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Theorists and educationists such as Piaget, Vygotsky and Issac have affirmed
that children learn to be independent and to master social skills through play.
On the other hand, research literature (McConkey, 1986) shows that for special
children, play is mostly perceived as past time and is parent-or teacher-centred.
These perceptions are contrary to the definition of play: play is pleasurable and
involves free choice (as cited by Wardle, 2003). With the above in mind, this
study aimed to gain further insights into the pre-school special educators and
parents perceptions of learning through play for special children. Forty pre-
school special educators and forty parents were interviewed. A questionnaire
was specifically designed to examine the pre-school special educators’ and
parents’ perceptions on learning through play. It was found that both pre-school
special educators and parents have positive perceptions towards learning
through play. However, it was found that pre-school special educators perceive
negatively towards ‘children create rules’ as definition of ‘play’. The result also
indicated that conflicts exist in pre-school special educators and parents
regarding the style of interventions. It demonstrated that play training for pre-
school special educators and parents is crucial in order to provide quality play
experience for special children.
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All children need to play. Theorists suggest that play is a necessity in children’s
health development in their different stages of growth, as basic as good food,
cleanliness, and rest (Sluss, 2005). According to Vygotsky and Piaget, play
provides children the opportunities to learn skills that are needed for them to
adapt themselves in this complicated world (as cited in Moyles, 1995; Macintyre,
2001). Besides that, through play children also learn to understand the world,
interact with others, express and control emotions, solve problems, imagine and
make choices (Hanline, 1999).

In terms of learning, Moyles (1995) wrote that play offers the opportunity
for children to learn without the fear of making mistakes. Children with special
needs should be encouraged to do things for themselves. Play involves risk-taking
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and challenges, therefore, it is highly appropriate for all children especially
children with special needs.

In addition, the National Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC) acknowledges play as developmentally appropriate practice for
children aged three to eight and is an effective approach for special children.
On the other hand, the overall objective of the National Pre-school Curriculum
is to develop children in various aspects: social, emotional, physical and
intellectual (National Pre-school Curriculum, 2003). Children with special needs
are included in the National Pre-school Curriculum. Special children’s emotional,
psychological, social, cognitive and physical needs can be met through play.  No
group needs these outcomes more than children who have physical, mental,
emotional or social disabilities. Play, therefore, is best for children with special
needs and it would not handicap them further.

Learning Through Play

Play is not merely fun, but real learning for children. Children develop their body
coordination, their body awareness, their language and their thought in play.
They also learn to express themselves and build relationships. Moreover, they
learn to match their behavior with others, to handle exclusion and dominance.
In short, they learn to be part of a bigger group, to respect others’ belongings
and to recognize the importance of group rules (Essa, 1999; Riddick, 1982;
Wellhousen & Kieff, 2001). Researchers such as Francke and Geist strongly
identified play as purposeful and valid for children, especially children with
special needs. It fosters independence, autonomous decision making and a sense
of accomplishment (Johnson, Christie, & Wardle, 2005).

Perceptions Towards Children’s Play

Jackson, Robey, Watjus, and Chatwick (1991) pointed out that play is perceived
as important for the overall growth of human beings and should have its part in
the schooling of preschoolers. Nevertheless, the perceptions on play for children
with special needs are different from typically developing children. Contradictory
to special pre-school, play is an integral part of the regular pre-school curriculum.
In many pre-schools for children with special needs, play focuses mainly on
teaching specific skills, especially self-help skills (Border & Berkley, 1992;
Jackson et al., 1991; Moyles, 1995). This perception is contrary to the definition
of play: play is fun, intrinsically motivating and involves choice making.

Curtis (1995) noted that play is also being misperceived as something to
occupy the children while the adults are engaged in their own activities (Curtis,
1995). Ling, the past president of the Malaysian Kindergartens Association,
supports Curtis’s view, by stating that many parents are academic-orientated and
perceive play as non-educational (Shari, 2006).  As for children with special
needs, McConkey (1986) revealed the misconception about play for children with
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special needs.  Play is a good way for children with special needs to pass their
time.

However, not only do some parents undervalue learning through play, some
educators and principals of pre-schools also emphasize drills (Shari, 2006).
Through the authors’ experience and observation, in Malaysia, most of the parents
and some educators do not fully comprehend the importance of play in children’s
development.  They are also unaware of the importance of the environment when
developing play experiences for special children. According to behaviourists,
environment is the most crucial factor in shaping behaviour.  A child with special
needs would feel included and respected in a designed environment that put the
children’s needs into consideration (Papalia & Feldman, 2002). Environment
could support positive behaviour but also encourage negative behaviour (as cited
in Hughes, 1999). Hence, it is vital for adults to provide an environment that
facilitates children’s learning.

Both educators and parents exert great influence on the availability of
learning through play for children (Isenberg, & Jalongo, 2006; McCullough,
2000).  With the above in mind, the author aims to discover the perceptions of
educators and parents of children with special needs towards learning through
play.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this study is to examine the perceptions of pre-school educators
and parents of children with special needs regarding what play is, the value of
play, the environmental influences on play, the role of pre-school special
educators and parents in enhancing play for children with special needs.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The specific objectives of this study are to determine:
1. The perceptions of pre-school special educators and parents of children with

special needs regarding the definition of play;
2. The perceptions of pre-school special educators and parents of children with

special  needs regarding the value of play;
3. The perceptions of pre-school special educators and parents of children with

special needs regarding their roles in enhancing play for children with special
needs; and

4. The perceptions of pre-school special educators and parents of children with
specialneeds regarding environmental influences on play for children with
special needs.
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METHODOLOGY

Location and Participants

Forty pre-school special educators and forty parents of children with special
needs in Kuala Lumpur took part in this study. Only parents of special children
with mild to moderate disability, aged from three to six, were included. This
population was chosen because, from the authors’ study and observation, almost
all of pre school children are special children with mild to moderate disability.
As for the pre-school special educators, they were currently teaching children
aged from three to six. Their teaching experience ranged from less than one year
to more than twenty years.

Administration of the Questionnaire

The questionnaire was developed based on the dominant themes from the
literature. The questionnaire comprises two main sections: perceptions towards
play for special children and demographic information. The former was divided
into four parts: definition of play, value of play, parental/educator’s role, and
environmental influences on play.  The participants were asked to complete the
questionnaire by marking one of the scales (1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree;
3 = somewhat agree; 4 = agree; and 5 = strongly agree). They were also
interviewed.  After the 40 parents and 40 educators had finished answering the
questionnaire, they were asked about their opinion on learning through play for
special children.

RESULTS

Perceptions of Pre-School Special Educators and Parents of Special Children
towards the Definition of Play

Results in Table 1 show that pre-school special educators indicated favourable
perceptions towards the definition of play as children enjoying play (Mean =
4.50, SD = 0.68).

In fact 80% of the pre-school special educators showed positive perception
towards the definition of play as children pretending to be others (Mean = 4.00,
SD = 0.96). However, 4 pre-school special educators noted that special children
do not engage in pretend play.

In the case of ‘children choosing what to play’ as a definition of play, the
respondents also showed favourable perception (Mean = 3.83, SD = 0.96).
Nevertheless, 5 pre-school special educators disagreed with this. One of them
stated that some children cannot make decisions about what to play.  Hence, the
educator has to select toys for them to play with.  Another educator pointed out
that for some children, especially autistic children, the educator need to select
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Table 1
Perceptions of Pre-school Special Educators and Parents of Special Children towards
the Definition of Play

Definition of Play Pre-School Parents of
Special Educator Special Children

n Mean SD n Mean SD

Children enjoy playing 40 4.50 0.68 40 4.28 0.75
Children choose what to play 40 3.83 0.96 40 3.80 0.88
Children create their own rules 40 2.60 1.15 40 3.70 0.79
Play requires the active involvement 40 4.00 0.82 40 3.93 0.73
of the children
Children can pretend to be others 40 4.00 0.96 40 3.68 1.00

toys for this group of children so that the children would play with the various
kinds of toys. An educator, who is a grandmother to a 4 year old typically
developing girl, strongly agreed that children choose what to play as a definition
of play.  She said that her grandchild would rather play with the pots in the
kitchen cabinet, but not the new expensive toys her parents recently bought.

In terms of children creating their own rules as the definition of play, the
perceptions of the pre-school special educators, however, were less positive
(Mean = 2.60, SD = 1.15).

As for perceptions of parents of special children towards the definition of play,
results in Table 1 shows favourable perceptions of the parents in children
enjoying play as a definition of play (Mean = 4.28, SD = 0.75).  A father defined
play in his own language: “Play is children’s work; that is what they do.”
However, another father disagreed about children enjoying play.  To him, not
every child enjoys playing.  He shared that his special child does not like playing.

With regard to children choosing what to play as definition of play, the
majority of parents indicated positive perceptions (Mean = 3.80, SD = 0.88).
However, 7 parents pointed out the issue of safety. They stated that for special
children, one has to consider safety. They said that they should be the one
choosing what their children should play with, so that the children could be
protected.

Similarly, regarding children creating their own rules as a definition of play,
most of the parents showed positive perception (Mean = 3.70, SD = 0.79).  Three
parents commented that special children could not create rules in their play.

As for children pretending to be others as a definition of play, parents showed
positive perceptions (Mean = 3.68, SD = 1.00).  However, 4 parents commented
that the children do not know how to participate in pretend play.
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Perceptions of Pre-School Special Educators and Parents of Special Children
towards the Value of Play

Results in Table 2 show that the majority of pre-school special educators highly
valued play in helping special children to develop their mental abilities (Mean
= 4.15, SD = 0.66).  However, an experienced pre-school special educator
recognized that play serves mainly to attract the child’s attention before real
learning begins. She elaborated that when learning cannot proceed due to the
inattention of the child, the educator has to use play to get the child’s attention.

Concerning play fostering decision-making for special children, pre-school
special educators again indicated favourable perceptions (Mean = 3.63, SD =
0.77). Nevertheless, 3 educators commented that this benefit was not clear-cut
to them.

In the case of play preparing special children for school, pre-school special
educators showed positive perceptions (Mean = 3.55, SD = 0.75). As to whether
play is only beneficial for the social development of special children, pre-school
special educators again showed negative perceptions (Mean = 2.48, SD = 1.15).

An interesting finding was that pre-school special educators indicated an
unfavourable perception towards play being good only for special children to
pass time (Mean = 2.28, SD = 1.01).

Table 2
Perceptions of Pre-school Special Educators and Parents of Special Children towards
the Value of Play

Value of Play Pre-School Parents of
Special Educator Special Children

n Mean SD n Mean SD

Play is important for the overall 40 4.25 0.63 40 4.30 0.65
development of special children
Play will help special children to develop 40 4.15 0.66 40 4.33 0.66
their mental abilities, e.g. problem solving/
language skills
Play is only beneficial for the social 40 2.48 1.15 40 2.85 0.95
development of the special children
Play prepares special children for school 40 3.55 0.75 40 3.53 0.72
Play is only good for special children 40 2.28 1.01 40 2.70 1.02
to pass their time
Play fosters decision-making for 40 3.63 0.77 40 3.50 0.88
special children

Results in Table 2 show that parents with special children indicated positive
perceptions towards the value of play in terms of the development of mental
abilities of special children (Mean = 4.33, SD = 0.66).
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Parents showed positive perception towards play preparing special children
for school (Mean = 3.53, SD = 0.72). Five parents mentioned that even though
play is important for children, they should not merely play in school. They should
learn some academic skills like typical children, as this is the main purpose of
attending school.

As to play fostering decision-making for special children, parents showed
positive perceptions (Mean = 3.50, SD = 0.88). Three of them shared their views
that their children were not expressive, hence it was difficult for the parents to
know what the children had learnt.

Parents showed unfavourable perceptions towards play being only beneficial
for the social development of special children (Mean = 2.85, SD = 0.95). Parents
also indicated negative perceptions (Mean = 2.70, SD = 1.02) regarding play as
being good only for special children to pass their time.

Perceptions of Pre-school Special Educators and Parents of Special Children
towards Their Roles in Enhancing Play for Special Children

Table 3 shows that pre-school special educators totally agreed that home play
(Mean = 4.38, SD = 0.59) as well as group activities should be encouraged (Mean
= 4.20, SD = 0.69).

In terms of play interventions, pre-school special educators indicated
negative perceptions towards whether they should participate in play activity only
at the children’s requests (Mean = 2.43, SD = 1.08). On the other hand, pre-
school special educators perceive positively towards making suggestions to
children on possible alternatives in play activities (Mean = 3.88, SD = 0.85).
The educators are also in favour of telling children what to do in a play activity
(Mean=3.50, SD=1.15).

Table 3
Perceptions of Pre-school Special Educators towards Their Roles in Enhancing Play for
Special Children

Roles in Enhancing Play for Special Children n Mean SD

I should make suggestions to special children about possible 40 3.88 0.85
alternatives in play activities

I should encourage parents to play with their special 40 4.38 0.59
children often

I should provide toys that are appropriate to special children’s age 40 2.98 1.31

I should participate in a play activity only at special children’s 40 2.43 1.08
request

I should tell special children what to do in every play activity 40 3.50 1.15

I should provide small group activities to enhance the social 40 4.20 0.69
development of special children
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Table 4 shows that all the parents indicated favourable response regarding
encouraging their children to play with other children (Mean = 4.08, SD = 0.76).
A mother pointed out that parents want their children to play with typically
developing  children. This was also the children’s view. In many cases, the typical
children do not want to play with the special children. She elaborated that parents
can encourage their siblings to play with their special child, and even reprimand
them if they say negative things to their special child. However, parents cannot
do the same thing to other people’s children.

Table 4
Perceptions of Parents of Special Children towards Their Roles in Enhancing Play for Special
Children

Roles in Enhancing Play for Special Children n Mean SD

I should leave my special child to play on his/her own while I 40 2.88 1.18
carry on with my activities

I should make suggestions to my special child about possible 40 3.90 0.55
alternatives in play activities

I should provide toys that are appropriate to my special child’s age 40 3.73 1.01

I should participate in a play activity only at my special 40 2.73 1.10
child’s request

I should tell my special child what to do in every play activity 40 3.28 0.96

I should encourage my special child to play with others 40 4.08 0.76
regardless of their age

As for play intervention, all the parents were in positive agreement towards
making suggestion about possible alternatives in play activities for their children
(Mean = 3.90, SD = 0.55). Parents also agreed that they should tell their children
what to do in every activity (Mean = 3.28, SD = 0.96).

However, parents disagreed that they should leave their children to play while
they carry on with their activities (Mean = 2.88, SD = 1.18).  Parents shared the
view that it was risky to leave their children to play alone without adult
supervision.  Parents also displayed negative perceptions towards whether they
should participate in their children’s play only at their children’s request (Mean
= 2.73, SD = 1.10).

Perceptions of Pre-School Special Educators and Parents of Special Children
towards Environmental Influences on Children’s Play

Results in Table 5 show that pre-school special educators agreed that educators’
participation and play training as environmental factors in children’s play (Mean
= 4.32, SD = 0.62). In response to toys provision, pre-school special educators
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indicated positive perception towards toys provision as another factor for special
children’s play (Mean = 4.25, SD = 0.63).  An educator pointed out that provision
for variety in toys is essential as special children have a short attention span.
Variety is important in sustaining their attention as well as interest. In terms of
playgroups, pre-school special educators also indicated positive perception
(Mean = 3.95, SD = 0.75). They agreed that playgroups consisting of typical
children would enrich special children’s play.

Pre-school special educators also responded positively towards length of play
period as one of the factors influencing special children’s play (Mean = 3.70,
SD = 0.99).  Six of them highlighted that special children get bored easily and
that the allocated time is a critical factor, and that sometimes a child might just
walk away from the play centre and wander around instead.

Table 5
Perceptions of Pre-school Special Educators and Parents of Special Children towards
Environmental Influences on Children’s Play

Environmental Influences on Pre-School Parents of
Children’s Play Special Educator Special Children

n Mean SD n Mean SD

Providing a variety of toys can enhance 40 4.25 0.63 40 4.18 0.50
the play of special children

Educators’/Parents’ involvement can 40 4.32 0.62 40 4.13 0.61
enhance the play of special children

Playing with typical children can enrich 40 3.95 0.75 40 3.90 0.78
the special children’s play

Educators/Parents should be trained in 40 4.32 0.62 40 3.93 0.89
techniques that support play for
special children

Length of play period can influence 40 3.70 0.99 40 3.35 0.89
special children’s play

Results in Table 5 show that parents with special children perceive positively
these areas: provision of variety of toys (Mean = 4.18, SD = 0.50), and parents’
involvement (Mean = 4.13, SD = 0.61) in enhancing children’s play. On whether
parents should be trained in techniques of play, parents again indicated favourable
perception (Mean = 3.93, SD = 0.89).  Most parents indicated that there is a
need for parents to be trained and upgraded in the education of special children,
especially when their child has language deficiency as parents found it difficult
to understand the wants and the needs of their children. A few parents shared
the view that time and commitment constraints prohibit them from attending
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training even if it is available. However, a minority of parents felt that they do
not need play training as they feel that play is something that comes naturally.

In response to playgroups, parents are in agreement that playing with typical
children can enrich the children’s play (Mean = 3.90, SD = 0.78). Parents also
indicated favourable perception towards length of play period as one of the
factors influencing children’s play (Mean = 3.35, SD = 0.89).

DISCUSSION

Overall, the pre-school special educators and parents have favourable perceptions
towards the definitions of play as stated in the literature.  However, the pre-school
special educators disagreed with “children create their own rules” as a definition
of play. The pre-school special educators’ viewpoints are supported by Piaget’s
observations (as cited in Hughes, 1999) that children’s intellectual levels are
reflected in their stages of play. Children must be at a certain intellectual level;
only then are they able to exhibit certain play behaviour, such as creating rules
(Hughes, 1999). However, it is critical for pre-school special educators and
parents to note that when a child shows delay in play, it is not because of the
physical environment or play settings that hinder the child from displaying the
play behaviour according to their chronological age (Lidz, 2003).  A study by
Preisler and Palmer (as cited in Brodin, 2005) affirmed that the inability of
special children to exhibit play behaviour on an intellectual level according to
their ages is related to the behaviour of the staff, playmates, and play material.

The issues of free choice and children’s safety emerged in this study.
Because of the physical conditions of special children, parents tend to be over
protective. However, play is a good means of promoting choice-making for
children.  Special children have the same, if not greater, need for opportunities
to make choices, so they can experience the benefits of free choice promoted in
play (Dunn & Moore, 2005). Pre-school special educators and parents have to
be aware that the availability to make choices fosters a child’s autonomous
thinking which later will have an impact on the child’s adaptability to society.

In this study, 90% of the pre-school special educators and parents reveal
full support for play for the development of the children. This seems to contradict
with McConkey’s (1986) study, which indicated that parents viewed play as only
good for special children to pass their time. It also appears to oppose the authors’
observations that play is not being valued in school or at home. However, one’s
perception or belief may not be consistent with what one practices (Calderhead,
1991). Studies on pre-school educators’ perceptions revealed that even though
they agree on the value of play in children’s learning and development, through
observations, it is found that play is not fully integrated in the classroom
activities, and not all play observed in the classroom was purposeful (Beardsley
& Harnett, 1998; Cheng & Stimpson, 2004; Graff, 1999; Rothlein & Brett, 1987).

An experienced pre-school special educator brought out an interesting point
in this study, where play is meant to sustain children’s interest before structured
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activity begins. Her viewpoint is congruent with Cheng and Stimpson (2004),
where play is perceived as merely recreation.

In addition, 80% of parents in this study perceived play as fun and beneficial
in terms of cognitive and social development, but 4 questioned the large amount
of time children spent in pre-school as being inconsistent with the goal of
education.  Parents in this study were concerned about their children’s academic
skills in preparing for primary education special schools. This finding was
supported by past studies (Brewer & Kieff, 1997; Rothlein & Brett, 1987), where
parents feel conflicted about the value of play and the learning of academic skills
in the pre-school curriculum. This is also what Macintyre (2001) highlighted as
the dilemma of pre-school educators: on one hand, they face difficulties in
evaluating because it may not give any tangible outcomes; while on the other
hand, they have to provide evidence of children’s learning outcomes.

In this study, conflict is seen in both pre-school special educators’ and
parents’ perceptions in terms of play intervention.  They are confused about their
style of intervention. Their responses indicated that even though they perceived
play positively, they tended towards a director-style of intervention rather than
facilitator-style. The responses of pre-school special educators are also congruent
with the studies which indicated that directed activities are seen to be used three
times more often in special class than regular early childhood classes (Gelinski,
Vaughn, & Siefer as citied in Hughes, 1999; Kim & Mahoney, 2004; Lively,
2002). The lack of knowledge about play intervention displayed by both pre-
school special educators and parents will impact greatly on the child’s learning
and development.

Even though the majority of parents felt a deep need to further their
understanding of special children, 3 of them felt that knowing how to play with
children comes naturally. In order to enable children learning through play, play
has to be meaningful. Learning through play is not merely play for enjoyment
but it promotes learning.  Therefore, it is important for pre-school special
educators and parents to value play and to understand how they can support,
encourage, guide and promote purposeful play.

Finally, learning through play is in keeping with our National Education
Philosophy to develop a holistic person. In order to succeed, policy makers
should not underestimate the practical difficulties and complexities of learning
through play. They have to realize that it is impossible for educators to overcome
the challenges alone.  The government should provide more resources to support
the professional development of pre-school special educators. Additionally, pre-
school educators should not be complacent about the traditional teaching methods
and focus only on teacher-centred activities (McCullough, 2000).  They have to
not only learn to teach in a more child-centred way, but be eager to progress
professionally, and be constantly aware of the crucial role of adults in scaffolding
children’s learning.
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IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study gave rise to the following implications:

1. Parents should be educated in the field of child development in order for
them to better understand the wants and needs of their children. This will
empower them and make them better parents.

2. Pre-school special educators and parents have to be trained in facilitating
meaningful play for special children. Teacher training programs should
incorporate the training of play.

3. Pre-school special educators and parents have to be aware that merely
providing a variety of toys to special children is not enough because it does
not lead to learning through play. A good balance of adult’s intervention,
space and play period is needed in enhancing children’s play.

4. Play for special children should not be perceived as merely a way to attract
and sustain special children’s interest before learning.  In order for the play
to be purposeful, it has to integrate learning. In the local context, play should
be incorporated in early childhood special education, where each child is
provided with opportunities for more play options.

5. Parents have to realize that in providing play, they are also providing the
children with learning opportunities. If they fail to do so they are depriving
their children from the opportunity to develop and to experience quality life.

CONCLUSION

In summary, the results showed that pre-school special educators and parents
have positive perceptions towards learning through play. However, there are
conflicts between pre-school special educators and parents concerning the style
of interventions. It indicated the significance of play training for pre-school
educators and parents in ensuring the opportunities of quality play experience
for special children. As play is a critical tool for learning for special children
and since adults play significant roles in enhancing children’s play, it is crucial
for pre-school educators and parents to facilitate children at the right moment
in life, as time is crucial for their development.
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