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ABSTRACT

Early childhood is a critical period for shaping social behaviors, communication skills, and peer relationships,
forming the foundation for lifelong development. This qualitative philosophical inquiry study explored the
play-way method’s role, a child-centered, activity-based approach, in social development among U.S.
prekindergarten learners aged 3 to 5. Grounded in Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, Dewey’s pragmatism, and
Noddings’ care ethics, the method emphasized interaction, imagination, and exploration. Data were gathered
through interviews with 15 educators, 5 administrators, and 5 policymakers, and observations in five diverse
classrooms across urban, suburban, and rural settings. Findings revealed that structured play enhanced
cooperation through group activities like building a castle, empathy via role-playing, such as acting as a doctor,
conflict resolution through negotiation over shared toys, and peer engagement in pretend market games.
However, resource shortages in rural areas hindered equitable access, exposing systemic inequities. Emergent
themes included collaboration, emotional understanding, problem-solving, social bonding, and the need for
equitable support, reflecting the method’s potential to foster social competence while highlighting universal
application challenges. Recommendations emphasized integrating the play-way method into early childhood
education (ECE) curricula, advocating for increased funding to address material gaps, comprehensive teacher
training to support guided play, and policy reforms to ensure equitable implementation across diverse settings.
This research suggested that targeted interventions enabled the play-way method to transform social
development, offering a robust framework for inclusive ECE throughout varied U.S. contexts.

Keywords: Play-way method, social development, ECE, cooperation, empathy, conflict resolution, peer
engagement, equity, implementation barriers, United States.

INTRODUCTION

The play-way method, a child-centered approach leveraging interactive play, has a significant potential for
fostering social development among prekindergarten learners aged three to five in the United States. Play-way
method promotes cooperation, empathy, conflict resolution, and peer engagement, critical skills for ECE. With
conceptual, normative, and pragmatic inquiry, play creates inclusive learning environments. Social
development, encompassing interpersonal and emotional competencies, is essential for preparing children for
diverse social contexts [24]. The study addresses inequities in access to play resources, particularly in under-
resourced schools, through a philosophical lens. In exploring the play-way method’s transformative impact,
this analysis sets the stage for understanding its pedagogical foundations, a focus that underpins its ability to
nurture social skills [3].

The play-way method structures learning through activities like role-playing and group games, fostering social
development in U.S. prekindergarten classrooms. Pyle and DelLuca [23] highlight that this approach
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encourages child-initiated exploration, aligning with developmental needs. By prioritizing play, educators
create opportunities for children to interact, laying the groundwork for cooperation and empathy [27]. In
alignment with this, play-based learning supports inclusive environments, yet philosophical inquiries into its
conceptual and ethical dimensions remain scarce [29]. The method’s reliance on resources, such as safe play
spaces, raises equity concerns in low-income schools [12]. Consequently, examining the play-way method’s
pedagogical role is essential for understanding its impact on social development, particularly cooperation,
which emerges through collaborative play, a focus explored in the subsequent discussion of specific social
skills [24].

Cooperation, the ability to work collaboratively toward shared goals, is a cornerstone of social development
nurtured by the play-way method. Froebel [7] noted that group play, such as building structures, teaches
children to negotiate roles, fostering mutual understanding [26], as cited in [21]. In prekindergarten settings,
cooperation enhances group dynamics, but its development hinges on access to play materials, which varies
across socioeconomic contexts [1]. Furthermore, teacher facilitation is critical to guide cooperative
interactions, particularly in diverse classrooms [2]. The play-way method’s ability to cultivate cooperation
underscores its pedagogical value, yet philosophical clarity is needed to define its mechanisms. This focus on
cooperation naturally leads to empathy, another social skill fostered through play’s relational opportunities,
which requires ethical consideration in educational contexts [29].

Empathy, the capacity to understand others’ emotions, develops through the play-way method’s relational
activities, raising ethical questions about its role in education. Noddings [16] argues that play, like role-
playing, nurtures caring relationships by encouraging perspective-taking [16], as cited in [8]. For instance,
pretending to be a caregiver fosters empathic responses in young learners [29]. However, access to diverse
play experiences is limited in under-resourced schools, posing ethical challenges [12]. In alignment with this,
philosophical inquiry into empathy’s moral value is essential to justify play-based approaches [23]. This
ethical dimension connects to conflict resolution, as empathy informs children’s ability to negotiate disputes, a
skill further developed through the play-way method’s interactive settings, warranting normative evaluation in
prekindergarten classrooms [27].

Conflict resolution, the skill of negotiating disputes, is strengthened by the play-way method’s provision of
practical negotiation contexts. Dewey [4] suggests that play, such as resolving toy-sharing disagreements,
teaches democratic negotiation [4], as cited in [14]. In U.S. prekindergarten classrooms, structured play fosters
dialogue, reducing conflicts [2]. Notwithstanding, teacher guidance is vital to ensure fair resolutions, especially
in resource-scarce settings where tensions may escalate [1]. The normative value of play in conflict resolution
highlights its philosophical significance, yet barriers like inadequate training persist [24]. This focus on
conflict resolution transitions to peer engagement, as resolving disputes enhances children’s ability to form
meaningful connections, a social development component further supported by the play-way method’s
collaborative activities in diverse educational environments [29].

Peer engagement, the formation of meaningful peer connections, thrives through the play-way method’s
emphasis on social interaction. Vygotsky [26] posits that group play, like collaborative games, strengthens
bonds, fostering a sense of belonging [26], as cited in [21]. Weisberg et al. [27] observe that activities such as
shared art projects enhance engagement in prekindergarten settings. However, disparities in play resources
limit opportunities in underserved schools, mirroring cooperation and empathy challenges [12]. Furthermore,
the play-way method’s practical role in engagement requires philosophical exploration to address
implementation barriers [23]. This discussion of peer engagement underscores the need for a theoretical
framework to ground the play-way method’s impact, which the subsequent paragraph addresses by integrating
sociocultural, pragmatic, and ethical perspectives to guide the study’s philosophical inquiry [8].

The theoretical framework of this study integrates Vygotsky’s [26] sociocultural theory, Dewey’s [4]
pragmatism, and Noddings’ [16] care ethics to analyze the play-way method’s role in social development.
Vygotsky emphasizes play as a cultural tool fostering cooperation and peer engagement within the Zone of
Proximal Development [21]. Dewey views play as experiential learning, supporting conflict resolution through
practical engagement [14]. Noddings highlights empathy’s development through caring relationships
cultivated in play [8]. Together, these perspectives provide a philosophical lens for conceptual, normative, and
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pragmatic inquiry, ensuring a cohesive analysis of the play-way method’s impact. Consequently, this
framework informs the study’s significance, which lies in its potential to advance equitable education, a focus
that underscores the broader implications of play-based learning in U.S. prekindergarten classrooms [24].

This study’s significance lies in its philosophical contribution to ECE, addressing the need for equitable, play-
based pedagogies in U.S. prekindergarten classrooms. By examining the play-way method’s role in fostering
cooperation, empathy, conflict resolution, and peer engagement, the study offers insights for educators,
administrators, and policymakers [13]. The findings aim to reduce social development disparities, particularly
in under-resourced schools, aligning with national equity goals [1]. Furthermore, the philosophical analysis
clarifies play’s moral and practical value, informing inclusive curricula [29]. This focus on equity and social
development sets the stage for the problem statement, which articulates the challenges of implementing play-
based learning and the need to address philosophical gaps in understanding its transformative potential in
diverse educational settings [23].

Statement of the Problem

Social development is essential for prekindergarten learners aged three to five, enabling them to build
interpersonal skills critical for academic and social success in the United States. The play-way method, which
fosters cooperation, empathy, conflict resolution, and peer engagement through interactive play, aligns with
young children’s developmental needs [23]. However, inequities in access to play resources, such as safe
spaces and trained educators, hinder its implementation, particularly in low-income and rural schools [12].
These disparities limit children’s opportunities to develop social skills, potentially widening educational gaps
as they progress to kindergarten [5]. The urgency of addressing these challenges is evident, as social
competence in ECE predicts long-term well-being, necessitating a philosophical examination of the play-way
method’s role in creating inclusive learning environments [29].

Prior research has explored play-based learning’s impact on social development, yet philosophical perspectives
remain underexamined. Pyle et al. [24] found that play-based curricula enhance cooperation, but their
empirical focus overlooked conceptual foundations. Zosh et al. [29] demonstrated that role-playing fosters
empathy, yet neglected ethical implications. Coplan et al. [2] observed improved conflict resolution in urban
play settings, but their findings lack applicability to rural contexts. Similarly, Weisberg et al. [27] emphasized
teacher-guided play’s role in peer engagement, but did not address resource disparities, or training barriers.
While these studies affirm play’s benefits, they rarely integrate philosophical frameworks like [26]
sociocultural theory or Noddings’ care ethics to explore deeper significance [21], [8]. Consequently, the
philosophical dimensions of the play-way method’s role in social development require further exploration.

This study addresses the literature gap by philosophically analyzing the play-way method’s role in promoting
social development in U.S. prekindergarten classrooms. The lack of philosophical inquiry into play’s
conceptual, ethical, and practical dimensions limits educators’ ability to leverage it equitably, particularly for
diverse learners [12]. By clarifying cooperation’s foundations, evaluating empathy’s ethical implications,
assessing conflict resolution’s normative value, exploring peer engagement’s practical role, and identifying
equitable implementation strategies, this study fills this gap [24]. Its significance lies in informing inclusive
pedagogies, reducing social development disparities, and aligning with national equity priorities [13]. This
philosophical approach ensures a comprehensive understanding of play’s transformative potential, guiding
educators toward equitable practices in diverse ECE settings [29].

Objectives of the Study

The main objective of this study was to philosophically analyze the role of the play-way method in promoting
social development among prekindergarten learners in the United States. The specific objectives were to:

1. clarify the conceptual foundations of the play-way method in fostering cooperation among
prekindergarten learners;
2. evaluate the ethical implications of using the play-way method to promote empathy in ECE;
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3. assess the normative value of the play-way method in supporting conflict resolution among young
learners;

4. explore the practical role of the play-way method in enhancing peer engagement in U.S.
prekindergarten classrooms; and

5. identify philosophical barriers and strategies for equitable implementation of the play-way method in
diverse educational settings.

Research Questions
The study was guided by the following research questions:

1. How does the play-way method conceptually foster cooperation among prekindergarten learners in

U.S. classrooms?

What are the ethical implications of using the play-way method to promote empathy in ECE?

3. What is the normative value of the play-way method in supporting conflict resolution among
prekindergarten learners?

4. How does the play-way method practically enhance peer engagement in U.S. prekindergarten
classrooms?

5. What philosophical barriers exist, and what strategies can ensure equitable implementation of the play-
way method in U.S. ECE?

N

LITERATURE REVIEW

This literature review synthesizes research on play-way method role in promoting cooperation, empathy,
conflict resolution, and peer engagement, essential components of social development. Grounded in
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, Dewey’s pragmatism, and Noddings’ care ethics, the review examines the
method’s pedagogical foundations, social outcomes, theoretical perspectives, and implementation challenges.
The themes include the play-way method’s pedagogy, its impact on social skills, theoretical frameworks, and
equitable implementation barriers

Pedagogical Foundations of the Play-Way Method

The play-way method’s pedagogical approach fosters social development by emphasizing child-initiated,
activity-based learning in prekindergarten classrooms. Pyle and DeLuca [22] describe it as a framework where
role-playing and group games encourage social interactions, aligning with young children’s developmental
needs. This method creates opportunities for cooperation and empathy, enhancing social skills [10]. However,
its effectiveness depends on resources like safe play spaces, often scarce in low-income schools [17].
Moreover, teacher facilitation is crucial to guide interactions, requiring specialized training [20]. The play-way
method’s pedagogical strength lies in its ability to nurture social development through play, yet deeper inquiry
into its mechanisms is needed. Subsequently, exploring its theoretical roots clarifies how it supports social
learning, providing a foundation for understanding its transformative potential in ECE [28].

The theoretical foundations of the play-way method are rooted in constructivist principles, emphasizing active
social engagement. Vygotsky [26] posits that play serves as a cultural tool, fostering social skills within the
Zone of Proximal Development [26], as cited in [17]. Accordingly, Hirsh-Pasek et al. [10] argue that play-
based learning promotes autonomy and social competence, aligning with developmental milestones.
Nevertheless, resource inequities, such as limited play materials, challenge its implementation in underserved
communities [17]. This highlights the need for systemic support, including funding for resources. Furthermore,
Pyle et al. [22] note that play’s efficacy depends on teacher expertise to structure activities. The theoretical
grounding of the play-way method underscores its pedagogical value, prompting an examination of its
practical applications to understand how it fosters specific social skills, beginning with cooperation [30].

The practical implementation of the play-way method reveals strengths and challenges in fostering social
development. Pyle et al. [22] found that structured play, like group storytelling, enhances social interactions,
but requires skilled educators to guide outcomes. Conversely, Weisberg et al. [28] emphasize guided play’s
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role in scaffolding social learning, improving developmental gains. However, Plowman and Stephen [20] note
that many teachers lack training in play-based pedagogy, limiting effectiveness. Additionally, resource
disparities, such as inadequate play spaces in rural schools, restrict access to social learning opportunities [17].
These challenges necessitate professional development and equitable funding to support the method’s goals.
Thus, the play-way method’s practical applications highlight its potential, yet philosophical inquiry is needed
to clarify its mechanisms. This focus transitions to cooperation, a social skill cultivated through collaborative
play, requiring deeper exploration [10].

Philosophical inquiry into the play-way method’s pedagogy reveals gaps in its conceptual exploration. Hirsh-
Pasek et al. [10] suggest that play’s child-centered nature enhances social engagement, but empirical studies
often neglect its normative value. Similarly, Pyle and DelLuca [22] focus on practical outcomes without
clarifying conceptual foundations. Moreover, resource inequities raise ethical concerns, as limited access to
play-based learning disadvantages marginalized learners [17]. A philosophical analysis is thus essential to
define the play-way method’s role in social development, addressing its conceptual and ethical dimensions.
This need for deeper inquiry underscores the method’s transformative potential, particularly in fostering
cooperation, which emerges through collaborative interactions. Subsequently, examining cooperation clarifies
how the play-way method shapes social skills, providing a foundation for understanding its broader impact on
prekindergarten education [28].

Cooperation Through Play-Based Learning

Cooperation, the ability to collaborate toward shared goals, is fostered by the play-way method’s emphasis on
group play in prekindergarten classrooms Vygotsky [26] argues that cooperative tasks, like building structures,
teach children to negotiate roles, enhancing mutual understanding [26], as cited in [17]. Coplan et al. [2] found
that play-based settings improve cooperative behaviors, as children share and coordinate tasks. However,
resource disparities, such as limited materials in low-income schools, restrict these opportunities [17].
Furthermore, Plowman and Stephen [20] highlight that teacher training is essential to scaffold cooperative
interactions, yet gaps persist. The play-way method’s ability to cultivate cooperation underscores its
pedagogical value, necessitating philosophical inquiry to clarify its conceptual foundations. Accordingly,
exploring its practical applications provides insight into how cooperation develops through play [28].

The practical applications of the play-way method in fostering cooperation emphasize structured play
environments. Pyle et al. [22] note that group games with clear rules promote collaboration, enhancing
children’s ability to work together. Similarly, Hirsh-Pasek et al. [10] advocate guided play, where teachers
model cooperative behaviors, as critical for social development. Nevertheless, inequities in play resources,
particularly in rural schools, limit cooperative opportunities, affecting outcomes [17]. This results in fewer
collaborative experiences for underserved children, widening disparities. Moreover, Plowman and Stephen
[20] argue that untrained teachers may struggle to facilitate cooperation, highlighting the need for professional
development. These practical challenges emphasize the play-way method’s reliance on systemic support to
foster cooperation, prompting an exploration of its theoretical underpinnings to clarify its mechanisms in social
learning [30].

The theoretical basis for cooperation in play-based learning draws on [26] sociocultural perspective,
emphasizing peer collaboration. Vygotsky [26] suggests that cooperative play creates a Zone of Proximal
Development, where children learn through shared tasks [26], as cited in [17]. Weisberg et al. [28] support
this, noting that group activities enhance negotiation of shared goals. However, equitable access to play
materials is crucial, as disparities in low-income schools hinder cooperation [17]. Subsequently, Hirsh-Pasek et
al. [10] emphasize teacher scaffolding to ensure inclusive participation. The theoretical clarity of cooperation’s
development through play highlights its significance, yet philosophical inquiry into its conceptual foundations
is limited. Thus, examining empathy, which builds on cooperative interactions, clarifies how the play-way
method fosters emotional connections, requiring ethical consideration in prekindergarten settings [22].

Philosophical inquiry into cooperation through the play-way method reveals its potential to foster inclusive
social development, yet conceptual gaps persist. Coplan et al. [2] demonstrate that cooperative play strengthens
peer relationships, but their empirical focus neglects normative questions. Likewise, Pyle and DelLuca [22]
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highlight practical benefits without exploring cooperation’s conceptual mechanisms. Furthermore, resource
inequities raise ethical concerns, as limited play materials disadvantage marginalized learners [17]. A
philosophical analysis is therefore needed to define how the play-way method cultivates cooperation,
addressing its role in equitable education. Consequently, this inquiry into cooperation transitions to empathy,
as collaborative play fosters understanding of others’ emotions, a social skill requiring deeper ethical
exploration to understand its moral implications in ECE [30].

Empathy and Care Ethics in Play

Empathy, the ability to share others’ emotions, is cultivated through the play-way method’s relational activities
in prekindergarten classrooms. Noddings [16] argues that play, like role-playing, fosters empathy by
encouraging caring relationships [16], as cited in [10]. Zosh et al. [30] found that activities such as pretending
to be a caregiver enhance empathic responses. However, limited access to diverse play resources in low-
income schools restricts these opportunities, raising ethical concerns [17]. Moreover, Plowman and Stephen
[20] note that teacher training is essential to facilitate perspective-taking, yet many educators lack expertise.
The play-way method’s role in empathy highlights its moral significance, necessitating philosophical inquiry
to evaluate its ethical implications. Accordingly, exploring its practical applications clarifies how empathy
develops through play-based learning [22].

The practical applications of the play-way method in fostering empathy emphasize structured, relational play.
Hirsh-Pasek et al. [10] note that role-playing scenarios, like acting as a teacher, encourage perspective-taking,
enhancing empathy. Similarly, Pyle and DelLuca [22] found that guided play, where educators model empathic
behaviors, supports emotional development. Nevertheless, resource disparities in underserved schools, such as
limited play materials, restrict empathy-building opportunities, impacting social outcomes [17]. This results in
fewer empathic experiences for low-income children, exacerbating disparities. Furthermore, Plowman and
Stephen [20] argue that untrained teachers struggle to facilitate empathy-building activities, underscoring the
need for professional development. These practical challenges highlight the play-way method’s reliance on
systemic support to foster empathy, prompting an exploration of its theoretical underpinnings in care ethics
[28].

The theoretical basis for empathy in play-based learning draws on Noddings’ care ethics, emphasizing
relational development. Noddings [16] posits that play fosters empathy through caring interactions, such as
comforting a peer in dramatic play [16], as cited in [10]. Zosh et al. [30] support this, noting that play-based
settings enhance emotional understanding. However, equitable access to play resources is essential, as
disparities in low-income schools limit empathy-building experiences [17]. Subsequently, Pyle et al. [22]
emphasize teacher scaffolding to guide empathic interactions. The theoretical clarity of empathy’s
development through play underscores its moral value, yet philosophical inquiry into its ethical implications is
limited. Thus, examining conflict resolution, which builds on empathy to facilitate negotiation, clarifies how
the play-way method supports social harmony, requiring normative analysis [20].

Philosophical inquiry into empathy through the play-way method highlights its potential to foster moral
development, yet ethical gaps persist. Weisberg et al. [28] demonstrate that play-based activities enhance
emotional connections, but their empirical focus neglects normative questions. Likewise, Pyle and DelLuca
[22] highlight practical benefits without exploring empathy’s ethical foundations. Moreover, resource
inequities raise moral concerns, as limited play resources disadvantage marginalized learners [17]. A
philosophical analysis is therefore needed to evaluate the play-way method’s ethical role in fostering empathy,
addressing its implications for equitable education. Consequently, this inquiry into empathy transitions to
conflict resolution, as understanding others’ emotions supports negotiation in disputes, a social skill cultivated
through play’s interactive opportunities, necessitating further normative exploration [30]. Philosophical
analysis of empathy also underscores the need for systemic support to ensure equitable outcomes. Hirsh-Pasek
et al. [10] argue that empathy’s development through play requires diverse, inclusive activities, necessitating
funding for materials and training. Plowman and Stephen [20] note that without professional development,
educators may overlook empathy-building opportunities. Additionally, Parette et al. [17] highlight systemic
inequities, such as inadequate play spaces, which disproportionately affect low-income learners. A
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philosophical approach can thus clarify the moral imperative to address these barriers, ensuring all children
benefit from play-based learning. Accordingly, this focus on empathy’s ethical dimensions transitions to
conflict resolution, as empathic understanding informs children’s ability to resolve disputes collaboratively, a
skill central to social development in prekindergarten settings [22].

Conflict Resolution and Pragmatic Learning

Conflict resolution, the ability to negotiate disputes, is strengthened by the play-way method’s practical
negotiation opportunities in prekindergarten classrooms. Dewey [4] suggests that play, like resolving toy-
sharing disagreements, fosters democratic skills through experiential learning [4], as cited in [15]. Pyle et al.
[22] found that structured play encourages negotiation of rules, enhancing conflict resolution skills. However,
teacher guidance is critical to ensure fair outcomes, particularly in diverse settings [2]. Nevertheless, resource
shortages in low-income schools limit opportunities for such play [17]. The play-way method’s role in conflict
resolution highlights its normative significance, necessitating philosophical inquiry to assess its value in
fostering social harmony. Subsequently, exploring its practical applications clarifies how conflict resolution
develops through play-based learning [28].

The practical applications of the play-way method in fostering conflict resolution emphasize structured play
environments. Pyle and DelLuca [22] note that activities like group storytelling require children to agree on
roles, promoting dialogue and compromise. Likewise, Hirsh-Pasek et al. [10] highlight guided play’s role in
modeling conflict resolution strategies, such as turn-taking. Conversely, limited resources in underserved
schools restrict these opportunities, impacting negotiation skills [17]. This results in fewer chances for low-
income children to practice conflict resolution, widening social gaps. Furthermore, Plowman and Stephen [20]
argue that untrained teachers struggle to mediate disputes, underscoring the need for professional development.
These practical challenges emphasize the play-way method’s reliance on systemic support to foster conflict
resolution, prompting an exploration of its pragmatic underpinnings in educational contexts [30].

The theoretical basis for conflict resolution in play-based learning draws on Dewey’s pragmatism,
emphasizing experiential learning. Dewey [4] posits that play provides a context for resolving disputes,
fostering democratic values [4], as cited in [15]. Weisberg et al. [28] support this, noting that play-based
settings enhance collaborative negotiation. However, equitable access to play environments is crucial, as
disparities in low-income schools limit opportunities [17]. Moreover, Pyle et al. [22] highlight teacher
scaffolding’s role in guiding conflict resolution. The theoretical clarity of conflict resolution’s development
through play underscores its normative value, yet philosophical inquiry into its democratic implications is
limited. Thus, examining peer engagement, which builds on resolving disputes to foster relationships, clarifies
how the play-way method supports social development, requiring deeper exploration [2].

Philosophical inquiry into conflict resolution through the play-way method highlights its potential to promote
social harmony, yet normative gaps persist. Pyle and DelLuca [22] demonstrate that play-based activities
enhance negotiation skills, but their empirical focus neglects normative questions. Similarly, Hirsh-Pasek et al.
[10] emphasize practical outcomes without assessing ethical dimensions. Additionally, resource inequities
raise ethical concerns, as limited play spaces disadvantage marginalized learners [17]. A philosophical analysis
is therefore needed to evaluate the play-way method’s normative role in conflict resolution, addressing its
implications for democratic education. Accordingly, this inquiry into conflict resolution transitions to peer
engagement, as resolving disputes collaboratively strengthens peer bonds, a social skill cultivated through
play’s interactive opportunities [30].

Peer Engagement in Social Play

Peer engagement, the formation of meaningful peer connections, is enhanced by the play-way method’s
emphasis on collaborative play in prekindergarten classrooms. Vygotsky [26] argues that group activities, like
collaborative games, strengthen peer bonds, fostering belonging [26], as cited in [17]. Weisberg et al. [28]
found that shared play, like art projects, promotes engagement by encouraging interactions. However,
disparities in play resources in underserved schools limit these opportunities, impacting social development
[17]. Furthermore, Pyle et al. [22] note that teacher facilitation is critical to maximize engagement, yet training
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gaps persist [20]. The play-way method’s role in peer engagement underscores its social value, necessitating
philosophical inquiry to explore its practical applications. Subsequently, examining its practical impact
clarifies how peer engagement develops through play [30].

The practical applications of the play-way method in fostering peer engagement highlight structured play
environments that promote interaction. Pyle and DelLuca [22] emphasize that collaborative storytelling
encourages children to share ideas, fostering peer bonds. Likewise, Hirsh-Pasek et al. [10] highlight guided
play’s role in fostering social interactions, such as cooperative games. Conversely, resource disparities in low-
income schools, like limited materials, restrict engagement opportunities, limiting social outcomes [17]. This
results in fewer social connections for underserved children, exacerbating disparities. Moreover, Plowman and
Stephen [20] argue that untrained teachers struggle to facilitate interactions, underscoring the need for
professional development. These practical challenges emphasize the play-way method’s reliance on systemic
support to enhance peer engagement, prompting an exploration of its theoretical underpinnings in social
learning [28].

The theoretical basis for peer engagement in play-based learning draws on [26] sociocultural perspective,
emphasizing social interactions. Vygotsky [26] posits that peer engagement develops through play’s social
context, fostering collaboration [26], as cited in [17]. Zosh et al. [30] support this, noting that group play
enhances peer bonds through shared experiences. However, equitable access to resources is critical, as
disparities in underserved schools limit engagement [17]. Furthermore, Pyle et al. [22] highlight teacher
scaffolding’s role in facilitating interactions. The theoretical clarity of peer engagement’s development
underscores its social significance, yet philosophical inquiry into its relational implications is limited. Thus,
examining theoretical perspectives provides a framework for understanding the play-way method’s
philosophical underpinnings, guiding further analysis [10].

Philosophical inquiry into peer engagement through the play-way method reveals its potential to foster
inclusive relationships, yet relational gaps persist. Weisberg et al. [28] demonstrate that play-based activities
enhance peer connections, but their empirical focus neglects philosophical questions. Similarly, Pyle and
DelLuca [22] highlight practical benefits without exploring relational significance. Additionally, resource
inequities raise ethical concerns, as limited play spaces disadvantage marginalized learners [17]. A
philosophical analysis is therefore needed to clarify the play-way method’s role in peer engagement,
addressing its implications for social inclusion. Accordingly, this inquiry into peer engagement transitions to
theoretical perspectives, which ground the method’s impact in philosophical frameworks, essential for
understanding its broader role in social development [30].

Theoretical Perspectives Guiding Play-Based Learning

The theoretical perspectives of Vygotsky [26], Dewey [4], and Noddings [16] provide a philosophical
foundation for analyzing the play-way method’s role in social development. [26] sociocultural theory posits
that play fosters cooperation and peer engagement through social interactions [26], as cited in [17]. Pyle et al.
[22] note that play creates a Zone of Proximal Development, enhancing social skills. Dewey’s pragmatism
views play as experiential learning, supporting conflict resolution [4], as cited in [15]. Noddings’ care ethics
emphasize empathy through caring relationships [16], as cited in [10]. However, barriers like resource
inequities hinder their application [17]. These perspectives guide the study’s philosophical inquiry,
necessitating exploration of their specific contributions. Subsequently, examining [26] framework clarifies its
role in social learning [30].

Vygotsky’s [26] sociocultural theory emphasizes peer collaboration as a driver of social development through
play. Vygotsky [26] argues that play facilitates learning by creating social opportunities within the Zone of
Proximal Development [26], as cited in [17]. Accordingly, Pyle et al. [22] found that play-based activities
enhance cooperation and engagement. Nevertheless, resource disparities in low-income schools limit access to
collaborative play, undermining [26] framework [17]. Furthermore, Hirsh-Pasek et al. [10] highlight teacher
scaffolding’s role in supporting social interactions. The theoretical clarity of [26] perspective underscores its
relevance, yet philosophical inquiry is needed to explore its equitable application. Consequently, this focus on
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[26] framework transitions to Dewey’s pragmatism, which emphasizes play’s practical role in fostering social
skills like conflict resolution [28].

Dewey’s [4] pragmatism complements Vygotsky by emphasizing play as experiential learning. Dewey posits
that play, like resolving conflicts, teaches democratic values through practical engagement [4], as cited in [15].
Weisberg et al. [28] support this, noting that guided play enhances negotiation skills. However, barriers like
inadequate play spaces in underserved schools limit Dewey’s framework [17]. Moreover, Plowman and
Stephen [20] highlight the need for teacher training to facilitate pragmatic learning, yet gaps persist. The
philosophical exploration of Dewey’s perspective underscores its normative value, yet its practical
implementation requires addressing inequities. Subsequently, this focus on pragmatism transitions to
Noddings’ care ethics, which grounds play’s role in empathy, a social skill requiring moral consideration in
prekindergarten education [22].

Noddings’ care ethics provides a moral framework for understanding play’s role in fostering empathy.
Noddings [16] argues that play creates caring relationships, enhancing empathy [16], as cited in [10]. Zosh et
al. [30] support this, noting that play-based settings promote emotional understanding. However, equitable
access to resources is essential, as disparities in low-income schools limit empathy-building opportunities [17].
Furthermore, Pyle and DelLuca [22] emphasize teacher scaffolding’s role in fostering caring interactions. The
theoretical clarity of Noddings’ perspective highlights its ethical significance, yet philosophical inquiry into its
implications is limited. Accordingly, this focus on care ethics transitions to implementation barriers, which
challenge the application of these frameworks in diverse prekindergarten settings [20].

Dewey’s
Pragmatism
(1938)

Figure 1: Intersection of Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory, Dewey’s Pragmatism, and Noddings’ Care Ethics
within the Play-way Method

Barriers to Equitable Play-Based Implementation

Resource disparities pose significant barriers to equitable implementation of the play-way method, impacting
social development in prekindergarten classrooms. Parette et al. [17] note that limited play materials in low-
income schools restrict opportunities for cooperation and empathy. Likewise, Pyle et al. [22] highlight that
rural schools lack adequate infrastructure, exacerbating disparities. These inequities hinder children’s social
skill development, creating unequal access to play-based learning. Moreover, Hirsh-Pasek et al. [10] argue that
funding for resources is essential for equity. However, systemic challenges, like insufficient policy support,
limit investments. Consequently, addressing resource disparities is critical to maximize the play-way method’s
impact. This focus on physical barriers underscores the need to explore teacher training challenges, which
further impede equitable implementation of play-based learning in diverse settings [20].

Inadequate teacher training is a key barrier to equitable play-based implementation, limiting the play-way
method’s effectiveness. Plowman and Stephen [20] note that many educators lack expertise in play-based
pedagogy, often using didactic methods that undermine social development. Accordingly, Pyle and DelLuca
[22] emphasize that professional development is essential to equip teachers with skills to facilitate cooperative
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and empathic play. Nevertheless, training programs are underfunded, particularly in underserved schools,
exacerbating inequities [17]. This gap restricts opportunities for conflict resolution and peer engagement, as
untrained teachers struggle to mediate interactions. Furthermore, Weisberg et al. [28] suggest that guided play
requires specialized knowledge. Addressing training barriers necessitates systemic investments, prompting an
exploration of policy-related challenges in supporting play-based learning [30].

Policy supports for play-based learning is often inadequate, creating systemic barriers to the play-way
method’s implementation. Hirsh-Pasek et al. [10] argue that policies prioritizing academic outcomes limit
funding for play-based curricula, restricting resources in low-income schools. Similarly, Pyle et al. [22] note
that policy frameworks fail to address disparities in play infrastructure, particularly in rural areas. These gaps
exacerbate inequities, limiting social skill development [17]. Moreover, Zosh et al. [30] advocate for
integrating play-based learning into national standards. Without policy support, the play-way method’s
potential remains unrealized for marginalized learners. Subsequently, this focus on policy barriers highlights
the need for philosophical inquiry into equitable strategies, which can guide systemic reforms to support play-
based education [20].

Philosophical inquiry into barriers to the play-way method reveals ethical implications for equitable education.
Parette et al. [17] argue that resource disparities violate fairness, denying underserved children social
development opportunities. Likewise, Plowman and Stephen [20] note that inadequate training raises ethical
questions about inclusive environments. Furthermore, Hirsh-Pasek et al. [10] highlight that policy gaps reflect
a lack of commitment to equity, undermining the method’s moral value. A philosophical analysis is thus
needed to propose strategies addressing these barriers, ensuring all children benefit from play-based learning.
Accordingly, this inquiry into barriers transitions to the conclusion, which synthesizes findings and justifies the
philosophical analysis of the play-way method’s transformative potential in prekindergarten education [22].

METHODS

This philosophical study utilized a qualitative, philosophical inquiry approach to investigate the play-way
method’s social development impact. Grounded theory, as defined by Pyle and DelLuca [22], was adapted to
generate conceptual insights from qualitative data, aligning with objectives to explore cooperation’s
foundations and implementation barriers. Reflective analysis, drawing on Vygotsky’s sociocultural
perspective, examined social interactions in play-based settings. Dewey’s pragmatism guided pragmatic
inquiry into conflict resolution, while Noddings’ care ethics framed normative questions about empathy. This
design enabled a nuanced analysis of the play-way method’s philosophical dimensions, focusing on educator,
administrator, and policymaker perspectives across diverse U.S. prekindergarten contexts. The qualitative
approach prioritized depth, ensuring flexibility to capture complex implementation dynamics.

Participants included 15 preschool educators, 5 administrators, and 5 policymakers, purposively selected from
urban, suburban, and rural prekindergarten programs across the United States to ensure diverse perspectives.
Educators had at least three years of experience in play-based pedagogy, administrators oversaw curriculum
implementation, and policymakers influenced ECE policies. Settings encompassed public and private
prekindergartens, with observations conducted in five classrooms serving learners aged 3-5 to provide
contextual data on the play-way method’s application. Recruitment involved emailing schools and
organizations, with inclusion criteria emphasizing expertise in play-based learning. This sample offered rich
insights into implementation practices, aligning with the study’s focus on adult perspectives rather than learner
demographics.

Data collection involved semi-structured interviews and classroom observations to explore the play-way
method’s impact. Interviews, lasting 45-60 minutes, used open-ended questions to probe educators’,
administrators’, and policymakers’ perceptions of cooperation, empathy, conflict resolution, peer engagement,
and barriers. Observations, conducted over two weeks in five prekindergarten classrooms, documented play-
based interactions, focusing on implementation practices among learners aged 3-5. Data were triangulated to
enhance credibility, ensuring a robust representation of the play-way method’s application. Procedures
prioritized participant comfort and cultural sensitivity, particularly in diverse settings. This multi-method
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approach captured deep insights into social development processes, aligning with the study’s philosophical
objectives.

Data analysis employed thematic analysis to interpret qualitative findings with a philosophical lens. Data from
interviews and observations were coded iteratively to identify themes related to cooperation, empathy, conflict
resolution, peer engagement, and implementation barriers. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory guided initial
identification of social interaction themes, Dewey’s pragmatism informed practical outcomes, and Noddings’
care ethics framed emotional aspects. Reflective memos ensured philosophical alignment, particularly in
exploring equity across diverse contexts. Trustworthiness was enhanced through member checking, where
participants reviewed findings, and peer debriefing to refine interpretations. This analysis provided a detailed
examination of the play-way method’s impact, aligning with objectives to inform social development
processes.

Ethical considerations were central to the study, ensuring participant rights and equity in diverse
prekindergarten settings. Informed consent was obtained from all 15 educators, 5 administrators, and 5
policymakers, with procedures explained verbally and in writing, emphasizing voluntary participation.
Confidentiality was maintained through pseudonyms and secure data storage, protecting identities. Cultural
sensitivity was prioritized, particularly in low-income and diverse schools, to uphold equity, as guided by
NAEYC [13]. The study adhered to ethical guidelines, ensuring no harm to participants or communities.
Reflexivity mitigated bias, with reflective journals documenting assumptions. These measures fostered an
equitable, respectful approach, aligning with the study’s philosophical lens.

RESULTS

This study analyzed qualitative data from semi-structured interviews with 15 preschool educators, 5
administrators, and 5 policymakers, alongside observations in five U.S. prekindergarten classrooms, to explore
the play-way method’s role in promoting social development among learners aged 3-5. Following the
methodology outlined in the Methods section, thematic analysis identified patterns aligned with the study’s
research questions, focusing on cooperation, empathy, conflict resolution, peer engagement, and
implementation barriers. Data were gathered from diverse urban, suburban, and rural settings, emphasizing
adult perspectives on the play-way method’s application.

Table 1: Demographic Data of Participants

Demographic Data Category Frequency| Percentage
Experience |1 — 5 years 12 48.0%
6 — 10 years 7 28.0%
11years and above 6 24.0%
Total 25 100%
Role Educators 15 60.0%
Administrators 5 20.0%
Policymakers 5 20.0%
Total 25 100%
Location  |Urban 8 32.0%
Suburban 10 40.0%
Rural 7 28.0%
Total 25 100%

Source: Field Survey, 2025

Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the 25 participants, including 15 educators, 5
administrators, and 5 policymakers from U.S. prekindergarten programs. Experience levels showed 12
participants with 1-5 years (48%), indicating a majority were relatively early in their careers, which may
suggest less familiarity with advanced play-based strategies but openness to new methods. Seven participants
had 6-10 years (28%), and 6 had 11+ years (24%), adding seasoned perspectives to balance the sample. Roles
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were distributed as 15 educators (60%), who directly implemented the play-way method, 5 administrators
(20%), who oversaw program logistics, and 5 policymakers (20%), who influenced broader educational
policies. Locations included 8 urban (32%), 10 suburban (40%), and 7 rural (28%) settings, reflecting diverse
resource availability and implementation challenges. This composition ensured varied insights, particularly
highlighting rural resource gaps and the need for educator training across experience levels.

Qualitative Insights:

RQ1: How does the play-way method conceptually foster cooperation among prekindergarten learners in U.S.
classrooms?

Interviews with educators revealed that the play-way method encouraged teamwork through structured
activities. One educator from a suburban school said, “Kids built a castle with blocks, deciding who stacked
which part, and they cheered when it stood tall.” Another from an urban setting noted, “I paired a shy 4-year-
old with a talkative friend to share toy cars, and they learned to take turns.” Administrators emphasized guided
play, with one stating, “In well-resourced schools, teachers set rules for group games, boosting cooperation.”
Policymakers highlighted training needs, noting rural educators struggled without materials. These insights
show that the play-way method builds cooperation through shared tasks and guidance.

Classroom observations revealed that in an urban classroom, five children aged 3-5 worked together to create
a pretend village with toy houses, discussing where each house should go. In a suburban setting, a group of
four shared a set of animal figures, trading them to complete a zoo scene. In a rural classroom, however, only
two children played with a single toy set due to limited resources, with others watching quietly. These
examples confirm that cooperation flourishes with ample materials and teacher support, but resource gaps
hinder its potential.

RQ2: What are the ethical implications of using the play-way method to promote empathy in ECE?

Interviews with educators showed that role-playing fostered empathy. An educator from a suburban school
shared, “A 5-year-old acted as a doctor, asking a ‘patient’ how they felt, then gave a pretend shot with care.”
Another from an urban setting said, “During a pretend tea party, a 3-year-old offered a cup to a crying friend,
saying, ‘This will make you happy.’” Administrators raised ethical concerns, with one noting, “Low-income
schools lack enough props, so some kids miss empathy-building chances.” Policymakers emphasized fairness,
suggesting equitable access is a moral issue. These findings highlight empathy’s growth through play, with
resource disparities posing ethical challenges.

Classroom observations revealed that in an urban classroom, a 4-year-old hugged a peer who fell during a
game, offering a toy to cheer them up. In a suburban setting, three children aged 3-5 took turns being a
“teacher” in a pretend school, helping each other with roles. In a rural classroom, however, a lack of play
materials meant a 5-year-old played alone, missing chances to show care. These instances show that empathy
develops through interactive play, but unequal resources limit its reach.

RQ3: What is the normative value of the play-way method in supporting conflict resolution among
prekindergarten learners?

Interviews with educators indicated that play helped children solve disputes. An educator from a suburban
school said, “Two 4-year-olds fought over a doll, but with my help, they agreed to share it for 10 minutes
each.” Another from an urban setting noted, “A group of 3-year-olds argued over a ball, and they decided to
kick it together after talking it out.” Administrators observed that structured play aided fairness, with one
stating, “Suburban schools with space for games saw more resolved conflicts.” Policymakers noted rural
training gaps limited this skill. These insights suggest the play-way method teaches negotiation and fairness as
normative values.
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Classroom observations revealed that in a suburban classroom, four children aged 3-5 disputed a toy train but
settled by taking turns driving it, laughing afterward. In an urban setting, two 5-year-olds shared a puzzle after
a brief argument, with a teacher’s prompt. In a rural classroom, however, limited space meant a 4-year-old
played alone, missing conflict resolution opportunities. These examples show that the play-way method
supports conflict resolution through guided play, but environmental factors play a key role.

RQ4: How does the play-way method practically enhance peer engagement in U.S. prekindergarten
classrooms?

Interviews with educators highlighted group play’s social benefits. An educator from an urban school said,
“Kids painted a big picture together, chatting and passing brushes, and became friends by the end.” Another
from a suburban setting noted, “A 3-year-old joined a pretend picnic with four others, learning names while
sharing food toys.” Administrators emphasized training, with one stating, “Rural teachers need help organizing
group games to boost engagement.” Policymakers noted cohesive classrooms resulted from peer play. These
findings indicate the play-way method builds practical social bonds through shared activities.

Classroom observations revealed that in an urban classroom, six children aged 3-5 played a market game,
trading toy fruits and talking about their roles. In a suburban setting, a group of five built a block city, helping
each other and laughing together. In a rural classroom, however, a lack of materials meant a 4-year-old played
alone, with others disengaged. These instances show that peer engagement grows with interactive play, but
resource and training gaps limit its impact.

RQ5: What philosophical barriers exist, and what strategies can ensure equitable implementation of the play-
way method in U.S. ECE?

Interviews with educators revealed resource shortages as a barrier. An educator from a rural school said, “We
have only five toys for 15 kids, so they can’t all play together.” Administrators noted space issues, with one
stating, “Small rural classrooms make group play hard.” Policymakers suggested solutions, with one
proposing, “More funding for toys and teacher workshops could help all schools.” Educators also called for
training. These findings identify barriers like unequal resources and propose funding and training as strategies.

Classroom observations revealed that in a suburban classroom, children had a large play area with many toys,
engaging in a busy pretend farm. In an urban setting, a well-stocked room allowed a 5-year-old to lead a group
game. In a rural classroom, however, a single toy set left most children waiting, looking bored. These
examples highlight resource and space barriers, suggesting that equitable implementation requires systemic
support to ensure all learners’ benefit.

Table 2: Thematic Chart of Major Findings

Research Question Key Findings Excerpt Key Takeaway
RQ1: How does play foster|Group activities|“Kids built a castle, deciding roles”|Needs resources and
cooperation? built teamwork. (Suburban Educator). teacher help.

RQ2: What are empathy’s|Role-playing grew|“A 5-year-old acted as a doctor, asking|Limited by rural toy
ethical implications? caring skills. how they felt” (Suburban Educator).  |shortages.

RQ3: What’s the|Negotiation solved|“Two 4-year-olds shared a doll afterDepends on space
normative value of conflict|disputes. talking” (Suburban Educator). and training.
resolution?

RQ4: How does play boost{Shared games|“Kids painted together, becoming|Distorted by lack of
peer engagement? strengthened bonds. |friends” (Urban Educator). materials.

RQ5: What strategies|Resource gaps/“Only five toys for 15 kids” (RurallRequires  funding
ensure equitable(blocked equity. Educator). and policy support.
implementation?

Source: Field Survey, 2025
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DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

This philosophical study explored the play-way method’s role in promoting social development among U.S.
prekindergarten learners aged 3 to 5, revealing significant insights into cooperation, empathy, conflict
resolution, peer engagement, and implementation barriers. Findings from interviews with 15 educators, 5
administrators, and 5 policymakers, alongside observations in five diverse classrooms across urban, suburban,
and rural settings, align with the study’s objectives to examine the conceptual, normative, and pragmatic
dimensions of play-based learning.

Results showed the method boosted cooperation when kids built a castle together, empathy when a child acted
as a doctor to comfort a friend, conflict resolution when they shared a toy train, and peer engagement during a
market game. However, rural areas faced problems with too few toys, making fair access hard. Vygotsky’s
[26] idea that learning comes from social play explained why cooperation and friendships grew, like when
suburban kids traded roles while stacking blocks. Noddings’ [16] focus on care showed empathy’s importance,
seen when an urban 4-year-old hugged a fallen peer, though rural kids missed out with only one toy set.
Dewey’s [4] view on hands-on learning supported conflict resolution, but small rural spaces stopped kids from
practicing. These findings, teamwork, caring, solving problems, making friends, and needing fairness,
highlighted the method’s benefits and challenges clearly. An educator noted, “Kids love working together on
big projects,” while a rural observation showed kids waiting quietly, proving resource gaps mattered.

For cooperation (RQ1), kids thrived in suburban classrooms building castles, matching Vygotsky’s [26] social
learning theory where play teaches teamwork. A 4-year-old might have grinned while picking a role, feeling
proud of their part, suggesting joy in group work. An educator said, “They cheered when the castle stood tall
after deciding who did what,” showing excitement. Observations in an urban class saw five kids plan a pretend
village, talking about house spots, proving collaboration works with toys. Empathy (RQ2) grew when a 5-year-
old asked a “patient” how they felt, aligning with Noddings’ [16] care focus, but a rural child playing alone felt
left out due to toy shortages. An administrator noted, “Some kids miss caring chances without props,”
highlighting unfairness. An educator added, “A 3-year-old offered a toy at a tea party to cheer a friend,”
showing care in action. Conflict resolution (RQ3) improved as suburban kids shared a train after talking,
reflecting Dewey’s [4] practical learning, with a 3-year-old learning fairness. Resource shortages, a shared
issue, hurt all areas, as Pyle et al. [25] found, needing more supplies and teacher help to succeed. A rural
observation showed Kids arguing over one toy, needing guidance.

Peer engagement (RQ4) stood out in urban market games where six kids traded toy fruits and chatted,
supporting Vygotsky’s [26] idea that play builds friendships. A 3-year-old joining a picnic might have gained
confidence meeting new friends, but rural kids with few materials stayed bored. An educator shared, “They
painted together and became buddies by the end,” showing strong bonds. Observations in a suburban class saw
five kids laugh while building a block city, proving play connects kids. An administrator noted, “Group games
made shy kids open up,” adding depth to social growth. Equitable implementation (RQS5) struggled with too
few toys and untrained teachers, per Noddings’ [16] fairness call and Dewey’s [4] need for good spaces. A
rural 4-year-old waiting for a turn likely felt frustrated, as an educator said, “Only five toys for 15 kids is
tough.” An observation showed most rural kids disengaged, watching others play. A policymaker added,
“Training helps, but we need resources first,” pointing to dual needs. Parette et al.’s [17] point on resource
gaps was clear, suggesting funding and training are key to fix this, ensuring all kids benefit.

The study’s theories, Vygotsky’s [26], Noddings’ [16], and Dewey’s [4], showed play’s power but exposed
unfairness. Urban kids succeeded with toys, while rural Kids lagged, as Hirsh-Pasek et al. [11] noted, needing
equal setups. An administrator said, “Well-resourced schools see more progress,” proving resources matter.
Limits included focusing on adults, missing kids’ thoughts, and a small sample of five classrooms, which
might not fit all U.S. areas, as diverse cultures could change results. A policymaker suggested, “We need kids’
voices t00,” pointing to a gap. An urban observation showed a 5-year-old leading a game, showing leadership
potential. A key lesson was play’s ability to grow skills, but rural shortages, per NAEYC [13], demand fixes
like more toys. Future work should ask kids directly with fun talks, study more places, and track long-term
gains, ensuring fair, fun learning for every child, as an educator hoped, “All kids deserve this chance.”
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Table 3: Comparative Matrix of the Philosophical Lenses (Vygotsky, Noddings, Dewey)

Philosophical Lens |Focus Area |Observed Outcome Example Implication

Vygotsky (1978)  |Socio Cooperation and peer|Kids built a castle,|Needs toys and
Learning  |engagement grew. trading roles. teacher guidance.

Noddings (1984) |Care  andEmpathy increased, but|A 5-year-old comforted aRequires  fair  toy
Equity rural gaps persist. peer as a doctor. access for all.

Dewey (1938) Practical Conflict resolution|Kids shared a train after|Needs larger areas and
Learning  |increased with space negotiating. trained staff.

Source: Field Survey, 2025

CONCLUSION

This philosophical study examined the play-way method’s role in promoting social development among U.S.
prekindergarten learners aged 3 to 5, revealing its transformative potential through qualitative insights from 15
educators, 5 administrators, 5 policymakers, and observations in five diverse classrooms. The findings
addressed the study’s research questions comprehensively: the play-way method fosters cooperation through
group activities like building a castle, as seen in suburban settings where children negotiated roles (RQ1); it
promotes empathy via role-playing, such as a child acting as a doctor to comfort a peer (RQ2); it supports
conflict resolution by enabling negotiation, like sharing a toy train (RQ3); it enhances peer engagement
through shared play, such as a market game (RQ4); and it faces barriers like resource shortages in rural areas,
limiting equitable implementation (RQS5). These insights underscore the method’s capacity to nurture social
skills while highlighting systemic challenges that require attention.

Through the philosophical lenses of Vygotsky [26], Dewey [4], and Noddings [16], the study reinforced the
play-way method’s significance in ECE. [26] sociocultural theory illuminated cooperation and peer
engagement, showing how social interactions during play, such as creating a pretend village, build
collaborative skills [26], as cited in [17]. Noddings’ care ethics highlighted empathy’s ethical importance,
emphasizing the moral imperative to address rural material shortages that hinder caring interactions [16], as
cited in [10]. Dewey’s pragmatism underscored conflict resolution’s normative value and the practical need for
equitable environments, as rural space constraints limited experiential learning [4], as cited in [15]. These
philosophical perspectives collectively affirm the play-way method’s role in fostering social development
while exposing inequities that challenge its universal application across U.S. prekindergartens.

Despite its contributions, the study has limitations that warrant consideration, alongside key takeaways that
guide future action. The reliance on adult perspectives from 25 participants (15 educators, 5 administrators,
and 5 policymakers) may overlook child-centric views, potentially missing nuanced learner experiences.
Additionally, the small sample size and focus on five classrooms limit generalizability to broader U.S.
contexts, as diverse socioeconomic and cultural factors may influence outcomes. A key takeaway is the play-
way method’s potential to enhance social skills, as evidenced by urban children’s empathetic role-playing and
suburban negotiation during play. However, systemic inequities, such as rural resource disparities, underscore
the urgent need for equity in early education, aligning with NAEYC’s [13] advocacy. Addressing these gaps is
critical to ensure all children benefit from play-based learning, making equity a central focus for stakeholders.

Looking forward, this study sets expectations for future research, policy, and practice in ECE. Future research
should explore child perspectives through direct observation or age-appropriate methods, expanding the
sample to include more diverse settings to enhance generalizability. Policy expectations include increased
funding for rural schools to address resource shortages, as Zosh et al. [30] advocate, ensuring equitable access
to play materials. Practically, teacher training programs should prioritize play-based pedagogies, aligning with
Hirsh-Pasek et al.’s [11] emphasis on professional development. The study’s findings suggest that the play-
way method can transform social development if implemented equitably, fostering cooperation, empathy,
conflict resolution, and peer engagement. By addressing systemic barriers, stakeholders can ensure that all U.S.
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prekindergarten learners experience play’s benefits, advancing a more inclusive and socially rich educational
landscape for future generations.

RECOMMENDATIONS

To address resource disparities and ensure equitable play-based learning, stakeholders should:

Allocate funding to rural schools to provide adequate play materials, addressing the observed five-toy
shortage for 15 children.

Equip all prekindergartens with diverse props (e.g., blocks, cars) to support activities like castle-
building, mirroring suburban success.

Repurpose rural classroom spaces for dedicated play areas, inspired by urban pretend farms.

Partner with community organizations for resource donations, aligning with NAEYC’s [13] equity
focus.

Monitor distribution to guarantee all children access play opportunities, reflecting Dewey’s [4] need for
supportive environments (Dewey, 1938, as cited in [18].

To enhance teacher capacity and maximize the play-way method’s impact, policymakers should:

Develop training programs on guided play, enabling role-playing facilitation as seen with the doctor
scenario.

Offer workshops to scaffold social interactions, supporting Vygotsky’s [26] zone of proximal
development (Vygotsky, as cited in Pyle et al., [25].

Collaborate with universities for ongoing rural training, addressing gaps noted by policymakers.

Include modules on managing group games like the market activity, as Hirsh-Pasek et al.’s [11] noted.
Evaluate training effectiveness to ensure consistent implementation across settings.

To drive policy reforms for equitable implementation, decision-makers must:

Enact laws prioritizing funding for underserved schools, aligning with Noddings’ [16] care ethics
(Noddings, as cited in Hirsh-Pasek et al., [10].

Mandate reviews of resource allocation to ensure fairness, per NAEYC’s [13] advocacy.

Require play-based training in teacher certification, as Zosh et al. [30] recommend.

Establish systems to assess play environment quality, tackling rural space issues.

Promote national guidelines integrating the play-way method, ensuring universal social development
benefits.

To guide future research and strengthen evidence, scholars should:

Use child-centered methods like play-based interviews to capture learner perspectives.

Expand samples across U.S. regions for broader generalizability, per Pyle et al.’s [25] suggestion.
Investigate long-term social outcomes, aligning with Hirsh-Pasek et al.’s [11] longitudinal call.

Explore digital play tools for rural areas, as Edwards [6] proposes, to address resource gaps.

Analyze cultural influences on play, ensuring applicability across socioeconomic contexts, according to
Zosh et al. [30].

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

To God, the source of wisdom, and fellow dedicated researchers, true pen pushers. As the saying goes, “When
the going gets tough, only the tough keep going,” committed writers must persevere, forging ahead against all
odds to advance knowledge and truth through relentless determination. In your ink, hope resides.

Page 4639

www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume IX Issue VI June 2025

e
2, 3
4 RSIS ~

REFERENCES

1.

2.

&

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24,

25.

Bassok, D., & Latham, S. (2019). Kids today: Changes in school readiness in an ECE era. AERA
Open, 5(4), 1-17. https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858419868346

Coplan, R. J., Bullock, A., Archbell, K. A., & Bosacki, S. (2019). Preschool teachers’ beliefs about
play and social-emotional development. Early Education and Development, 31(4), 567-582.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2019.1670754

Danniels, E., & Pyle, A. (2020). Teacher perspectives and approaches toward promoting inclusion in
play-based learning. Early Years: An International Journal of Research and Development, 43(2).
https://doi.org/10.1080/09575146.2020.1865273

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. Macmillan.

Duncan, G. J., & Sojourner, A. J. (2019). Can intensive ECE intervention programs eliminate income-
based cognitive and achievement gaps? Journal of Human Resources, 48(4), 945-968.
https://doi.org/10.3368/jhr.48.4.945

Edwards, S. (2018). Digital play in the early years: A contextual response to the problem of integrating
technologies and play-based pedagogies in the ECE curriculum. European ECE Research Journal.
Froebel, F. (2010). The importance of play in children's learning and development. Starting Blocks.
https://www.startingblocks.gov.au/other-resources

Goldstein, L. S., & Throop, R. (2020). Reimagining ECE through care ethics. ECE Journal, 48(5), 577—
585. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-020-01034-7

Hirsh-Pasek, K., & Golinkoff, R. M. (2008). Why play=Ilearning: A challenge for policymakers and
educators. In A. R. Pellegrini (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the Development of Play

Hirsh-Pasek, K., Hadani, H. S., Blinkoff, E., & Golinkoff, R. M. (2018). A new path to education
reform: Playful learning promotes skills in today’s kids. The Brookings Institution.

Hirsh-Pasek, K., Zosh, J. M., Hadani, H. S., Golinkoff, R. M., Clark, K., & Donohue, C. (2020). A
whole new world: Education meets the metaverse. The Brookings Institution.

Katz, V. S., & Jordan, A. B. (2022). Inequalities in access to ECE resources. ECE Research Quarterly,
60, 234-245. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2022.03.004

National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC). (2020). Advancing equity in
ECE. https://www.naeyc.org/resources/position-statements/equity

Nicholson, J., & Pyle, A. (2022). Dewey’s pragmatism and play-based learning in ECE. Journal of
ECE Research, 20(3), 347-360. https://doi.org/10.1177/1476718X211058974

Nicholson, N., & Maniates, H. (2018). A pedagogy of play: Reasons to be playful in today’s
classrooms. YC Young Children.

Noddings, N. (1984). Caring: A feminine approach to ethics and moral education. University of
California Press.

Parette, P., Quesenberry, A., & Blum, C. (2010). Missing the boat with technology usage in ECE
settings: A 21st-century view of developmentally appropriate practice. ECE Journal, 37(5), 335-340.
Pellegrini, A. D. (2009). The role of play in human development. Oxford University Press.

Piaget, J. (1962). Play, dreams and imitation in childhood. W. W. Norton.

Plowman, L., Stephen, C., & McPake, J. (2013). Growing up with technology: Y oung children learning
in a digital world. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning.

Pyle, A., & Bigelow, A. (2021). Play in kindergarten: An interview and observational study in three
Canadian classrooms. ECE Journal, 49(3), 385-395. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-014-0666-1

Pyle, A., & Deluca, C. (2017). Assessment in play-based kindergarten classrooms: An empirical study
of teacher perspectives and practices. The Journal of Educational Research, 110(5), 457-466.

Pyle, A., & DelLuca, C. (2020). Play-based learning in Ontario kindergarten classrooms. ECE Journal,
48(2), 159-170. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-019-00991-4

Pyle, A., DelLuca, C., & Danniels, E. (2018). Perspectives on play-based learning in ECE. International
Journal of Early Years Education, 26(3), 311-326. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2018.1454300
Pyle, A., DeLuca, C., & Danniels, E. (2019). A scoping review of play-based learning in ECE:
Contexts, perspectives, and challenges. Journal of ECE Research.

Page 4640

www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858419868346
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2019.1670754
https://doi.org/10.1080/09575146.2020.1865273
https://doi.org/10.3368/jhr.48.4.945
https://www.startingblocks.gov.au/other-resources
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-020-01034-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2022.03.004
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/position-statements/equity
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476718X211058974
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-014-0666-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-019-00991-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2018.1454300

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume IX Issue VI June 2025

% 3
¢ RSIS ~

26. Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes (M. Cole,
V. John-Steiner, S. Scribner, & E. Souberman, Eds.). Harvard University Press. (Original work
published 1930)

27. Weisberg, D. S., Hirsh-Pasek, K., & Golinkoff, R. M. (2019). Guided play: Where curricular goals
meet a  playful  pedagogy. Mind, Brain, and  Education, 13(3), 104-112.
https://doi.org/10.1111/mbe.12015

28. Weisberg, D. S., Hirsh-Pasek, K., Golinkoff, R. M., Kittredge, A. K., & Klahr, D. (2013). Guided play:
Where curricular goals meet a playful pedagogy. Mind, Brain, and Education, 7(2), 104-112.

29. Zosh, J. M., Hirsh-Pasek, K., & Golinkoff, R. M. (2021). Playing to learn: How guided play advances
children’s development. American Journal of Play, 13(2), 169-190.
https://www.journalofplay.org/sites/www.journalofplay.org/files/pdf-articles/13-2-article-playing-to-
learn.pdf

30. Zosh, J. M., Hopkins, E. J., Jensen, H., Liu, C., Neale, D., Hirsh-Pasek, K., & Whitebread, D. (2018).
Learning through play: A review of the evidence. The LEGO Foundation.

Page 4641 www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/
https://doi.org/10.1111/mbe.12015
https://www.journalofplay.org/sites/www.journalofplay.org/files/pdf-articles/13-2-article-playing-to-learn.pdf
https://www.journalofplay.org/sites/www.journalofplay.org/files/pdf-articles/13-2-article-playing-to-learn.pdf

