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ABSTRACT: Farficipant obzenvalion iz one of the fechnigues in qualifafive rezearch.
There are different skillz that a researcher needs in order to be able fo paricipafe
succesesfully in a sfudy. Thie paper will discusz the experience and insights of one
sfudy that involved parficipant chzenafion a2 one of the main dafa collection mefhodsz.
The regearcher participafed in the acfivifies af a nursery as pareni-feacher in arder
fo fry fo undergiand fhe forms and the nature of the language wzed by nafive and
non-native children at & nureery affended by children from local resident, USA and
foreign counfries. The resultz of the sfwdy clearly zhow that language is used by
children dunng play for different purpozes: for social inferacfion with peers and adults;
for negotiating in play and confiict, for gquestioning; for controliing obther children; fo
guide the play progreseion, or jusf for word play.  The word play or making nonzense
rhymes show evidence fthat the children were being creafive with the intemalized rules
of the language. The paper discuzses the expenence and sfeps in prepanng feld-
nofes for the felowark. Delivery of findings will involive qualifative reporting with aciual
quafafions of the language being used by fhe children.

Introduction

Children are playful by nature. They enjoy playing, and will do so whenever they can
latch onto the cpportunity. In play, children have a chance to deal with the world as
it might be and as they want it to be. Besides being fun, play serves a vansfy of
impaortant functions such as socializing with other children. Play changes with the
children’s development. During the preschool years, children are increasingly invalvad
in social interactions with same-age friends. Most of these activiies involve bodily
contacts and body movements, facial expressions, and play with lamguage. Language
use during play offers many clues to children's developmental level. Different factors,
like the environment, language differences and individwal aptitude may bring childran
of the same age to different levels of language facility.

Many cognitive strategies have been documented through research when children use
lamguage during their playtime, including plannimg, negofiation, problem solving, and
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goal seeking. Researchers argue whether the oceuwrrence of the developing abilifies is
an indicaticn of a shared or of 8 consequential relationship. Although the answer to this
question is still under shudy, it is clear that play has a vital role in yowng children’s lives,
and that ifs imporance extends through the primary school years as well (Bergen,
1888).

Purposes of the Study and Researcher's Role

Oin the onset of the study, | was hoping to investigate children’s use of language during
play. would like to know what language is used for and how it is being used. | anticipate
obsenving the children social interaction both with their peers as well as with adulis.
| expect to ses the children's use of language fo express what they want, fo share
their fun, fo complain about peers and conditions and to demand. | also anticipate
that they would use language fo express their thinking to reason, to describe and fo
ask questicns. The role that the researcher assumed was that of a friend. | would try
to protect the anonymity of the participants. | would expect to see their difficulties in
the use of language to express ideas. | would just look for evidence of their use of
lamguage without in any way disrupting their communication or helping them fo express
their ideas. | anficipate seeing signs of speech patterns of the children's lamnguage
in the form of words, phrases and sentences, which may be grammatically cormect
or imcorrect. In order to find the evidence, | engaged myself as paricipant observer,
where | became parent-teacher of a number of occasions fo observe the children's
interactions during play at a nursery. | also inferviewed two teachers at the nursery fo
provide first hand aceount of their experiences on the phenomenon.

Review of Related Literature

Play is one of the first opporiunities children hawve to "make external meaning.” They
begin to experiment with relationship between fheir real, physical world and their
constructed fantasy world (Bruner, 1888). Children use language fo negotiate and
define the relationship betwsen the external and the internal meaning (Wygotsky,
1862, Sutton-Sanith, 1897, Garvey, 1880}, Play is also used to describe other worlds,
events and characters. In this case they were experimenting with what successful
“decontextualized” language is, how to assume multiple perspectves and how fo
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resolve the conflict betwesn what was meant, what was said and what was understood
(Wygoisky, 1RE2).

Because pretending involves language use and takes place in social contexts, the
findings of many recent studies of pretend play shed light on the social and linguistic
competence vital for school success. In an extensive observational study of pretend
play. Sawyer (1827) found that, rather than following a script. much of preschool
children’s pretend play involved improvisational exchanges. He also found that these
strategies were maore successful when they were implicitly included in the play scenario
rather than when children stopped the play to make explicit suggestions. He provides
rich examples of the skill children exhibit in using improvisation in pretend play.

Children usually engage in collaborative play with peers and siblings. Garvey (1880}
found that children engaged in focused interactiom or mutual engagement dwring
play an average of 68 percent if the session and Preeca (1882) found that children's
sponfaneous stories inwolved collaborafive teling approximately 70 percent of the
timme.

Dwring play, language is used by children for warous social purposes such as
communicating with peers and adults, negotiating in play and conflict and questioning.
Im other situation, childrem use lamguage to control other children, fo guide the
progression of their play. or just fo play with words. In some instances, as children
bwild up the ability fo represent expernence symbaolically, prefend play becomes routine.
Im this type of play. children perform action plans, role-play and convert chjects into
different things as they convey their ideas and feelings about their social world (Garvey,
1884). Jakobson (1860) siated that in the course of play, children may make puns -
jokes that exploit the different meanings of a word, or the fact that there are words
of the same sound and different meanings. They may also play with words that are
related fo each other, such as: homonyms (words of the same sound, but of different
meanings); spnonyms (words of the sarme meaning); and anfonyms (words of opposite
meaning). In formimg play phrases, they may use aliteration (successive repetition
of the initial sound of words);, assonsnce (resemblance of sounds, usually vowels,
between ftwo syllables in nearby words); and anaphors (repetiion of an inifial word
ar phrase in successive sentences). All of these phenomena involve repatition with
vanafion, a basic and universal feature of verbal play.
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The playing of word games and the making up of nonsense rhymes provides clear
evidence fhat the child has internalized at least some of the language’'s rules and
is beginning to exploit the possibilities of the language, and to create alternafives
to those possibiliies. A child may at times prefer to work on, or play with, certain
lewels of the language and assign nonsense, or purposely imcorrect, forms to the other
levels. Gibbenzh can involve imitating the inflections, melodies, and rhythms of the
sounds of the language without having to waorry about the meaning of the sounds. In
Jjabberwocky, both phonclogical and syntactic rules are maintaimed, but the words are
largely nonsensical. In fangle-falk, the syntax is jumbled, but the words are correctly
spoken.

The study addressed the following research guestions: What is language used for in
the children's play?® How do children use language to express thinking? What are ather
uses of language for the children?

Methods of Data Collection

Being there where the aclivities were carried out provided first hand informafion fo
the researcher. The instruments used were participant observation and interview. By
becoming a parlicipant and being a part of the social seffing, the researcher will be
provided with how the events unfold and what the reactions of the other individuals
were in response. The researcher will also “see patterns of behavior, experience the
unexpected, as well as the expected, and develop a quality of trust with your others
that motivates them fo tell you what othensisa they might not.”({Glesne & Peskin, 1822).
The role of a paricipant chserver involves being present in the everyday situation
and events. By being where the actions are, the understanding of the researcher will
increase because he or she is absorbed into the sumoundings, the player and the
questions about the phenomenon that is being studied.

Participants of the study

Fifteen preschool children attending one nursery in a city in the United States were
observed in the study. The nursery catered for children of the university staff and
graduate students of the university. The nursery is located next to a 10-storey apartment

building where graduate families stayed during their study. The nursery opened at
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eight o'clock everyday except Saturday and Sunday. On different occasions, parents
were required to help in the activities in becoming parent-teacher. Parents would help
for half or whole day. The children came from many countries like Taiwan, Japan,
Korea, Malaysia, Columbia as well as from the United States. Apart from participant
observation, two teachers were interviewsd fo gauwpge their understanding of the
phenomenon of language use among children.

Results and Discussion

Children are playful by nature. They enjoy playing, and will do so whenever they can
laich onto the cpportunity to play. Durng play, children have a chance to deal with
the world as it might be and as they want it to be. Besides being fun, play serves a
variety of important functions such as socializing with other children. Play changes with
children’s development. During the preschool years, children are increasingly involved
in social interactions with same-age friends. Some of this involves bodily movements,
facial expressions, and play with language. Language wse during play offers many
clues to children's developmental level. Different faciors, like the environment, language
differences, and individual aptitude may bring children of the same age fo different
levels of language facility.

Dwring play, language is used by children for warous social purposes such as
communicating with peers and adults, negotiating in play and conflict, and questioning.
Im other situation, childrem use lamguage to control other children, fo guide the
progression of their play, or just to play with words.

Description of the classroom

The class is divided into sections. The eating and drawing area where most activities
invaolving cleaning up with water are done in the area when one enters the class. Two
sinks, two faucets and garbage bin are located next to it Low tables and chairs of
children’s height for eating and drawing filled most of the area. On the perphery near
the windows, children drawings and plants hanged from the ceiling all over the class.
Soft breeze moves and furns them. Window blinds of different colors hang an every
window which sfops the glare of the daylight. On the far right, next to the eating area,
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a workshop table, several woodworking toys toods and woodblocks are found. Several
green planis were placed by the window on the shelves. Posters of different pictures
cover most of the wall sections. Walking further ahead on the lefl. one could ses a
secfion which is bordered by fummiture. Mear the enfrance, an oven-stove model made
of wood welcomes everyone who entered the class. Used ketles and teapots with
spoons and spatula that look like from the bygone era decorated the stove. On the left
side, another section secluded by furniture cansists of trays and bowes of board games,
puzzles and books. A rather thick green carpet, two sofa and a low table occupy the
area. Moving on to the end of the class, the biggest open carpeted area can be seen.
This is where the usual group circle aclivity is conducied. On the left of the open area,
several musical instruments such as old piang and drums from the African confinent
can be seen.

The need for peer associations

The need fo relate fo ofhers is basic to all human including children. The urge fo
socialize is apparent in all the children in the class. All of them appear fo try to develop
same kind of friendship with at least ane pariner. Friendship usually provides them
with a familiar partmer, someone who is willing fo spend time with them and join in
collaborative activiies. Language is one of the important aspects in forming and
maintaining friemdship. The example below shows how a child was trying fo develop a
friendship:

A Chinege kid, Weisa, wesnng an apron, was playing “cook in the kitchen.” She
boiied wafer in & keftle. Backy walked into the kifchen and watched what Weiza
was dong for & short while. And fhen she walked closer fo Weisa, =fanding next
fo her. Weiza confinued with her activily, ignonng Becky's presence. Suddenly
Becky =zaid fo Weiza, "Are you my friend? Are you my frend 7™ Weiza just kept
guiet. Becky confinuwed fo ask the qgquesfion in 8 moderafely louder and clear
voice. She furned fo me and zaid, T want Weisa fo be my frend, buf she wont
lizten fo me.” She once again fumed fo Weisa and azks, Weisa, are you my
frend?” Without looking at her, Weiza replied, “No.” Becky puckered her lips.

In the example given, language was used as a fool fo forming a relationship. Child
Aowas not successful in forming a relationship with child B, atthough child A was so
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persistence in her quest. Child B was not responsive probably she did not want another
persocn to disturb her with her activity, or she probably had a bad expenence with
child A Anyway. there was a short interaction wusing language as a form. Sometimes,
friendship forming was not successiul in children especially when one child does not
speak or understand the language of the other child.

The twa teachers whom | interviewed, Jitka and Katite recognize the lack of language
skills in some of the children especially among the non English speaking children. It is
a big problem in children relationship with one another, Jitha relates how languags is
important fo the children in forming and maintaining friendship:

“Here what you see, the imparfance is how to nferact, that is i they don®
know the language, they don'f make frends because they can'f communicafe
-..their ideas. . if they can'f use the language, you can zee that the chid iz
prefty much izodafed that if cant communicate ™

Ta Jitka, the problem of inifiating and maintaining communication, especially for th
& non-native English speaking children with the other children is based more an her
perscnal experiences. For her, the purpose of language is a mere means towards
getting away from being isolated in & group play. Being a foreigner herself, she asserts
that she “..came here not knowing very well English, so | feel with these kids, hoe itis
when you can't express what you need to tell and able to put ideas info use. " HKafite
also has the same concepfions of the importance f language im forming frisndship in
children. She relates:

“ think, the [anguage bamier can add fo a child isalafion. I definifely makes it harder for
the ather children fo approach fhem.”

She also provides example of the language problem faced by non-English speaking
children in relation ta their peers. According fo her, it is difficult for the children "_to work
with each other.. if the English speaking child or two children have different language
are trying to play fogether 1t makes it really hard, because one kid is saying * | was
playing with that first.” And the other one has no idea of what they are saying that they
are trying fo take the toys out of their hands.”
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Here language is seen as something needed to form relaticnship. Withouwt it friendship
would not be successful. Even if the children have difficulty fo socialize because of
their lack of language or because of other reasons, they would try their best fo be
included im group game their friends are playing. For example, in the case of Mitchel
and lan, they tried to get in the "bowling” game of George and Sam by employing fwo
different strategies. Mitchel used kinesics and lan used verbal means. The cheering
an shouting of Sam and Gearge have attracted two other kids, Mitchel and lan. Mitchel
miowed slowly and guistly fo the place where the "bowling” was taking place, but did
make & word. He just watched the game without saying a word. After the few round
of “bowling”, Mitchel moved in to help the boys fo arrange the pins. He was frying o
get info the group by offering his help of doing the “work™. In doing so. he was hoping
that his gestures of good will would get the attention of the boys into letting him join
the game. On the other hand, lan had different strategy. He tried to get the attention
of the boys into accepting him into the game by using language. Along the course of
the game. Sam was heard saying “Stick your peanut out.” Upon hearing that, lan felf it
would be the right time fo cut in, by making a joke about what Sam was saying, “What?
Stick your peanut out?”, and kept laughing at the remarks.

Far the ESL children who had the limitations in the language and who would sfill fry to
Join in the game would try to compensate their lack of verbal skills with other forms of
mediurmns. Katite, one of the teachers states: If they don't speak the language, they
still indtiate contact, eye contact, body contact touching ancther child to try to play with
them.”

Conflict and Negotiation

Children's play, pretend or real is by no means free of conflict and disagreement. The
children might be involved in conflicts over popular toys or over differences in apinions
of the way they want the play fo continue. Denials and refusals do occour during play.
The conflict and the way it is resolved usually involee the use of language through
the process of negofiation. The term negotiation is valued highly by the main feacher,
Katite who suggested it as one of the main use of language by the children. One of the
situations observed during play invalving conflict and negotiation is during the fire-drill
period. The children were ocutside the building in the playgrownd.
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Three of the oz George, Sam and lan wenf fo & bam where oufdoor fops
were sfored. Tiwo of fhe kids, George and Sam were frying fo get & apade. Sam
grabbed sf one end of the apade while 2aying, | wanf this, [ got if firzt.” In reply,
George grabbed the ather end and said, "Wao, [ got if firsl.” The kept pulling the
spade, Then George suddenly refeazed hiz gnp and said, "0OUK pou can hawve
it." He also suggesfed thal they share the gpade, "Why don’t you use if firat,
and then [ use i. " 5am agreed.

In another case, several children were invohved in a conflict.

Jegme walked fo Levente and lan affer cleanup time and angnily poked his
finger af Levente while saying  was aifing here.” Levenite and lan ignored him
and looked the other way and falking to the other children. Jease, insisfed,
was sitfing here, | was aitting here, | waz sifting here.” Levente fumed fo him
and fold him |, "He fook pour 2eat, nof me” painfing atf lan. lan kept hiz silence,
nof moving either. JJesse fumed away saying, Tm nof going to give you this”
faking something from hiz pocket.

Im another case imvolving the use of language in conflict, Sam was building a barn
using woodblocks. Twa other kids were helping him. Jesse, however, pulled a truck into
Sam's kam. Sam yelled at him to move the truck out of his bam. Ancther kid, Levenie
took something cut of Sam’s barn. Sam also yelled at him, saying “That's mine.”

Another conflicf imvalving 5am and Mifche! happensad af a gand fable. Three
children were burying several “whales” in fhe sand. Each of them had their
own whale to bury. Sam’s whale was already buried in fhe sand. He gathered
more and more eand on the whale. Mifchel saw that mast of fhe 2and had been
faken by Sam, and he tried fo gef zome from Sam’s “hill” Sam screamed at
him, saping Wo", Milchel replied heailantly and in & yeliing voice, said Why
don't you just say, Please dont fake i£.”
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Playing with Language

Children like to play with language. Almost every part of language is a potential
resources for play. It is observed that the children play with language in two different
ways: i} in repefitive rhythmic words or phrases, and i) nonsense wordplay. The first
type of word play is repetitive wordplay. It sometime involves rhythmic wocalizations.
Im this kind of play, the meaning is not important. and it is only the sound and rythm
that are enjoyed. His is confirmed by Jitka that the children in the class like rhiymes.
She asserts that the teachers do encourage the uss of rhiymes during circle tims. She
explains how the teacher use rhyme in guided activity in the class.

Katite (the other teacher) haz books ke fthat and i rhymes mosf of the time.
We fry fo show with handz and molions and thing fhatf they like daoing that,
and very affen they would like to male it longer ar chance somefhing. .. those
rhymes are 2ef (in] zuch az way thaf you puf the child’z names in and the child
will chooze.

There are several examples observed of the children use of rhymes during play. For
example, during the fire-alarm drill, may children were “fire, fire, fire. let's go, let's go.”
The childrem were actually having fun saying the word than feeling anxious about the
situation.

Im another situation, Mitchel wpon hearing a sentence made by a parenf's teacher
staried repeating what was said,

“We're playing Mitchel ball. We're playing Mitchel ball.”
Again Mitchell cne morning was prefending to make a pancake. After he had finishad
making them, he started going arcund the class from ane kid to ancther with a spatula
offering his "pancake”. Would you like some pancake? Would you like some pancake?"

He kept repeating the senfence until he has "offered” everyone a pancake.

Im amother example of children use of language in play, Mitchel and Sam were putting
woodblocks into trailers.
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Mitchel! has been repeafing “grass, grass, grase” with a litfle lawgh. 5am,
atfernately said, insfead of "grass", “gas, gas, gas.” Affer that he confinuved and
eaid that he waz pulfing poizon gaz in the fraller Every woodblock reprezents
a poizon gas. Mifche! asked him why he would do thal, in which Sam replied
“We're the had guys, remember " Affer he had filled the fralfer full with “poizon
gas" he pulled i around fo the other children offering his “gas”, and kept
repeating the "gazs” and putfing down ane “poizon gas” block for each child.

The second type of wordplay used by the children observed is nonsense wordplay.
The children were seen to engage in nonsense wordplay at many different fimes. The
children came up with meaningless words for the enjoyrment of it, which is fo be a
source of laughter for making such a nonsense word. It is possible that they are siill
experimenting with the language and in doing =so they stumble and come up with all
sorts of nonsense words. Whatever it is, they seem fo be enjoying the nonsense words
that they produced.

Cf all fhe childran, Sam seems fo produce the moat different nonzense waordsz.
Dunng fhe “bowling game™ , Sam produced nonsense phrase which ahs
aitracted ather child altention. Sam said fo George “Stick your peanut ouf.”
lan heard it and found i fo be furny. He repealed the phraze several fimes fo
ather children and ended up laughing at the remark. In another zifuation, 5am,
George and lan were playing with Lego in waler fable when Sam nadverfently
eaid, "Youw are “feap”. Gearge, upon hearnng the word, azked immediataly, V=
that a word?” and repeat the word around. In ofher situafion, Sam was heard
fo use inswiting waordz fo other children such a2 “dumb-head, snd “sily™.

Amngther kind of nonsense languages play observed was when the children seem fo
be making al sort of sentences which were not related fo one another. Again this was
observed when the children were playing fogether with Lego in a water table_ Although
they seem to be engaged in conversations, their conversations were very fragmentad
and not related. Their languages were more focused on their cwn actions.

The kigs were connecfing the LEGO piscesz in the waler to form something.
Sam ashed for mare LEGO pieces from the other kids. There waa no reply
from the ofher children. Then, sensing he was nof getfing the reaponze from
athers, George said, "Because they have no way fo put fhe ugly....", but before
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he cowld finizh hiz zenfence, Sam made & splash in which George sneered at
him. And later Sam aaid, T am nof lelting you go fo my housze.” lan replied,
don't wanf fo go fo yowr house.” Then, they were guief again. lan broke the
silence, ‘Boys, can change info diferent feel, look.” Subsequently, Sam =aid,
“You are teap.” George respondead, s that 3 word ¥

Language Use for Guestioning and Asking for Help

Parents often realize that their children wusually ask a lof of questions during their
preschool age. They ask questions for different reasans. The two teachers Jitka and
Katite acknowledged that the children continue to questions in different activities in
class_ Jitka notices that the pattern of children’s questioning is maore contexfeally based.
She relates that the children ask questions which are related fo the activities they
were daing, asuch as during the circle time. However, Katite observes that children
ask more general type guestions such as "Why do certain thing happen?” She also
emphasized that the children ask a lot more guestions related fo “why” and "do | have
to” guestions.

Im the course of their play, children focus more on their own actions and on what it
takes to carry on with their play. And they uss quesfions to get at what they want. In ane
situation in the class, George needed a ball to play bowling with, and he went straight
to the teacher, Katite asking, "Could you get me a ball? Sam who got tired of waiting
faor the ball asked George fo hurry up and said, “Are you finding the ball?” After a few
minuies "bowling”, Sam asked George to arrange the pins, "Can you fix # back™?"

At the nursery, the children also asked guestions to get help. The teacher asserted
that the children were actually encouraged to use language to ask for help if they nead
something. One example of children asking for help is Anna, when after trying to put on
her coat but failed, asked me, a stranger to the class "Could you help me?" In another
situation, Becky asked me if | could tie he shoes, and | chliged.

Dramatic or Symbaolic Play

Children usually engage in dramafic. symbolic or pretend play. This pretend play can
be carmed out alone or with other children. In both cases, the play involves some
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degree of language use: a child can be pretending to feed a teddy bear or talk an the
telephone with a partner; they can assume certain social roles such as a doctor and a
patient. During dramatic play. the children have o have the ability fo communicate with
a social partner. Dramatic play is both fun and educational. Katife emphasized that the
children do use language in dramatic play where children ® have to use language. t's
really a language environment that are crating stories, (like) mom and dad in the kitchen
making dinner, or making bed, or (having) picnic, and (they) use the language o make
everybody do the same thimg.” The use of dramatic play or pretend play among the
children was confirmed by Jitka, °_. they nead to use the language because they have
to divides wiho is what,. .. (whether) pretended or not pretended, itis just very important
to have the exchange ™

Secenes of pretend play that were observed among the children in the nursery are
presented. In a game of "bowling” played by two children, George and Sam, some
lively exchanges took place between the twa.

George hit &l the pin down and fhey both showled, “Yeah, | gof them.” Then,
George said fo Sam, “Wow, s your fum.” When Sam was ready fo throw,
George naticed Sam waz not in the nght position, and inztrucfed him, “Youw
know Sam, you hawve fo go here, ok. Good job, Sam.” When & was George
furn, and in arder fo imitafe the real bowding game, George said, T'm gonna
sfand up, ok.”

Im ancther pretend play invalving two other children, Madia and Anna were building a
house usimg rectangular woodblocks. “This is my howse.” Madia said glesfully. "This
is the garage.” Anna replied. "So where can | sleep then?” asked Madia. “Im my room.
Here." replied Anna.

Conclusion

Im conclusion, children use language for many different reasons in order to satisfy their
rieads and wants fo communicate their ideas as well as to voice their objections or
criticismms. They tend to pick up the language they hear easily by themselves and use it
rather creatively to say what they want to say. Along the way, they make mistakes and
produce nonsense words, which they use as a tool for enjoyment and enterfainment.
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Dwring much of the children's play. language is an accompaniment to actions, a means
of initiating and maintaining friendship, & vehicle for engaging in conflict and conflict
resaolution, and a medium in dramatic or pretend play. When children fail o use
lamguage in their daily interaction with their peers and adult, they would normally be
isolated from the group and be left out of the play. They do not have the inhibition fo
make mistake and to laugh at their own mistakes. Rather they use the mistakes they
make to ensure they take hold of the language they are learning. There is a lesson for
adults here in language learning. Adult showld fry to learn and imitate the way children
use mistakes in becoming proficient in the languags.
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