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The Play-based Behaviours of Emirati Preschool Children:
Cultural Perspective into Early Childhood Education
Dana Al-Qinneha and Emad A. S. Abu-Ayyash b

aCreative Nest Nursery, Dubai, the United Arab Emirates; bFaculty of Education, The British University in
Dubai, Dubai, the United Arab Emirates

Current policy and curriculum guides for early education centres in
the United Arab Emirates advocate for play-based practices similar
to those in the West. However, best practice reforms must reflect a
sociocultural perspective and suit the context of application. The
main objectives of this research were to provide insight into
Emirati maternal values on play, to analyse behavioural factors,
and to suggest policies that better support them. Results
revealed that 52% of Emirati children rarely or never engage in
undirected play and that while Emirati mothers were aware of
the significance of play, they were less aware of “child-led” play
practices, how to facilitate undirected play at home and the
significance of their role in scaffolding play. Furthermore, the
undervaluing of free play by Emirati mothers, upsets traditional
play paradigms with 80% of mothers believing that a blend
between knowledge learning and play learning would be better
fit for their children. We argue that curriculum decisions ought to
take into account the cultural context and parental psychology of
Emirati mothers and children when constructing preschool
curricula.

KEYWORDS
Play-based behaviours;
Emirati children; play-based
practices; teaching practices;
cultural play; child-led play

Introduction

In recent years there has been a surge in interest in play-based preschool settings across
Western schools (Bertrand, 2007; Theobald et al., 2015). This growing area of research in
the field of early childhood education is a direct attribute to the relevance and signifi-
cance that “play” plays in a child’s life. We have long known that the construct of play
in the early years is instrumental in the development of social, cognitive, emotional
and language skills in children (Celeste, 2006; UNICEF, 2018). Aside from the develop-
mental benefits it holds, it is a natural and holistic activity that evolves continuously
throughout childhood, providing children with opportunities to take lead in exploring
real experiences and in constructing knowledge (Lee, Md-Yunus, Son, & Meadows,
2009). As such, it is widely accepted among Western early childhood practitioners that
best practice with regards to teaching preschool children is to adopt a play-based
approach to learning (Ali, Constantino, Hussain, & Akhtar, 2018; Celeste, 2006).

However, no single pedagogy, from a sociocultural perspective, can merely be
applied to all contexts. Western pedagogies that are widely accepted as being
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effective in supporting the play behaviours of children and their needs cannot easily be
applied in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) with the expectation that they would work
in the same manner without considering Emirati social and cultural contexts (Li, Rao,
& Tse, 2012). Acknowledging such, there are at least three reasons to study the cultural
context of children’s play. First, understanding which cultural variations exists high-
lights societal values underpinned in play. By using them to compose and shape our
practice, we are building a curriculum that enhances cultural pride among learners
(Shim, Herwig, & Shelley, 2001). Second, the beliefs and practices of a nation
should never be replaced by imported philosophies, and understanding how
different cultures believe in and practise play should be well accounted for (Fabes,
Hanish, & Martin, 2003). Third, in various cultures, the social organisations of families
are ever changing. These dynamics shape how play is being incorporated at home and
understanding these ensures a smooth transition for early childhood children from
home to preschools (Marfo & Biersteker, 2010).

Current studies on the pretend play behaviours of children are restricted to European-
American children, leading to a generalised account of pretend play behaviours applied
to children across a plethora of cultures and backgrounds (Shahidi, 2010).

Significance of the study for children in the UAE

Within the last decade, the early childhood education sector in Dubai has received a huge
surge in growth. Over the span of 13 years, the number of children enrolled in preschools
across the emirate of Dubai increased by 25% (Karaman, 2011), impacting the dynamics
and need for early child care facilities in Dubai. However, despite the increased number
of Emirati children attending preschools, very few researchers have focused on how these
children can be better supported within their classrooms and how their needs can be
addressed while taking into account social and contextual values that influence their
play behaviours.

Research objectives

This study aims to serve two purposes: (1) to provide insight into Emiratis mother’s
influence on their children’s play habits by examining most common cultural-
specific practices and (2) to analyse behavioural factors based on Emirati mothers’
responses by looking at the social and functional patterns of behaviour amongst
Emirati mothers.

Relevance of study

The Ministry of Education (MOE) in the UAE is committed to transforming the early
childhood sector and to supporting best outcomes for future success of children in the
country. The current framework proposed advocates for a child-centred learning
approach. However, a holistic approach to development is done by supporting all
areas of child development equally, including cultural and religious values (Morrissey
& Warner, 2007), and current research fails to provide perspective of values held by
mothers of children in the UAE for their inclusion.
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Literature review

Child-inspired learning and teaching is a relatively newmodel in early years’ facilities and
research, specifically in the Emirati context. While there is an increasing awareness and
interest into children’s play behaviours and best practice in terms of the teaching and the
learning of young children (Bubikova-Moan, Hjetland, & Wollscheid, 2019; Kinkead-
Clark, 2019; Taylor & Boyer, 2020), studies focusing on Emirati children’s needs and
behaviours have yet to be undertaken although an abundance on the influence of
culture on play behaviours has been shared.

A policy perspective on child-led play within nurseries in the UAE

In recent years, Dubai has developed much of its policy in the area of early childhood care
and education through revisions and amendments to their expectations and regulations
(Karaman, 2011). The national quality framework within the UAE defines play as a
central component to the education, well-being and development of a child (Karaman,
2011). However, play is a construct subjective to a child’s experience, upbringing and
developmental stage.

Preschool institutions which adopt a more “formal” school pedagogy and curriculum,
emphasise more on measurable academic outcomes concerning areas of development in
literacy and numeracy rather than pedagogies embedded in play and exploration
(Edwards & Usher, 2007), however the majority of these are slowly being replaced by
play-based models (Karaman, 2011).

Play-based behaviours from cultural perspective

Contributions from research done in the last 20 years have attempted to link culture and
pretend play habits together (Farver, 1993; Roopnarine, Johnson, & Hooper, 1994). They
have since argued that while play is a universal activity, it is heavily regulated by cultural
issues within varying contexts (Lancy, 2007). Gaskins, Haight, and Lancy (2007) found
that within a village in Mexico, cultural pressures had placed an emphasis on academics
and formal child learning sessions rather than on play, and as such, in schools, child
learning had replaced play opportunities, and children were found to lack primitive
play behaviours observed in children elsewhere.

Across various cultures, play is regarded as a social function that children enter with
their peers or surrounding adults, such as parents, aunts, uncles, and grandparents
(Roopnarine et al., 1994). However, significant differences are observed amongst
different cultural communities in the play companions made available to children
(Haight, Wang, Fung, Williams, & Mintz, 1999). Within the context of Chinese children,
caregivers, parents and siblings often make themselves available to play and facilitate play
opportunities with the children; as a result, children within those contexts are more
articulate with regards to pretend play behaviours and base play off of real-life experi-
ences (Fung, 1994). Similarly, Irish children and Turkish children (Farver & Wimbarti,
1995) are often reported playing with their peers and demonstrate healthy personal,
social and emotional skills as opposed to children within Latino families, who are
reported to spend the majority of their time playing in isolation (Lindsay, Greaney,
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Sussner, Pfeiffer, & Peterson, 2014). Therefore, while play tends to develop in a universal
manner across children, cultural variations are prominent (Roopnarine et al., 1994).

Cultural contexts in teaching practice

Given that a general consensus exists regarding play as a means for learning within
Western early childhood discourses, it comes as no surprise to see child-directed activi-
ties inspired by play ideas in areas such as Northern Italy (Reggio Emilia) and New
Zealand (Te Whariki) (Praliming-Samuelsson & Johansson, 2006). However, despite
the wide-spread attention these play-based curriculums have received for empowering
children to exercise freedom of choice, autonomy and independence (Bennett, Wood,
& Rogers, 1997), some researchers argue that without taking into account the complexity
and diversity of the interactions at home, practitioners would not have taken into
account the pragmatic imperatives that facilitating lessons based on play requires
(Rogers, 2010). Additionally, research has shown that while play is an effective strategy
for educators to promote learning, it does not necessary work for all children
(Brooker, 2002). Rogers (2010) argues that while countries like the UK, USA and New
Zealand have found success in implementing play-based frameworks, others have not.

Method

This was an exploratory study that placed significant importance on the lives of under-
represented populations in a saturated field by bringing to light cultural considerations,
experiences, habits and maternal values. The subsequent subsections delineate the
various methodological choices made to serve the study objectives.

Data collection methods

Our study utilised a mixed-methods design including both qualitative and quantitative
measures and triangulated the data-gathering instruments (Feilzer, 2010), employing a
questionnaire and an interview to serve the two purposes of this study: (1) to provide
insight into Emirati mother’s influence on their children’s play habits (quantitatively)
and (2) to analyse behavioural factors based on Emirati mothers’ responses (qualitat-
ively). Mixed-methods research designs are ideal for assessing and uncovering what
people belonging from a particular group think, feel and do (Mukherji & Albon,
2010). In order to address the research aims, the primary mixed methods design utilised
was convergent design whereby findings from both the qualitative (phone interview
process) and quantitative (online questionnaire) were collected and assessed. Both sets
of data were then separately analysed and then compared side-by-side in order to validate
their perspectives and draw stronger conclusions on suggested curriculum regimes
(Wisdom & Creswell, 2013).

Questionnaire design

The questionnaire was circulated online through the nursery’s primary means of com-
munication: The Parent Application. A cover letter explaining the purpose and aims
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of the research preceded the questionnaire link, along with consent to participate. The
questionnaire was designed in order to ensure respondent anonymity, reach a larger
audience and to ask a wider range of questions in order to gather as much information
as possible on living arrangements, play habits and opinions as needed to unearth for this
study. Anonymity and confidentiality disclosures aimed to reassure participants and
increase the truthfulness of the responses.

The questionnaire questions were adapted from previous research studies on chil-
dren’s play behaviours and influencing cultural factors (Lindsay et al., 2014; Shahidi,
2010). The questionnaire was used to collect information on an Emirati mother’s
influence on their children’s play habits and to assess the behavioural factors that domi-
nated Emirate children’s play. The first of 5 sections sought to collect information regard-
ing the demographics of participants, such as: gender, parent educational level,
occupation and living arrangements. The second section: Home Life, included multiple
choice questions regarding which playmates their children spent the most time with, bed
time routines and hours spent playing and with whom and Likert scale questions regard-
ing their level of satisfaction with their children’s current play companions and their
influence on their children’s behaviours. The third section: Child’s Environment,
included ample open-ended questions in order to learn about which items their children
used for play the most in addition to Likert scales to disclose their level of satisfaction
with their child’s current preschool setting and the activities they most valued for devel-
opmental outcomes. The fourth section: Understanding Play as a Construct, included
open-ended questions to gather in-depth responses regarding their views on the
purpose of playing, the importance of playing with their children and the benefits of
play-based learning. The last section: Pretend Play Behaviours, included multiple
choice questions regarding the themes their children undertook during play and positive
and negative behaviours observed in their children during their play. While close-ended,
Likert scale and multiple-choice questions are ideal due to their ease of analysis, open-
ended questions provided us with in-depth knowledge and understanding on partici-
pants’ views and ideologies, which could not have been gained through the other means.

Sampling method

Voluntary response sampling was used for logistics issues as it provided us with a time-
efficient and inexpensive means to gather the data required. A cohort of 208 mothers
were selected as the target group for the purpose of this study and provided with the
link to the survey. A total of 35 mothers took part in the study 29 Emirati (83%), 5
Western (14%), and 1 Pakistani (3%) (Table 1). This study focused on the results
obtained from the 29 Emirati mothers.

Phone interview process

The second methodology conducted was phone-interviews for parents involved in the
questionnaire. Parents were provided with the opportunity to comment or elaborate
on questions. The questions asked were the ones included in the questionnaire as
open-ended questions for participants to respond to. However, given that the majority
of respondents’ first language was Arabic and that the survey was written in English,
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many parents felt more comfortable speaking in their mother tongue. Noting the possi-
bility of bias through phone-interviews, conscious effort from the researchers was
employed to ask the questions as written in the questionnaire and document answers ver-
batim and then code them as they originated (by frequency of words and themes).
Answers were analysed in the native language, passages intended for use in text were
translated by the researchers. This was done in order to preserve the meaning conveyed
by the mothers and interpreted for the findings (Polkinghorne, 2007). In order to pre-
serve confidentiality, identifiers and tape recordings were not collected. Providing par-
ticipants with the option of elaborating via interview on their responses definitely
enriched the quality of responses collected as asserted by Seale, Charteris-Black, MacFar-
lane, and McPherson (2010).

Findings and discussion

The two dimensions explored for the purpose of this study were play behaviours and
maternal values while incorporating an exploration into cultural practices which affect
parenting styles. Researchers have long asserted that varying cultural practices greatly
influence the quality and outcome of a child’s play (Pazzagli, 2011; Samuelsson &
Fleer, 2009). Within the context of a literature review that was conducted on the
specific play behaviours of Emirati children and their maternal values, no research was
located. As such, this research was able to gather preliminary data on a group of individ-
uals unheeded in literature.

Questionnaire findings

Questionnaires were distributed to the 208 mothers, and collected both quantitative and
qualitative results. A total of 29 Emirati mothers took part in this study. The results were
as follows.

Table 1. Demographics of participants.

Demographics
Frequency
(N = 35) Percentage

GENDER of CHILD
Female 18 51.43%
Male 17 48.57%

AGE of CHILD
Range 1.2–3.11 years
Mean 3.22 years

ETHNICITY
Emirati 29 82.86%
Western 5 14.28%
Egyptian, Syrian, Palestinian or Lebanese 0 0.00%
Pakistani or Indian 1 2.86%
Other 0 0.00%

EDUCATION LEVEL of PARENTS MOTHER FATHER
Highschool Diploma 1 2.86% 6 17.14%
Higher Certifications 1 2.86% 0
College or University Degree 25 71.43% 20 57.14%
Masters 6 17.14% 7 20.00%
Post Graduate or PHD Level 2 5.71% 2 5.71%
None 0 0
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Quantitative results

Quantitative data sets collected were analysed through the use of SPSS and Microsoft
Excel. The number of responses were tallied to determine quantity same responses
and percentages. The mother’s educational levels were on average having attained at
least a Bachelor’s degree. Mothers were stay-at-home housewives (8%) or employed
(92%). The percentage of single child families was 7%, compared to 93% of multi-chil-
dren households. It is also noteworthy to mention that the majority of mothers indicated
they were employed and only 10% of Emirati mothers indicated taking time off after
child-rearing to be with children, compared to 90% that went back to work after the
45-day maternity leave period. This was a significant finding as it highlighted the depen-
dency of Emirati families on the help of extended family and nannies with regards to care
and play with their children and also provided us with indication as to why 63% of
mothers reported to spending 1 h or less playing with their children.

Living arrangements and participant demographics

We first surveyed Emirati mothers about their current living arrangements and found
that 60% of Emirati children lived in an extended family household. In extended
family living arrangements, family members, such as cousins of similar ages, can play
together and engage in pretend play when appropriate (Table 2).

Over 50% of Emirati families indicated living with nannies, while all of Emirati
respondents indicated having a nanny help with child-rearing. 90% of the mothers
who participated in this study maintained a professional career; as such, a nanny was
not only a source of help for families, but also a form of support while the mothers
were away. Klein, Graesch, and Izquierdo (2009) report that children in families who
hire domestic help or nannies tend to be less independent and exert consistency than
children without. Most probably, this is due to the children not having to partake in
the basic everyday tasks that families without help include their children in. Only 24%
of Emirati mothers indicated that their preschool children help with basic chores.
Early childhood facilities in Dubai that attempt to use play as both a social and cognitive
driving agent then face issues in conflicting home and school philosophies, especially
with regards to trying to facilitate real-life pretend play experiences (such as pretend
cooking, shopping or cleaning).

Emirati mothers’ developmental expectations of preschool settings in the UAE

Emirati mothers’ expectations of their children’s preschool systems could prove to be very
useful to newly adopted play-based schools’ curriculums. 50% or less of mothers valued

Table 2. Living arrangements of Emirati children.
Emirati Mothers Responses (n = 29) %

Alone 5 17.24
Extended Family 20 68.97
Maternal Grandparents 6 20.69
Paternal Grandparents 6 20.69
Nannies 17 58.62
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their children learning ABC’s, the Arabic language, and writing letters versus 80% who
valued learning values, social skills, and following/ listening to instructions (Figure 1).

One example of using their outlined expectations to tailor education would be in plan-
ning to incorporate teachings of accepted social norms in early childhood schools.
Emirati mothers report that they value teachings of accepted social norms more than aca-
demic values. This, however, is not novel, as Fung (1994) reports in his study that
Chinese mothers often use play to incorporate teachings on acceptable and unacceptable
social norms and outlines respectful behaviours and habits. This can be achieved through
the implementation of moral studies lessons and in making an effort to maintain chil-
dren’s national identity through cultural awareness.

Undirected play is the result of following the child’s interest and lead in dictating their
own play and narratives. However, 52% of surveyed Emirati mothers indicated that their
children “rarely” or “never” spent any time engaged child-led play (Figure 2). Some
Emirati mothers explained that their children typically enjoyed having access to an
adult around (relative, parent or nanny) leading/ guiding their play, were unaware of
how to facilitate undirected play, or were unsure of what “child-led play” was or how
to support it at home. As a result, Emirati children in preschool settings then ought to
receive ample support via modelling on how to engage in pretend play habits.

Qualitative results

Qualitative results regarding mothers’ ideologies on play were collected through open-
ended questions hosted via phone interviews after the submission of the questionnaire.
The questions asked in the interviews for elaboration were the same ones outlined in the
survey. Answers were then categorised and analysed using qualitative data analysis by
identifying repeated words or topics, coding them by theme, merging responses and
then identifying frequency of ideas or thoughts to understand their experiences and
recognise patterns. The results were as follows.

Play beliefs of Emirati mothers

The majority of Emirati mothers surveyed revealed that they believed play was a social
function rather than a cognitive function. Their understanding of why children

Figure 1. Emirati mothers’ expectations of developmental outcomes from preschool.
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entered in pretend play was for “connecting with other children” and “socializing with
them,” rather than “learning about the world they live in” (Table 3).

Emirati mothers in general disclosed that they were not able to play with their children
as often as they would like. Some reasons provided by mothers for not participating in
play with their children included “time restrictions,” “clashing nursery and working
hours,” their “work commitments and schedules” and lastly, being unsure of “how to
play” with their children or that they preferred to let someone else fill that role, such
as a sibling, friend or nanny (Table 4). When mothers did not consider themselves
“play partners” for their children, children were less likely to engage in pretend play

Figure 2. Amount of time Emirati children spend in undirected/child-led play.

Table 3. Emirati maternal definitions and understanding of “play”.
Common
Themes Maternal Definitions/ Understanding of Play

Enjoyment “Having fun”
“Doing something that is enjoyable”
“Playing [happily] without [interference]… … good imagination”
“..child having fun with whatever they are doing”
“Activities for fun”

Use of Toys “… .with toys”
“… do with the toys what she [wants] happily”
“something a child does with toys”
“… do what he wants with toys”

Cognitive
Element

“Activity that stimulates brain action in an enjoyable way”
“Smart way to learn”

Bonds “How to take turns”
“connecting with other children”
“Socializing with [children]”

Discovery “… exploring themselves”
“… enable child to spend all his energy”
“Experimenting, discovering and moving to burn energy”
“… using her energy in a fun way”

Skill Set “… children [way of learning] different skills (social skills, motor skills, imagination and role playing).
It also creates a bond between the child and his/her playmates”
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habits, such as in Indian, Turkish, Guatemalan and American (Goncu, Mistry, & Mosier,
2000) and Latino/Mexican communities (Farver, 1993).

Parents role and involvement in children’s play

Thecultural values andnormsmaintainedbyparents shape theparent’s level of participation
and interaction in their child’s play (Parmar, Harkness, & Super, 2004; Roopnarine, 2011).
Chao (2000) states that the goals parents have for their children are called “socialization
goals-shared beliefs”, which they try to reach within their cultural community as part of a
shared belief system they acquire through socialisation. Socialisation goals shared through
cultural communities can affect things, such as the level of participation by parents
during children’s play activities and how invested or howmuch time they spend on scaffold-
ing their children’s play (Roopnarine, 2011). While all Emirati mothers reported that their
presence during their children’s play sessions is “good for [their] children” or “very impor-
tant”, less than half of mothersmade themselves available for 1 h or more during play a day.

Farver (1993) reports that American mothers readily joined in their children’s play
and extended on their play behaviours, believing that their play directly contribute to
their children’s growth. Similarly, mothers within German communities generally par-
ticipate in their children’s play activities more due to their belief that it strengthens
their children’s growth and development (Rothbaum & Trommsdorff, 2008). However,
not only studies report children across varying cultures having their mothers present
during their play, Haight et al. (1999) report that while Chinese mothers were available,
they only used their presence to support social lessons or extending on morals, rather
than to engage in their children’s play.

Emirati mothers surveyed revealed that nursery friends and nannies as well as
extended family members were their children’s most frequent play partners. Haight
et al. (1999) stated that the specific ways in which communities are made up, yields
different interactions between the people in that community. This is seen through the
regular interactions reported by Emirati mothers and their children’s extended family
members and domestic help. Thus, we would expect that the type of scaffolding that chil-
dren receive from the two different social circles are different. Furthermore, children who
spend an abundance of time with maids who often speak a different language, or who are
not native Arabic or English speakers, often do not receive any type of scaffolding
(Karaman, 2011).

Table 4. Factors listed by Emirati mother’s as to why they do not enter in play with their children
regularly.

Theme Responses

Time “Time restrictions after nursery and working days”
“I get home late”

Knowledge of Play “don’t know how to play”
“I am not sure how to attract her attention”

Employment “Full time jobs”
“Studying and working”
“work commitments and schedule”

Situational “There are others who fill that role”
“Prefers to play with kids his age”
“His nanny usuablly plays with him while [away[”
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Siegler et al. (2017) reports that a parent’s choice in play partners for their children is
influenced by many cultural values. Cultures which value independence and autonomy
more, such as American-European, provide more peer experiences through play groups,
enrolment in nursery or preschool settings or after school programmes, while cultures
where inter-dependence is more valued such as among Japanese-Australians, extended
family interactions are encouraged. When comparing this to the data collected from
mothers in this study, we see Emirati mothers resembling mothers within inter-dependent
cultures,who seekmore relative interactions for their childrenas opposed topeers.Oneposs-
ible reason for this is the sense of comfort of having your child play with children with the
same shared social or moral value system that Emirati parents get when their children
playwith their ownkin versuswhenmeeting a groupofmothers and childrenat a play group.

Social function of play

The social function of play plays a huge role in dictating what children play with and the
themes they carry out. Through an analysis of Emirati mothers’ responses on questions
pertaining to the social function of play, the following main values were quoted: “it is a
pleasurable activity that the child undergoes,” “it allows them to interact with others,”
“make friends” and “make happiness” “learn social values and morals in fun way.”
These findings were in harmony with sentiments shared by Korean mothers who
reported that play is a pleasurable activity for children (Farver & Wimbarti, 1995).
Korean mothers are reported as seeing little value in play preschool systems and favoured
the more traditional learning-based systems (Farver & Wimbarti, 1995). Conversely, the
Emirati mothers surveyed, who shared the same sentiments on play, revealed that a com-
bination of learning and play preschool systems were the most effective (Figure 3).

Cultural practice and cross-cultural comparisons

In schools in America, play is often seen and used as a means to improve a child’s social
and cognitive abilities and as such, play is huge part of preschool systems as well as a

Figure 3. Emiratis mothers’ responses to preschool pedagogy system they most prefer.
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child’s home presence (Tamis-LeMonda, Bornstein, & Baumwell, 2001). Correspond-
ingly, research carried out on American children and their maternal values, shows that
parents, particularly American mothers, invest an ample amount of time in promoting
their children’s self-skills and imaginative play by being present during play sessions
as well as extending their children’s play through inquiry-based questions and provoca-
tions (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2001). However results revealed that within the context of
Emirati children, mothers were “unaware” of how to facilitate undirected play and were
described as having “no independence” with regards to directing their own play. Mothers
were also unaware of how to extend on children’s play. In contrast, Parmar et al. (2004)
explains that American mothers often use every opportunity possible to extend their
child’s cognitive growth, through incorporating learning in basic everyday tasks. As
such, we see a unity established between the maternal values, the children’s play beha-
viours and schools teaching ethos. When comparing this found knowledge on Emirati
children and current preschool teaching ethos we note a gap.

Conclusion

Significance of results obtained

The results highlight the different ways in which Emirati children’s play behaviours are
influenced. Utilising this knowledge can help educators, policy makers and curriculum
leads in identifying the gaps between at home life and school environment and the
areas in which Emirati children ought to be supported more in order to ensuring
maximum child development and growth outcomes in preschools in the UAE.

Major findings

This study aims to contribute and increase both the current understanding of the uni-
versal aspects of play and the cultural differences and variations which shape children’s
play behaviours. The problem with using universal claims to describe play behaviours
lies in that they ignore contrasting actualities about children, their experiences and cul-
tural upbringings which play enormous roles in shaping their play behaviours. While
play undoubtedly is developed through universal properties, the cultural components
contributing to play must not be overlooked (Roopnarine et al., 1994). In current
research children’s play behaviours is narrowly described by frameworks of European
and American cultures which support play-based pedagogic views and goals in school
settings. In order to offer a line of new insight to the literature surrounding children’s
play, a unique and rigorous look into the play behaviours of Emirati children was
taken.

This small cross-cultural study helps in giving us a glimpse of the variation in views
concerning the value that play has on children’s lives. In turn, these views affect
factors such as the quality, the nature or the frequency of parent and child play inter-
actions. Additionally, it offers us preliminary information on the role that parents in
the Emirates play in their children’s development. It also reveals information regarding
maternal views on educational approaches and teaching styles. In undertaking this analy-
sis of the play behaviours of Emirati children, who are gravely underrepresented in
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literature my aim has been to uncover the dominant practises of play surrounding
Emirati children and their maternal views on early childhood education.

Recommendations

The following are recommendations made with respect to the findings of this research:

1. This study found that 80% of Emirati mothers believe that a compromise between
knowledge-based learning and play-based learning is the most optimal curriculum
for their children. As a result, I recommend that all play-based early childhood insti-
tutes discuss and spread awareness of the benefits of child-led play by opening dialo-
gues with parents.

2. This study revealed that 60% of Emirati children never or rarely engage in pretend
play due to contextual constraints, as a result I recommend that Emirati dominated
early-childhood centres tailor current Western educational curriculums to their
Emirati children by taking into account their revealed needs and providing them
with support and modelling on play behaviours expected.

3. Adult-directed and facilitated play was the most common play type reported by
Emirati mothers that their children underwent. As such, I recommend that preschools
and stakeholders host community events in hopes of addressing this badgering need
for advocation of child-led play.

Implications for policy and practice in UAE

Despite the fact that child play has long been considered a vital component of best prac-
tice within early years settings, it is not necessarily accepted by all parents, policy makers
or educators. Within a range of varying social and cultural contexts, this can be chal-
lenged (Ailwood, 2003; McNaughton & Corr, 2004; Rogers, 2010). While play is a key
component to teaching and learning, it is certainly not the only preferred or effective
strategy for teaching children (Brooker, 2002). The findings of this study provide early
childhood educators, policy makers and leaders in Dubai and the Emirates a better
understanding of the maternal values, developmental goals, outcomes, expectations
and behaviours of Emirati children under their care. As an early childhood educator
my goal would be to educate Emirati parents about the benefits of unstructured and
unregulated child-play, and devise a curriculum that incorporates all the traits of a
play-based facility yet supports their needs through the use of modelling.

Implications on a global scale

The implications of this paper set the tones in making the first steps in tailoring Western
pedagogy’s and adapted curriculums to the specific needs of Emirati children, in particu-
lar at an Emirati national dominated preschool in Dubai. This paper outlines the benefits
of unstructured play and begins to open up a discussion between Emirati mothers and
educators about the value in following children’s interest in their play and allowing
them ample time to engage in their play. It also begins in explaining the Western
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Pedagogy’s implemented in their children’s education institutes. As well as highlights the
needs of Emirati children and mothers to policy makers and describes cultural factors,
social norms and maternal values all crucial to understanding the children receiving
the curriculums they implement.

Future directions

It is my recommendation that further studies on the play-based behaviours of Emirati
children are carried out using larger sample sizes to increase the ability of generalisation
and validity of responses gathered. I also recommend that more attention is given on
classroom observation of these children in education settings to further assess the appro-
priate changes to curriculum and teaching needs.

Limitations

This study carries some limitation within which the results reported ought to be inter-
preted with knowledge of. First, as with the majority of convenience sampling studies,
results yielded are often not a representative of entire populations. Secondly, due to a
sample size of 29 Emirati mothers, results of the study may not be generalisable.

However, we would ponder what the implications would be if these results were repli-
cated to larger samples and underrepresented children in literature. What significance
would the results hold to early childcare specialists and educators? What would they
mean for understanding play behaviour, especially child development on a wider scale?
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