cannot play with certain play materials. Some Turkish children and mothers mentioned
not having enough ability (e.g. jumping rope) while some teachers stated that they do not go outside

(so children cannot play with balls, bicycles, water etc.).
CONCLUSION and DISCUSSION

This study provides a window into children, mothers and teachers’ perception of play in Turkey
and Norway. Moving from the CHAT framework, the subject in the play activity was the children,

parents, and teachers since the main interest of this study was to explore definitions of play,
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alternatives to play, and play preferences based on the perceptions of these three groups of

participants. There were commonalities and differences in the subjects’ definitions of play.

Through the eyes of all subjects across the cultures, the object of play activity was feelings such as
having fun and being happy. ‘Feelings’ as a purpose of play is not unique in itself. In fact, this
finding of play as being fun coincides with other studies’ findings (Ozdemir & Ramazan, 2014;
Tekin & Tekin, 2007; Vickerius & Sandberg, 20006). Having said that, an intriguing aspect of this
finding is that not only children but also adults across cultures perceive the issue of feelings as part
of their play definitions. The context of play appears to entail positive feelings such as having fun

and being happy.

Apart from this common object, Norwegian and Turkish children and mothers differed from the
adult participants of Norwegian and Turkish teachers. For them, play definition entails tools of the
play activity, that is examples about play and play related things, including toys and play places. The
tools mentioned by the children were balls, blocks, sand, tablets, bicycles, tricycles, and skateboards.
Play places, such as playgrounds, shopping malls and streets were also among the children’s
responses. The finding related to the children’s defining play with examples concurs with Vickerius
and Sandberg’s (2000) findings indicating that children also used play examples when defining play.
As Johnson, Christie, and Wardle (2005) stated, play is abstract, it has multiple meanings, and it is
easier to exemplify; thus, children might use play examples which they have experienced concretely.
Being with friends was another object stated only by the Norwegian and Turkish children. This
object relates to the community component reflecting with whom they share the play activity. The
social aspect of play seems to be more appealing for the children than the adults. Because children’s
perceptions are related to their experience (Howard et. al. 2002), Norwegian and Turkish children

defined play as “playing with friends and/or toys” which is their own expetience.

When examining common findings related to mothers and teachers’ definitions of play, a common
object was about what play actually does, such as its effect on development and learning and as a
way of communication. These adults thought that children express themselves and communicate
with others through play. Concurring with the results of other studies from Turkey (Erbay & Saltals,
2012; Ozdemir & Ramazan, 2014; Tekin & Tekin 2007), the parents and the teachers stated that
play is important for children’s learning and development. This finding is encouraging in that two
of the important adults in children’s lives relate play to children’s development and learning.
Teachers’ understanding of play influences their practices. Recognizing the value of play in terms
of children’s wellbeing is essential but not enough, unless these understandings about play become
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part of adults’ practices. Further research can be designed to investigate parents’ and teachers’
practice regarding play to reveal how they transfer their understandings of play into practices and

what factors affect reflecting play in teaching.

In contrast to Norwegian participants, Turkish mothers thought that play was a way of spending
time and energy. This implies that play is a context for keeping them occupied and using up energy,
which coincides with previous research findings (Mclnnes & Birdsey, 2015). As the researchers
stated (e.g. Ebetle, 2014; Gray, 2013; Smith & Pellegrini, 2013; Smith & Vollstedt, 1985), play exists
for its own sake. Children do not have any other special reason to play. The process, in other words,
playing in itself is more valuable than its end, for children. The Turkish children’s definition of play

as an action, “play is to play,” seems to coincide with this way of conceptualizing play.

One aspect of Norwegian mothers and teachers’ idea of the object of play focused on the player
by perceiving play as a way of deciding by themselves. This is a unique object of play, which is to

approach play from the “player” perspective rather than “thing to play” perspective.

With respect to the mothers and teachers’ alternatives to play, both Turkish and Norwegian
participants mentioned that they could not imagine play not existing. An interesting finding from
this study was that the Turkish mothers’ considered technology as an alternative to play. This
implies that they treated technology related play as not being play. Similarly, in the study by Rothlein
and Brett (1987), when children were asked what they did when they were not playing, most of
them said they watched television. This finding also coincides with what Howard et al. (2002)
suggest about the act of play and playfulness. Children may demonstrate the act of play when they
engage in using technological devices, but they may not feel playfulness. Nevertheless, it has been
found that the responses of Turkish mothers to technology vary in this study. While some of the
participant mothers saw the technology as an alternative to the play and some mothers expressed
that their children could play with technological devices, some of them said that they do not allow

their children to play with these tools.

Norwegian adults stated that there would be school and homework if there is no play. This finding
is striking when the features of early childhood education programs in both countries are taken
into account. Play is the essential part of the curriculums in these two countries (Turkish Ministry
of National Education 2013 Preschool Education Program and Norwegian National Program).
Thus, the schools are supposed to be joyful places where children play and become happy.

Likewise, there is no homework during preschool year both in Turkey and in Norway. It is possible
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that Norwegian mothers, teachers, and Turkish children might have thought about older children

and posterior school experiences that they observed.

Findings related to the participants’ play material choices revealed the preferred tools of play
activity in each culture. While most of Turkish participants preferred Lego blocks that children can
play with, Norwegian parents considered fixed play equipment, and teachers mentioned dramatic
play materials as the most preferred tools of play. With respect to the reasons for preferred play

materials, the children across countries stated positive feelings like having fun.

In terms of what children cannot play and reasons for it, the participants’ responses from two
cultures were quite different. Turkish participants gave several reasons for why children “cannot
play outside,” such as parents’ lack of time to take children to natural areas or playgrounds, and
their fear of children getting sick or injured. Turkish literature showed that outdoor play
opportunities for children have declined recently because adults are anxious about and
overprotective of their children in relation to playing outdoors (e.g. Cevher-Kalburan, 2014; Erbay
& Saltali, 2012; Cevher-Kalburan & Yurt, 2011). In this juncture, a thorough investigation of
Turkish adults’ thoughts about children’s outdoor play seems to be crucial in supporting efforts to
benefit from outdoor play opportunities. Having limited access was a reason stated by Turkish

children, mothers, and Norwegian teachers.

The findings related to what children can and cannot play revealed specific information about the
rules and the division of labor components of CHAT. The responses regarding the question about
the reasons for the play materials that children can play across all the participants overwhelmingly
focused on the feelings of having fun, being happy, not getting bored, and liking. Then, the rule
here in determining with what to play with and where to play relates to feelings. The reasons for
the play materials that children cannot play with were related to adult issues such as their concerns
for children’s health and limited access to certain play materials. At this point, the division of labor
seems to center around adults” decisions as to what is appropriate for children. The exception to
this situation was the Norwegian mothers and teachers’ perception of children as decision makers
for their own play. The object for these participants, which was discussed above, was to allow
children to make their own decisions, consistent with their responses about what children can play
and cannot play. This object coincides with both the rules and the division of labor components.
This way of perceiving play reflects the approach that children own play, not the adults around
them. The consistency between the object and the rules may provide children with opportunities
to interact with materials and people based on their own choices. Research has shown that mothers
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with higher education level value children’s play more and give their children more freedom of play
(e.g. Fogle & Mendez, 2000; Ivrendi & Isikoglu, 2008; Bringolf-Isler, Grize, Mader, Ruch et. al,
2009; Lin & Li, 2018). In our study, the education level of the Turkish mothers was mostly under

the high school, while the Norwegian mothers' bachelor’s degree and above.

Another future study investigating the relationship between children’s way of conceptualizing play
and their real play experiences could be conducted. As a limitation of this study, participants were
interviewed only in order to reveal their understandings of play. Therefore, using multiple methods,
such as observations and in-depth interviews could provide more comprehensive insight into this
issue. Additionally, conducting interviews by using visual materials such as videos, photographs, or
story-based interviews with children could ensure the collection of more detailed data including
factors that may affect their understanding of play such as children’s play opportunities like places,

playmates, and materials.

Despite with these limitations, this study is still unique in that it showed children, mothers, and
teachers’ similar and differing thoughts about play both in Turkey and in Norway. The similarities
and the differences regarding the understanding of play emerging in these two different cultures
provide further evidences about how children and adults from different cultures perceive play.
Shedding light on such understandings is essential since they reveal cultural features that impede

or facilitate child play.

It is recommended that adults who take care of or work with children can be supported in using
children’s perceptions of play as a basis for providing appropriate environments and time for
children to play freely. Also, they can act playfully and be involved in play, not to control but for
getting a better understanding of the children’s play world. From this point of view, recognizing
the importance of play and a having a clear understanding of it is essential for giving children

endless opportunities to play.
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Appendix 1

The interview questions posed to the participants in a systematic manner were:

(1) What is play?
(2) What comes to your mind when you hear the word “play”?
(3) What is it like to play?

(4) 1If there was no play, what would take its place?
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