Play in the Preschool Classroom: Its Socioemotional Significance and the Teacher’s Role in Play
Introduction

The goals of this paper were two-fold. The first goal was to examine the emotional and social developmental value of play in the early childhood classroom. The second goal was to examine and discuss the role teachers could play in making play a developmental and educational experience. This paper discusses views of children’s play; the defining characteristics of emotional and social development; play and the socioemotional development of children; and the role of early childhood teachers in children’s play.

Views of Young Children’s Play

Children’s play is conceptualized in terms of creativity, adaptation, exploration, experimentation, learning, communication, socialization, acculturation, and mastery. It has been operationalized as intrinsically motivating; pleasurable; freely chosen; non-literal; actively engaging; opportunistic and episode; imaginative and creative; fluid and active; and predominantly for the moment and therefore concerned more with means than ends. These views suggest that when children engage in play, they do it because they enjoy what they are doing; they choose how to play and what to play with by using their imagination; they engage in pretense, and are not as concerned with the outcomes as they are with how they are playing. 

Emotional and Social Development

How successful children are during social interactions depends on children’s ability to experience and appropriately express their emotions, understand the emotions of peers, and regulate their own emotions. Emotional expression serves a communicative role, providing peers with information about a child’s intentions. Emotional understanding is necessary because it enables them to perceive the communicative intent of the emotions another person is feeling. Emotional regulation occurs through the acquisition of culturally accepted ways of expressing emotions, and involves substituting one emotion for another, masking emotions, and minimizing, or maximizing emotional expressiveness. Finally, social development refers to children’s ability to get along with their peers and to form relationships. 
Play and Children’s Socioemotional Development

Play with peers enhances social understanding and relationships. As children develop relationships and encounter problems, they extend their skills by discovering strategies that work and those that do not, how to sustain relationships, and how to solve problems. During play with peers children also practice and extend what they know about sharing, turn-taking, self-restraint, working in a group, and getting along with others. 

The Early Childhood Teacher’s Role in Play

Three obstacles have been identified in the implementation of play in the early childhood classroom, including attitudinal, structural, and functional. Attitudinal barriers are associated with the value teachers place on play. Structural barriers involve limitations imposed by curricula, time, space, and materials. Functional barriers are associated with attitudinal barriers. Child-initiated and teacher-guided play involves different kinds of teacher interaction with children. Sociodramatic play in the early childhood classroom requires a range of teacher participation, and teachers have to decide the right degree of involvement.
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