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Abstract
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The aim of this cross-cultural study is to examine how preservice early childhood educators from Greece, Tiirkiye, Turk-
ish Republic of North Cyprus, Estonia, Spain, and the United States perceive the teacher's role in children's play, and to
identify similarities and differences in their perspectives. A total of 255 university students majoring in early childhood
education completed a specially designed questionnaire. The findings emphasize that teacher involvement in children's
play is seen as important across all countries, particularly in fostering social interactions among children. However, per-
ceptions of specific roles vary and seem to be strongly influenced by the structure of teacher training programs. Notably,
Greek preservice educators, who had the least practical experience but the most theoretical knowledge, rated certain
teacher roles in play as less important compared to their peers from other countries. The study provides recommendations
to enhance preservice educators' understanding of play, which may positively influence their future teaching practices.
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Introduction

While researchers have conducted numerous studies to
guide teachers on how to interact with children during
play to promote positive outcomes (Smilansky & Shefatya,
1990; Riidisiili, 2023; Trawick-Smith & Dziurgot, 2010),
the teacher's role in children's play continues to be a conten-
tious issue in early childhood education (Wood, 2022). The
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dilemma between child-led/unstructured play and adult-
guided/structured play for academic learning (Pyle & Dann-
iels, 2017) remains unresolved. A part of the debate involves
cultural values, such as how different roles are assigned.

Cross-cultural comparative studies on teachers' roles
in play broaden our perspectives by providing valuable
insights into how cultural backgrounds and contexts influ-
ence teachers' beliefs, practices, and attitudes toward facili-
tating play in early childhood education (Lee, et al., 2024;
Rentzou, 2019). Understanding the cultural and educational
backgrounds of preservice educators is essential for iden-
tifying areas of improvement in teacher training programs
across the globe, especially regarding the significance of
play in early childhood development (Rentzou et al., 2025).
It's crucial to grasp the students' perspectives on play and
how these shape their attitudes towards integrating play into
teaching (Jung & Jin, 2015; Lim, 2024; Rodriguez-Mechan,
2021). Considering the cultural influences on these beliefs
is key, highlighting the need to explore variations across dif-
ferent countries (Izumi-Taylor et al., 2010).

Guided by this context, the present study aims to answer
the following research question: How do preservice early
childhood educators from different countries perceive the
teacher’s role in children's play, and what similarities and
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differences exist across their perspectives? Gaining insight
into preservice educators' understanding of play's role in
learning can inform curriculum adjustments to better pre-
pare them for facilitating children's play experiences.

Review of Literature

Play is a fundamental activity in early childhood, crucial for
cognitive, emotional, social, and physical development. It
stimulates brain growth and enhances cognitive functions
(Weisberg et al., 2013). Through play, children learn sub-
jects like science (Buldu, 2022) and math (Stipek, 2017),
and develop problem-solving skills, memory, and critical
thinking (Lillard et al., 2013; Yogman et al., 2018). Play fos-
ters creativity and innovation, allowing children to explore
and experiment safely (Russ & Wallace, 2013; Whitebread
et al., 2012). It helps children express and understand their
emotions, develop self-regulation, build resilience, and cope
with stress (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2009). Furthermore, research
also shows that children in play-based learning environ-
ments perform as well as or better on standardized academic
assessments compared to peers in traditional classrooms,
indicating that play-based learning supports academic prog-
ress (Bodrova & Leong, 2003; Marcon, 2002).

Teachers’ Role in Children’s Play

Teachers should recognize that declining play skills in
children, linked to increased psychosocial difficulties and
reduced executive functioning, highlight the need to inte-
grate play-based learning, observe play for early devel-
opmental concerns, and advocate for the role of play in
supporting healthy child development (Fernandez-Sanchez
et al., 2022; Rodriguez-Meehan, 2022). Given these chal-
lenges, it must be acknowledged that play today is increas-
ingly the work of teachers, not just children (Paley, 2004;
Saifer, 2010). Although play remains fundamentally a child-
driven activity, teachers play a critical role in shaping and
enriching play experiences, particularly in structured and
guided activities. The extent of teacher involvement can
vary depending on the type of play, whether it is free play,
structured play, or pretend play (Aras, 2016; Riidisiili et. al.,
2023) each contributing to children's learning in different
ways. For example, pretend play often requires intentional
scaffolding by teachers to develop fully in a classroom set-
ting. Without strategic support, such as offering symbolic
props, setting up ongoing play themes, and helping children
stay in character and follow play rules, pretend play may not
occur naturally (Bodrova & Leong, 2001).

Play provides a powerful context for learning and
teaching (Hedges, 2000). To maximize the benefits of a
play-based classroom, teachers must skillfully organize
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structured educational practices that weave play into the
curriculum, promoting both academic and social-emotional
development (Nicolopoulou et al., 2015). In addition, teach-
ers must develop practical skills to observe and assess chil-
dren’s play, evaluating the types of learning taking place
during these interactions. Guided by Vygotsky’s concept of
the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), teachers act as
"more knowledgeable others," using language and non-ver-
bal strategies to support children's development within their
next steps of learning (Bennett et al., 1997). Acquiring such
targeted intervention strategies is essential to maximize and
extend children's learning through play (Hakkarainen et al.,
2013; Trawick-Smith & Dziurgot, 2010).

As Lynch (2015) notes, it is not enough to simply raise
awareness of the benefits of play among teachers. Instead,
there is a need for more research focused on develop-
ing effective strategies that enable teachers to use play as
a meaningful learning tool. Playing with children is not
merely an enjoyable classroom activity, it is a cognitively
demanding task that requires purposeful knowledge, ongo-
ing reflection, and intentional planning (Trawick-Smith &
Dziurgot, 2010).

Nevertheless, the teacher’s role in children's play con-
tinues to create tensions within the field of early child-
hood education (Wood, 2022). A central question remains:
How can an activity that is freely chosen by a child, with-
out external goals, align with a teacher's responsibility to
guide learning, set objectives, and support developmental
outcomes (Van der Aalsvoort et al., 2015). While there is
strong evidence for the effectiveness of learning through
play, there is comparatively less evidence about how teach-
ers can successfully teach through play (Wood, 2008). This
gap highlights the need for new insights that link teachers'
theoretical knowledge with pedagogical practices for inte-
grating play and formal learning in the classroom.

Cross-Cultural Perspectives on Teachers' Role in
Children’s Play

Cross-cultural studies on teachers' roles in play show that
cultural backgrounds strongly influence beliefs and prac-
tices regarding play in early childhood education (Van der
Aalsvoort et al., 2015). In some contexts, play is primarily
viewed as a means for social-emotional development, while
in others it is valued for fostering academic and cognitive
growth (Izumi-Taylor et al., 2010; Niikko & Ugaste, 2012;
Rentzou et al., 2019). Recent research further emphasizes
that global shifts in early childhood education, especially
increased academic pressures, have led to a decline in
unstructured play and greater teacher control over learn-
ing environments (Bubikova-Moan, et al., 2019; Pyle et al.,
2018; Smith, 2025).
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These pressures are visible in various forms across coun-
tries. For example, in the United States, researchers observed
that some teachers either remain disengaged from children's
play or, conversely, become overly directive in their efforts
to incorporate play into daily classroom routines (Vu et al.,
2015). In Greece, studies show that while early childhood
educators value play, they often feel that organized play
activities to be more important than the free play (Sakel-
lariou & Banou, 2020). Spanish early childhood educators
often adopt a more adult-directed approach, using play as a
means to reinforce routines and pre-academic skills, rather
than fully embracing child-initiated exploration (Morales-
Murillo, et al., 2020).

In contrast, Estonia, similar to other Nordic countries,
has maintained strong support for play-based learning, and
teachers take a proactive role in shaping play to support chil-
dren's development and learning (Niikko & Ugaste, 2012).
They integrate structured activities within play to support
specific learning outcomes, reflecting a balance between
child-initiated and teacher-directed play.

Additionally, cross-national studies highlight how
teacher training and cultural narratives shape beliefs. In a
comparative study, preservice educators from Wales and
Finland reported greater ease with active teacher roles in
play compared to those from the Netherlands and Germany,
where minimal teacher involvement is the norm (Van der
Aalsvoort et al., 2015). Turkish preservice educators often
see play as child-led and view adult involvement with
suspicion (Altun, 2018). However, research by Singer et
al. (2014) found that close teacher presence significantly
boosts toddlers’ play engagement, while lack of adult inter-
action may hinder development. These findings echo Bron-
fenbrenner and Morris's (2006) argument that teacher—child
interactions are nested within broader cultural systems that
shape developmental outcomes.

Therefore, the present study aims to contribute to this
growing body of research by examining how future early
childhood educators from Greece, Tiirkiye, Estonia, Spain,
the United States, and the Turkish Republic of Northern
Cyprus perceive the teacher’s role in children’s play. It
compares similarities and differences in how preservice
early childhood educators from these countries understand
the teacher’s role, reflecting the cultural, educational, and
institutional influences embedded in their training.

Early Childhood Education Teacher Training in
Participant Countries

Teacher training plays a pivotal role both in quality of
teaching as well as in educators’ beliefs about play and their
intentions to use play in their classrooms (Table 1 presents

a brief description of ECE teacher training requirements in
participant countries).

Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in two key frameworks: sociocul-
tural theory (Vygotsky, 1978) and the bioecological model
of human development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).
Both highlight the crucial role of social interactions and
cultural context in shaping learning and development.
Vygotsky’s theory highlights the role of teachers in children's
play. He sees educators as guides who help children learn by
providing support within their Zone of Proximal Develop-
ment (ZPD), the space between what a child can do alone
and what they can achieve with help. In this view, teachers
do not just supervise play; their involvement is essential for
children’s cognitive, social, and emotional growth. How-
ever, different cultures and educational systems approach
teacher involvement in play differently, leading to questions
about how future teachers see their role in children's play.
This study examines these perspectives across different
countries, recognizing that beliefs about play are shaped by
cultural norms and teacher training.

The bioecological model helps explain broader factors—
such as national education policies, teacher training pro-
grams, and societal attitudes—shape future teachers’ views
on play. This model looks at different levels of influence,
from hands-on experiences in teacher training to larger cul-
tural values and policies about early childhood education.
Differences in teacher involvement in play may come from
these broader influences, shaping how educators understand
and apply play-based learning. By using these two theories,
this study aims to analyze how culture, education systems,
and personal experiences influence future teachers' under-
standing of their role in children’s play.

Methods

This study utilized a quantitative, cross-sectional, and com-
parative research approach to examine preservice early
childhood educators’ perceptions of the teachers’ role in chil-
dren’s play. The research design consisted of a survey-based
study utilizing a structured, multilingual questionnaire.

Data Collection

This research is part of a larger study examining preservice
early childhood educators' perceptions, preferences, and
preparation related to play. The study investigated how pre-
service educators from six countries perceive the teacher’s
role in children's play. It also examined similarities and
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Table 1 Early Childhood Educators’ Initial Professional Training Requirements in Participant Countries

Estonia

Greece

Spain

Tiirkiye

Turkish Republic
of North

Cyprus

(TRNC)

USA

Preschool teachers in Estonia are required to have higher education, pedagogical competencies, and proficiency in the
Estonian language (Minister of education, 2013). In the academic year 2022/23, 85% of ECEC teachers met these qualifi-
cations. Prospective kindergarten teachers can study at Tallinn University or Tartu University, both offering undergraduate
programs in early childhood education. Tallinn University also offers a master's program in the field. Graduates receive

a 'Teacher, level 6' qualification with a bachelor's degree and a 'Teacher, level 7' qualification with a master's degree,
although these qualifications are not mandatory for working in a kindergarten. At the participating university program,
undergraduate studies last for three years, with internships starting in the first semester. There are a total of five intern-
ships, one each semester, except in the fifth semester. In the first semester, students are required to take the course Early
Childhood Education and Play (6 ECTS), and the concept of learning through play is also incorporated into other courses
Greece adopts a dichotomous system for ECEC, evident in both organizational structure and educator preparation. There
are two main bachelor's programs: one for pre-primary professionals/kindergarten teachers (nipiagogoi) and another for
infant/toddler professionals/early childhood educators. Greece has 9 universities offering the first type and 3 offering the
second. Both programs last 4 years, leading to distinct job titles for similar roles in different settings. According to recent
qualifications, early childhood educators must have a bachelor's degree from the second type of university and a H/'Y
knowledge use certificate (Presidential Decree 85, 2022)

Regarding play courses, in the department where the data was collected, play is primarily addressed in courses related to
other subjects within pedagogy, and one course is offered specifically on play

In Spain, the education system prioritizes high-quality initial professional preparation for Early Childhood Education and
Care (ECEC) professionals. Despite preschool being voluntary, improving ECEC qualifications and training is essential
for enhancing quality (Paz-Albo, 2018). National and regional education policies regulate these improvements. Royal
Decree 476/2013 sets the minimum teaching requirements, ranging from a vocational certificate (ISCED level 4) to a
bachelor's degree (ISCED level 6) for pre-primary education

Infant education in Spain is the first stage of the educational system, divided into two cycles: ages 0-3 and ages 3—6.
Although tertiary education is the most common qualification level for teaching both stages, ECEC professionals can
also teach the first cycle with only an upper secondary vocational diploma (ISCED level 4). The national government
oversees the minimum requirements for this diploma (Royal Decree 1394/2007) and sets the base curriculum (Orden
ESD/4066/2008), which regional administrations supplement

At the participating university, ECE (0-5 years of age) and primary school (6—12 years of age) students have a two-month
practicum their junior year (18 and 15 ECTS respectively) and a four-month practicum their senior year (33 and 30 ECTS
respectively). The introduction of play-based learning in the classroom is usually embedded in the curriculum. The incor-
poration of play specific courses in teaching education programs is not yet widespread in Spain. The university offers a
specific course (i.e. “Laboratory of Math Games”) to train ECEC student teachers to promote games and play activities
when teaching math in early childhood education settings

In Tiirkiye, the ECEC system is split between the Ministry of National Education (MoNE) and the Ministry of Fam-

ily and Social Services (MoFSS), leading to different teacher qualification requirements. MoNE preschools (ages 3—5)
require a bachelor's degree, while MoFSS preschools (ages 0—3) only require a high school diploma. Private schools and
preschools run by the Ministry of Family and Social Services (MFSS) may hire teachers with a two-year college degree
or graduates of girls' vocational colleges specializing in child development. At the participating university, the teacher
education program includes practice-based courses during the senior year, spanning two semesters. Additionally, a course
on play and child development is typically offered in the sophomore or junior year

In TRNC, preschool teachers are trained in 7 private universities in faculties of education. Those programs are 4 years
with bachelor degree in which the senior years, teacher candidates have 2 semesters of practicums. A specific course titled
“Play Development and Education” is offered to teacher candidates to use play as an effective teaching method and a
method to identify the child’s needs and abilities. In order to work as a preschool teacher, a person needs to be graduated
from Atatiirk Teachers Academia (TRNC Teachers Law, 1985:11, 16). Although the Preschool Education Program (2018)
stated that the program adopted play-based learning approach, the definition is not provided and the program heav-

ily includes academic skills. In the Handbook of Preschool Teachers (2021) published by the Ministry of Education of
TRNC, play-based learning had a paragraph long description which states play is the work of children that children learn
about their skills, explore their environments, and build relationships

In the United States, teacher education preparation in early childhood education is a rigorous process that involves obtain-
ing a degree from an accredited program and meeting licensure requirements set by each state's department of education.
Licensure is required to teach in elementary schools in the United States. Early childhood associate's degree or a Child
Development Associate credential are required to teach in preschool (child care facilities). Pre-service teachers interested
in working at elementary schools must pass a certification exam and meet any additional state-specific requirements to
obtain a teaching license (National Council on Teacher Quality, 2021). This ensures that teachers are knowledgeable and
qualified to provide developmentally appropriate education to young children

The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and the Council for Accreditation of Educa-

tor Preparation (CAEP) provide standards for early childhood teacher education programs to ensure that candidates are
prepared to provide high-quality education to young children (NAEYC, 2019; CAEP, 2021)

At the two participating university departments, play is integrated throughout the early childhood curriculum. No course
specifically dedicated to play is offered at either university. Students begin their practicums in their junior year, which
spans three semesters. The first practicum takes place in a preschool setting, while the second and third are in placements
ranging from kindergarten to 5th grade. The fourth semester is dedicated to student teaching, typically in a K-5 classroom
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differences across cultural and educational contexts to better
understand how teacher training and cultural values influ-
ence these perceptions.

To collect data, researchers from seven universities in
six countries (Estonia, Greece, Spain, Tiirkiye, the Turkish
Republic of Northern Cyprus, and the USA) jointly adapted
a multilingual online questionnaire (www.encuestafacil.
com) that allowed students to complete the survey in their
native language. Survey questions were reviewed by the
research team to ensure accuracy in translation. No defini-
tion of play was provided in the questionnaire.

Data collection took place from October 2022 to Janu-
ary 2023. The questionnaire link was distributed during the
Fall 2022 semester through official university channels or
directly by instructors. Students received an initial email
invitation describing the study purpose and were asked to
complete the online survey. Undergraduate college students
majoring in education participated in the research study.
An information sheet and consent form were provided in
each language. The study was approved by the Institutional
Review Boards (IRB) at the participating universities,
except for the Estonian university where IRB approval was
not required.

The survey included eight background questions cov-
ering participants' country, age, gender, level and year of
study, practicum experience, and coursework related to
children's play. Overall, in the United States, 45 students
responded (35 completed); in Greece, 99 responded (67
completed); in Tirkiye, 60 responded (38 completed); in
the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, 77 responded (21
completed); in Spain, 65 responded (49 completed); and in
Estonia, 62 responded (45 completed).

The findings reported in this study are based on a sub-
set of a larger dataset and rely on a five-point Likert scale
to assess preservice educators’ attitudes and perceptions
related to teachers’ roles in play. The use of this scale
allowed for structured and consistent responses, supporting
both descriptive and inferential statistical analyses.

Survey Instrument

The survey instrument used in this study was inspired by the
lead team member’s earlier scholarship examining educa-
tors’ involvement in children’s play through action research
and qualitative inquiry (Rentzou, 2018; Sakellariou & Rent-
zou, 2012) and was further developed collaboratively by the
research team. The development of the instrument followed
a multi-phase, iterative process grounded in theory and prior
research.

Phase 1: Conceptualization of teacher roles
in play

In the first phase, the research team focused on conceptual-
izing teachers’ roles in children’s play. Guided by the contin-
uum of adult involvement in play described by Van Hoorn et
al. (2015), the team identified a broad range of roles reflect-
ing different levels of teacher presence, intentionality, and
engagement. These roles ranged from more indirect forms
of involvement, such as observing children’s play, provid-
ing materials, and monitoring safety, to more direct forms
of engagement, including modeling behaviors, supporting
social interaction, and participating in play. Through multi-
ple rounds of discussion, review, and reflection, the research
team further refined these roles and aligned them with estab-
lished theoretical and empirical classifications of teacher
play roles (Enz & Christie, 1993; Johnson et al., 2005). This
process resulted in a theoretically grounded framework
capturing indirect, facilitative, and direct forms of educator
involvement during children’s play.

Phase 2: Scale development

In the second phase, the refined conceptual framework
was translated into measurable scale items. Conceptually
overlapping roles were intentionally merged to improve
clarity and reduce redundancy. This process resulted in a
final nine-item instrument rated on a five-point Likert scale
(1=strongly disagree to 5 =strongly agree; see Table 6). The
final scale represents key educator roles during children’s
play, including environmental provision, observation, mod-
eling, parallel and participatory play, social mediation, guid-
ance, and monitoring children’s safety.

Phase 3: Cross-cultural adaptation and
review

In the final phase, the survey was adapted for use in a cross-
cultural context, drawing on prior international research on
teachers’ roles in play (e.g., Aras, 2016; Izumi-Taylor et al.,
2010; Van der Aalsvoort et al., 2015). Authors from each
participating country reviewed the instrument for clarity,
content relevance, and cultural appropriateness. Minor revi-
sions were made to preserve the conceptual meaning and
consistency of items across languages and cultural contexts.

Internal consistency of the final scale was examined
using Cronbach’s alpha. The nine-item scale demonstrated
acceptable reliability (0.=.79), indicating satisfactory inter-
nal consistency for research purposes.
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Table 2 Participants’ Demographic Information

Gender. Count (%) Age Studies:Count (%)
Country N F M N M SD Min Max Under graduate Post-graduate N/A
Spain 49  47(96) 2(4) 64 21.67 4.144 18 37 64 (99) 1(1) 0 (0)
Estonia 45  45(100) 0(0) 62 27.58 7944 19 49 61 (98) 0 (0) 1(2)
Turkey 38 34(90) 4(10) 59 2153 2.867 18 34 59 (98) 0(0) 1(2)
USA 35 34(097) 1(3) 45 2409 8660 18 64 41 91) 49 0(0)
Greece 67 67(100) 0(0) 96 20.78 3293 18 40 98 (100) 0(0) 0(0)
Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus 21 18 (86) 3 (14) 31 21.06 1.806 18 26 29 (94) 1(3) 1(3)
Total 255 245(96) 10(4) 357 2269 5802 18 64 352 (97) 6(2) 3 (1)
Table 3 Distribution of Participants by Country and Current Year of Their Studies
Country What is your current year of study?
1 st year 2nd year 3rd year 4th year Sth year Other

Spain (N=49) Count 20 10 4 9 2 4

% 40.7 20.4 8.2 184 4.1 8.2
Estonia (N=45) Count 23 13 8 1 0 0

% 51.1 28.9 17.8 2.2 0.0 0.0
Tiirkiye (N=38) Count 6 4 15 10 1 2

% 15.8 10.5 39.5 26.3 2.6 5.3
USA (N=35) Count 1 6 10 13 4 1

% 2.9 17.1 28.6 37.1 11.4 2.9
Greece (N=67) Count 0 24 18 25 0 0

% 0.0 358 26.9 37.3 0.0 0.0
Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (N=21) Count 9 2 10 0 0 0

% 42.8 9.5 47.7 0.0 0.0 0.0
Total (N=257) Count 59 59 65 58 7 7

% 23.1 23.1 25.5 22.7 2.7 2.7

Sample and Demographics

Overall, 255 students participated in the study, with an aver-
age age of twenty-three. Most participants were women and
were studying at the undergraduate level. Estonian partici-
pants were, on average, significantly older than participants
from the other countries (ANOVA: F=12.217; p<.001;
Games-Howell Post Hoc: p<.001 for each comparison),
except for those from the United States. Table 2 presents the
participants' demographic details.

Table 3 below shows which year of study the students
were in, based on their country. Most students were in their
first, second, or third year, while only a few were in their
fifth year or marked “Other.” In Estonia and Spain, many
students were just starting out in their first year. In Turkey
and the USA, most students were further along, in their third
or fourth year. Greece had no first-year students, but a good
mix of students in the second, third, and fourth years. In
Northern Cyprus, most were either in their first or third year.
This shows that students from each country were at different
points in their studies, which could affect their experiences
in class and in practical training.

Table 4 below provides an overview of the practical
experiences and play-related courses undertaken by the par-
ticipants in the study. The data reveals notable differences
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in practical experience and coursework focused on play
among preservice early childhood educators from various
countries.

According to Table 4, practicum opportunities vary sig-
nificantly across countries and are not always tied to the stu-
dent’s year in the program. For example, Estonia shows that
early integration of practicum is possible, with nearly all
students, even 1st years, participating in classroom experi-
ence. In contrast, countries like Greece and Spain had low
practicum rates even though many students were already in
their 2nd or 3rd years, suggesting delayed or limited field
experience. The USA stands out for aligning advanced
study years with high practicum participation. These differ-
ences highlight how program structure and national educa-
tion priorities shape hands-on learning experiences in early
childhood teacher education.

Regarding coursework focused solely on children's play,
just over two-fifths (43.1%) of the participants reported hav-
ing taken such courses. Greece and Estonia show a strong
commitment, with 64.2% and 60% of their participants
respectively engaged in play-focused coursework. The USA
and the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus have mod-
erate engagement at 45.7% and 47.6%, while Tiirkiye and
Spain have significantly lower rates at 26.3% and 8.2%,
respectively.
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Table 4 Practicum Experience and Play-Related Course Participation by Country

Have you done or are you doing at the moment a practi-
cum in an early childhood classroom setting?

Have you taken any courses that
focus solely on children’s play?

Country Yes No Total Yes No Total
Spain N 17 32 49 4 45 49

% 34.7 65.3 100.0 8.2 91.8 100.0
Estonia N 44 1 45 27 18 45

% 97.8 2.2 100.0 60.0 40.0 100.0
Tiirkiye N 21 17 38 10 28 38

% 55.3 44.7 100.0 26.3 73.7 100.0
USA N 28 7 35 16 19 35

% 80.0 20.0 100.0 45.7 54.3 100.0
Greece N 9 58 67 43 24 67

% 134 86.6 100.0 64.2 35.8 100.0
Turkish Republic of Northern N 6 15 21 10 11 21
Cyprus % 28.6 71.4 100.0 47.6 524 100.0
Total N 125 130 255 110 145 255

% 49.0 51.0 100.0 43.1 56.9 100.0
Table 5 Topics That Have Been Covered in the Play-Related Courses that Participants Attended

Spain Estonia Tirkiye USA Greece TRNC Total

Purposes of play (educative, fun etc.) 65.3 97.8 65.8 80.0 77.6 66.7 76.5
Benefits of play 57.1 68.9 78.9 88.6 86.6 76.2 76.1
Children’s participation 63.3 73.3 71.1 74.3 68.7 85.7 71.0
Teachers’ roles in play 449 84.4 553 71.4 80.6 85.7 69.8
Definitions of play 429 100.0 68.4 65.7 56.7 429 63.5
Theories of play 28.6 91.1 39.5 45.7 31.3 333 44.7
Play in cultural contexts 16.3 17.8 42.1 45.7 38.8 429 32.5
Play research 18.4 46.7 23.7 45.7 31.3 333 325
Mothers/fathers playing with children 20.4 40.0 342 343 22.4 52.4 31.0
Philosophy of play 14.3 40.0 34.2 31.4 26.9 333 29.0

Note: Percentages are reported

It should be noted that neither of the two American uni-
versities where data was collected offered a course solely
focused on play. However, sixteen participants reported
having taken such a course. This discrepancy may be
explained by differences in how students interpret and cate-
gorize their coursework. While the programs themselves did
not offer a course explicitly dedicated solely to play, some
students may have taken courses that heavily incorporate
play-based learning principles or focus on play as a compo-
nent of broader early childhood education topics. For exam-
ple, courses on child development, curriculum design, or
learning environments may include substantial discussions,
assignments, or modules centered around play, leading stu-
dents to perceive them as "play-focused" courses. Addi-
tionally, students may have completed coursework at other
institutions, through professional development, or as part of
elective choices that emphasize play. Variability in course
content, instructors' emphasis on play, or prior learning
experiences could have contributed to students' responses.

Finally, Table 5 below presents data regarding topics
covered in the play-related courses. It should be noted that

the data reflects students’ perceptions of their course con-
tent, not the official curriculum.

According to Table 5, students across the six countries
reported that their coursework focused mainly on the basic
and practical aspects of play, such as why play is impor-
tant, the benefits of play, how children participate, and the
teacher’s role in play. These topics were covered by most
programs. Topics that require deeper thinking, like defini-
tions of play and theories of play, were mentioned less often.
The least covered areas included play across cultures, play
research, parents playing with children, and the philosophy
of play. Overall, the results show that while students learn
about the general purposes and benefits of play, they receive
much less preparation in understanding play from theoreti-
cal, cultural, and research-based perspectives. Notably, the
teacher’s role in play was one of the most frequently cov-
ered topics, suggesting that programs place strong emphasis
on helping future educators learn how to support and guide
children’s play which is a central focus of the present study.
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Table 6 Participants’ responses across five countries

Spain Estonia  Tiirkiye = USA  Greece Turkish Total ANOVA
Republic F P
of Northern
Cyprus
1 Monitoring children’s safety M 473 489 4.79 477 4.68 4.90 477 1.353 .243
SD .670 .318 413 547 471 .308 489
2.0bserving children’s play so as to understand M 4.69  4.67 4.68 449 437 4.70 458 2.640 .024
their progress and inform his/her program SD 683 .564 471 612 651 571 617
3.Providing a stimulating environment and M 4.71* 453 4.63 4.66 4.35° 4.80 4.58 2983 .012
ensures that there is a balance and variety inall  §p 677 625 547 639 623 410 623
the activities that are on offer
4.Supporting social interaction among children M  4.18  4.47 4.47 431 4.26 4.55 435 1221 .300
SD 1.112 .694 557 796 713 759 .801
5.Providing children with the materials they need M 4.37 4.24 4.39 4.51* 3.94* 4.55 427 3.469 .005
for their play SD 929 773 .679 702 .875 .999 .850
6.Playing with children (if he/she is invited by M 392 418 4.32 431 4.20 4.15 4.17 1.188 .315
them), follows children’s rules without giving SD 1.152 777 702 718 .833 1.137 892
instructions
7 Performing or showing the behaviors neededto M~ 4.14  4.33? 4.39° 431° 3.66*%¢ 4659 415 7231 .000
be supported in children SD 1.061 .769 495 718 957 587 .886
8.Playing in parallel with children and joins M 388 4.09 4.08 4.06 3.98 4.30 4.03 .663 .652
children’s play only when invited SD 1.218 .925 .850 802 838 1.031 .948
9.Helping children to use the area designated for M  3.85 4.04 4.14 4.34* 3.80% 430 4.02 2.882 .015
a specific type of play, following the rules SD 1.010 .852 822 639 749 .979 .855

b Within rows, means followed by the same letter are significantly different according to Bonferroni or Games-Howell Post Hoc Multiple

Comparisons (0.05)

Data analysis

Data analysis was performed using SPSS. Descriptive sta-
tistics, including mean, standard deviation, and percentages,
were calculated. To compare results across countries, one-
way ANOVA tests were conducted, followed by Bonferroni
post hoc tests for equal variances or Games-Howell post hoc
tests (Games & Howell, 1976) for unequal variances. Lev-
ene's test was used to assess the homogeneity of variances.
The Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated to exam-
ine the relationships between various variables.

Results

The study results indicated that students considered all men-
tioned roles in the teacher's work to be quite significant (the
overall average rating across the entire sample was above
four on a five-point scale). The scores of items on each
scale were averaged for mean values of the data. The means
and standard deviations of the given ratings, as well as the
results of the cross-country comparison (ANOVA test), are
presented in Table 6 (see Table 6 for details).

On this instrument, on Monitoring Children's Safety (role
1), all countries rated this role highly, with mean scores
ranging from 4.68 (Greece) to 4.90 (Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus) with no significant difference between
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countries (F=1.353, p=.243). This indicates a general
consensus on the importance of safety monitoring across
all countries. On Observing Children's Play to Understand
Their Progress (role 2), scores ranged from 4.37 (Greece)
to 4.70 (Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus) with signifi-
cant difference across countries (F=2.640, p=.024). While
generally considered important, there is some variation in
how critical this role is viewed, particularly by Greek pre-
service educators. On Providing a Stimulating Environment
(role 3), scores ranged from 4.35 (Greece) to 4.80 (Turk-
ish Republic of Northern Cyprus) with a statistically sig-
nificant difference between the mean scores of students
from Greece and Spain (F=2.983, p=.012). All countries
value this role highly, but Greek preservice educators rate
it slightly lower compared to others. On Supporting Social
Interaction Among Children (role 4), scores ranged from
4.18 (Spain) to 4.55 (Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus)
with no significant difference across countries (F=1.221,
p=.300). This role is uniformly considered important across
all countries. On Providing Materials for Play (role 5),
scores ranged from 3.94 (Greece) to 4.55 (Turkish Repub-
lic of Northern Cyprus) with statistically significant differ-
ences between USA and Greece (F=3.469, p=.005). There
is a noticeable variation, with Greek preservice educators
rating this role lower. On Playing with Children When
invited (role 6), mean scores ranged from 3.92 (Spain) to
4.32 (Turkey) with no significant difference across countries
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(F=1.188, p=.315). This role is seen as moderately impor-
tant, with no significant differences between countries. On
Performing or Demonstrating Desired Behaviors (role 7),
mean scores ranged from 3.66 (Greece) to 4.65 (Turkish
Republic of Northern Cyprus) with highly significant dif-
ference (F=7.231, p=.000). Greek preservice educators rate
this role much lower, indicating a significant divergence in
perception. On Playing in Parallel with Children (role 8),
mean scores ranged from 3.88 (Spain) to 4.30 (Turkish
Republic of Northern Cyprus with no significant differ-
ence (F=.663, p=.652). This role is considered less critical,
with no major differences between countries. On Helping
Children Use Designated Play Areas (role 9), mean scores
ranged from 3.80 (Greece) to 4.34 (USA) with statistically
significant difference across countries (F=2.882, p=.015).
Greek preservice educators’ average rating for this activity
was statistically significantly lower than that of almost all
other countries in the study, except for Spain. Overall, the
study reveals that while there is a general agreement on the
importance of most teacher roles in early childhood educa-
tion, significant differences exist in some areas. Greek pre-
service educators often rated certain roles lower than their
counterparts, suggesting cultural or educational differences
in the emphasis placed on these roles.

To gain deeper insight into the relationship between
students' views on teachers' roles in play and their back-
grounds, additional statistical analysis for the entire sample
was conducted. The compatibility of the characteristics
presented in Table 6 was first examined to combine these
individual characteristics into a composite variable reflect-
ing students' view on the teacher's role in play. Given that
Cronbach's alpha was relatively high (.785) with nine items,
and the removal of any item would not have improved the
alpha, we proceeded to calculate the mean score of these
items. The results revealed a weak positive correlation
between students' practical experience (1- no experience,
2—have experience) and their ratings of teachers' roles in
play (Pearson’s r=.176, p=.005). This suggests that students
with practical experience in early childhood classroom set-
tings tended to rate the importance of teachers' roles more
highly than those without such experience. Additionally,
there was a weak negative correlation between students'
year of study (including only students from the 1st to 4th
year) and their ratings of teachers' roles in play (Pearson’s
r=-.171, p=.008), indicating that as students advanced in
their studies, they gave lower ratings to the importance of
teachers' roles in play.

When analyzed by country, the data revealed that the
correlation between students' practical experience and their
ratings of teachers' roles was statistically significant only
in the Greek sample (Pearson’s r=.345, p=.004). In the
U.S. sample, the mean score for the teacher's role showed

a moderate, statistically significant correlation with whether
students had taken courses covering play (Pearson’s r=.444,
p=.007). It should be noted here again that neither of the
two American universities where data was collected offered
a course solely focused on play; however, sixteen partici-
pants reported having taken such a course.

Understanding these variations in perspectives can
inform the development of more tailored and effective
teacher training programs across different regions.

Discussion

This study analyzes diverse perspectives on the teacher's
role in children's play. The comparative nature of the study
aims to investigate the similarities and differences in the per-
ceptions of early childhood preservice educators from six
participating countries and discuss the findings in the con-
text of teacher training programs. While participants gener-
ally agreed that teachers play an important role, how they
rated specific teacher responsibilities varied, often reflecting
differences in their training programs, educational systems,
and national approaches to early childhood education.

Across all countries, students rated most teacher roles
highly, especially those involving child safety, providing a
rich environment, and supporting social interaction. These
findings reflect broad agreement that teachers support chil-
dren’s development through structured environments and
responsive relationships, aligning with the bioecological
model of human development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
2006). The consistent value placed on social interaction in
play (role 4) also supports previous findings that play is seen
worldwide as a key medium for developing social-emo-
tional skills (Bubikova-Moan et al., 2019; Klugman, 1996;
Sherwood & Reifel, 2013).

However, responses also reflected important cultural
variations. For example, Greek participants consistently
rated several teacher roles lower than participants from
other countries. The limited practicum opportunities in
Greek programs may explain this result (Sakellariou, 2020).
Although many Greek students completed coursework on
play, only 13.4% reported having hands-on experience.
This points to a noticeable gap between theory and practice,
which may limit preservice educators’ ability to use play
effectively to support children’s learning and to fully under-
stand their role in facilitating it (Rodriguez-Meehan, 2022).
The prior research supports this concern. For example,
Altun (2018) and Izumi-Taylor et al. (2010) found that cul-
tural values strongly influence preservice educators’ beliefs
about teacher’s role in children’s play. In Nordic countries
teachers tend to act as facilitators of free play, whereas in
Mediterranean cultures, including Greece, there is often a
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stronger emphasis on teacher structured rather than child-
led activities (Avgitidou, et al., 2024; Sakellariou, 2020).
This finding also aligns with Vygotsky’s sociocultural per-
spective, which emphasizes that learning is strengthened
through guided, real-world experiences (Vygotsky, 1978).

In contrast, Estonian participants—many of whom had
practicum experience early in their training—rated teacher
roles more highly. Estonia’s education model empha-
sizes play-based learning, where teachers are trained to
observe, guide, and scaffold play (Education Estonia, 2023;
OECD, 2020; Republic of Estonia Ministry of Education &
Research, 2022). This aligns with findings from other Nor-
dic contexts, where teacher involvement is expected and
culturally accepted (Hyvonen, 2011; Kangas et al., 2020).

The Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus reported high
ratings for several teacher roles, particularly Demonstrating
Desired Behaviors (role 7) and Providing Materials (role 5).
This may be partly explained by their teacher training pro-
grams, which explicitly include play-focused courses such
as Play Development and Education (see Table 1). How-
ever, this perception may also reflect broader cultural and
educational views of play in the Turkish Republic of North-
ern Cyprus, where early childhood teachers often associate
play primarily with artistic or craft-based activities (Rent-
zou et al., 2019). As a result, teachers may see their role as
mainly providing materials rather than actively engaging in
or facilitating children’s free play. Additionally, the limited
number of available online documents related to preschool
education in the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus do
not explicitly reference play-based learning within the cur-
riculum (Erbay et al., 2021; Ozturan & Islek, 2020). Taken
together, these factors may help explain why preservice
educators in this context perceive teacher roles in play the
way they do.

Interestingly, Playing With Children Only When Invited
(role 6) was rated moderately across all countries, with no
significant differences. This result aligns with earlier stud-
ies showing that beliefs about teacher involvement in play
are culturally embedded (Van der Aalsvoort et al., 2015;
Hyvonen, 2011). In some systems, teacher restraint is
encouraged to preserve the child’s autonomy, while in oth-
ers, co-playing is considered a valuable strategy for scaf-
folding learning (Bubikova-Moan, et al., 2019). The findings
suggest that many students remain unsure about how active
a teacher’s role should be during play, which may stem from
mixed messages in their training programs or a lack of clear,
modeled practices (Lim, 2024; Rodriguez-Meehan, 2021).

Similarly, there is a notable variation in the importance
placed on Helping Children U se Designated Play Areas
(role 9), with statistically significantly difference between
USA and Greece. Although this role might be perceived
as less critical for stimulating children's development, it

@ Springer

still necessitates close monitoring and engagement from
teachers. This requirement can be challenging due to cul-
tural expectations and tensions regarding structured versus
unstructured play, as mentioned above, as well as the inter-
play between play and learning (Wood, 2022).

This study found a weak positive correlation between
students’ practicum experience and their ratings of teacher
roles, suggesting that hands-on classroom experience helps
preservice educators better understand how teachers sup-
port children’s play (Lim, 2024; Saddaramil et al., 2025). In
contrast, students further along in their academic programs
gave slightly lower ratings, which may reflect a shift from a
developmental focus toward stronger emphasis on academic
outcomes (Zhulamanova, 2019). Jung and Jin (2014) simi-
larly found that while preservice educators generally value
play, those closer to program completion increasingly view
play as acceptable primarily when it supports academic
goals such as literacy or numeracy. This shift often corre-
sponds with a preference for more teacher-directed uses of
play rather than child-initiated, developmental play.

Relationship analysis between students' practical expe-
riences, participation in a play-focused course, and their
survey responses (see Table 4 & 6 for details) suggest that
students with more practical experience in early childhood
education settings might better appreciate the importance of
various teacher roles in children's play. Participation in play
related courses specifically could enhance students' under-
standing of the critical role play has in child development
and how teachers can facilitate this (Jung & Jin, 2015; Lim,
2024). Even though no formal play-only course was offered
at the two U.S. universities, students who were exposed to
play concepts, perhaps through other child development or
curriculum courses, seemed to develop a better understand-
ing of how important teachers are in play-based learning.
This suggests a direct link between hands-on experience
and education (Hakkarainen et al., 2013; Trawick-Smith &
Dziurgot, 2010), as well as professional experience (Riidis-
iili et al., 2023), and the recognition of the importance of
these roles.

The study's implications for teacher education are sig-
nificant. First, teacher education programs must integrate
more hands-on practicum experiences early in the training,
emphasizing both free and structured play contexts. Coun-
tries with limited play-focused practicum, such as Greece
and Spain, may benefit from restructuring their curricula
to offer more opportunities for observing and facilitating
play. Additionally, play-based teaching and learning should
remain a continuous theme throughout academic course-
work, not limited to isolated classes (Jung & Jin, 2014; Lim,
2024).

Practical implications also extend to strengthening edu-
cators’ cultural competence. Teacher preparation programs
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should support preservice educators in critically examining
how cultural values shape their understandings of play and
learning (Izumi-Taylor et al., 2010; Rentzou et al., 2025)
while also helping them learn to balance free and guided
play. Recent observational research further underscores
that teachers’ roles in free play are shaped by the types of
play children engage in, reinforcing the need for intentional
reflection on when and how educators choose to intervene in
play (Ridisiili et al., 2023). In doing so, programs can better
prepare future teachers to intentionally support play and to
advocate for it as a vital learning mechanism across diverse
cultural expectations.

In conclusion, this study highlights how cultural, educa-
tional, and experiential factors shape preservice educators'
understanding of their role in children's play. Addressing
gaps in practicum experience and strengthening play-based
education across all levels of teacher preparation are crucial
for fostering more effective, play-oriented early childhood
education worldwide.

Study Limitations

While the study compares multiple countries, the relatively
small sample size of 255 participants limits the generaliz-
ability of the findings across diverse educational systems.
In addition, although the survey demonstrated acceptable
internal consistency, the instrument represents an initial
effort to capture preservice educators’ perceptions of teach-
ers’ roles in play, and further validation is warranted. Cul-
tural nuances that strongly shape beliefs about play may not
be fully captured through a questionnaire alone, suggesting
the need for more in-depth qualitative data. Relying on a
single self-report survey also limits insight into the com-
plexity of beliefs about play and how these beliefs translate
into practice. Mixed-method approaches, such as interviews
or classroom observations, could provide a richer and more
comprehensive understanding of how teacher preparation
influences attitudes toward play. Finally, while the find-
ings suggest that cultural context plays an important role
in shaping perceptions, the study does not deeply examine
how broader societal values, policies, and educational sys-
tems influence early childhood education across countries.
Future research would benefit from closer attention to these
external and contextual factors.

Conclusion

Cross-cultural studies reveal both similarities and differ-
ences in how early childhood preservice educators perceive
their role in children's play. While there is universal recog-
nition of play's importance in child development, cultural

contexts and teacher training shape the specific approaches
and priorities that preservice educators adopt. Beliefs about
play may be influenced by participants’ cultural back-
grounds, contexts, and attitudes toward facilitating play
in early childhood education. The findings of this study
highlight the need for comparative research using qualita-
tive methods to uncover diverse perspectives and practices,
addressing the ongoing debate between child-led/unstruc-
tured play and adult-guided/structured play for academic
learning. The key focus is on understanding the factors that
influence preservice educators' attitudes toward play and
how these attitudes impact their intentions to incorporate
play in the classroom. Additionally, this baseline under-
standing sheds light on how they perceive the role of play
in learning and how learning outcomes are defined. Such
insights can inform curriculum adjustments to better pre-
pare preservice educators for their roles in facilitating and
enriching children's play experiences. For future research, it
is recommended to conduct mixed-methods studies to gain
deeper insights into participants' views on play and learning,
as well as the nuances of teacher training programs across
participating countries.
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