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HOW COMMON CORE STANDARDS CAN BE MET THROGH NARRATIVE PLAY IN A 

PREKINDERGARTEN CLASSROOM 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This qualitative case study investigated whether or not the Common Core State Standards could 

be met through narrative play in a prekindergarten classroom.  This study aimed to answer the 

following questions: Can the standards in the New York State Prekindergarten Foundation for 

the Common Core be met through narrative play in the classroom? What specific skills under 

each developmental domain are being met through narrative play? What is the classroom 

teacher’s perception of the relationship between narrative play and the Prekindergarten Common 

Core State Standards?  The participants were 15 prekindergarten children in a classroom in a 

rural school district in Western New York.  The findings proved that when teachers intentionally 

provide meaningful materials for the children to use during narrative play, most of the standards 

across the five domains in the Prekindergarten Foundation for the Common Core can be met.  

Early childhood teachers can use this research to understand how developmentally appropriate 

play can still meet the requirements that New York State provides; it is not necessary to use only 

paper-and-pencil activities in order to meet the requirements. 
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How Common Core Standards can be met Through Narrative Play in a Prekindergarten 

Classroom 

 

Introduction 

 

The recent introduction of the Common Core State Standards has many teachers 

frantically making changes so that their lessons and activities meet these standards.  Many 

teachers are adding more teacher-centered instruction that focuses on specific skills such as 

reading and writing and taking away the child-centered meaningful experiences and free play 

that used to be more common in the early childhood curriculum (Cooper, 2005).  By doing so, 

teachers are depriving young children of what they need to successfully develop.  It is most 

developmentally appropriate for four-year-old prekindergarten children to learn through play 

(Vygotsky, 1978).  Narrative play, in which children act out stories that they have heard or that 

they have created on their own, is one type of play that may help children develop in all domains 

of development.  It may be able to connect to all five of the domains set by the New York State 

Prekindergarten Foundation for the Common Core: approaches to learning, physical 

development and health, social and emotional development, communication, language and 

literacy, and cognition and knowledge of the world (New York State Early Childhood Advisory 

Council, 2012).  The Prekindergarten Foundation for the Common Core is a set of standards that 

encompasses both the two areas of standards provided in the New York State Common Core 

Learning Standards (NYS CCLS) for prekindergarten children and other developmentally 

appropriate standards for four and five-year-old children.  These two areas in the NYS CCLS are 

English Language Arts and Literacy and Mathematics.  The Prekindergarten Foundation also 

includes standards about the general development of prekindergarten children, such as emotional 

and physical development. 
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Past literature about studies done with narrative play and preschool and prekindergarten 

children have shown that storytelling, guided or unguided, can often result in free fantasy play in 

which the children play out roles from the stories and delve deeper into the world of the story 

that they wrote or heard (Paley, 1997).  They use language and other communication skills to 

interact with their peers and further tell the story.  The children begin to make connections with 

their own lives and bring their prior experiences into their play and their storytelling, helping 

them to build schemas (Owocki, 1999).   

The use of the individual components of narrative play- storytelling and fantasy play- 

have been well-researched with young general education students, but there is not much 

literature other than Vivian Paley’s work on narrative play as a whole.  Since the introduction of 

the Common Core Standards was so recent, there is little to no research on whether or not 

narrative play specifically connects with the Common Core and meets the standards. 

Play is such a vital part of a young child’s development, but with new expectations being 

set by individual school districts, by the state, and by the country, I have seen many teachers 

make changes that could be detrimental to children’s development.  Play is taken out and 

replaced with more traditional instruction in which students sit at one desk and complete 

worksheets and other activities that lack the meaningful experiences that children need in order 

to learn.  The contribution of this study is to show early childhood educators that as long as the 

classroom environment is set up in a purposeful way and children are provided with the 

developmentally appropriate materials that they need, narrative play can meet the requirements 

of the Common Core Standards.  This study shows teachers that we can keep play in our 

curriculum and continue to meet all expectations. 
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This study aimed to answer the following questions: a) Can the standards in the New 

York State Prekindergarten Foundation for the Common Core be met through narrative play in 

the classroom? b) What specific skills under each developmental domain are being met through 

narrative play? c) What is the classroom teacher’s perception of the relationship between 

narrative play and the Prekindergarten Common Core State Standards?   

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore how narrative play- with 

intentional planning and design- can be utilized as a tool to meet the Prekindergarten Common 

Core Standards.  This study aimed to determine the ways, if any, in which narrative play directly 

meets specific Common Core Standards.  For the purpose of the research, narrative play will 

generally be defined as acting out stories, either written by themselves or by others, with peers in 

a natural setting.  The main components that make up narrative play are storytelling and fantasy 

play (Wiltz & Fein, 1996).  Storytelling will be defined as the act of reading a story aloud to 

others.  This can be done in the traditional sense in which a teacher reads a piece of literature 

aloud, or children can recite a story that they have created aloud to their peers. Fantasy play will 

be defined as play in which children pretend to take on other roles and act them out.  Fantasy 

play is the type of play that follows storytelling.  Free play will be defined as completely open-

ended play in which children can use any of the toys and other materials that are available in any 

open center in the classroom.   

Literature Review 

An Introduction to Narrative Play 

 Narrative play can be defined as a type of play in which children act out stories, either 

written or created by the children themselves or by others (Wiltz & Fein, 1996).  The terms 

storytelling and fantasy play are often used when discussing narrative play.  They are the two 
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components that come together to create narrative play.  This acting out of stories is generally 

done with peers in a natural play setting.  The children take on the role of a certain character or 

multiple characters, and with their peers who are acting as the other characters, they play out a 

scene as they think it would or should happen.  Much of the foundational research on narrative 

play was done in the 1980s and 1990s when play was a much higher priority at all early 

childhood levels.  Recent studies have increased our understanding of the impact of play on the 

development of young children.   

 Vivian Paley, a leading researcher in the field of early childhood, extensively explored 

narrative play and fantasy play and the effect it had on her students.  Paley spoke of her 

observations and research as the children in her classes engaged in narrative play.  She stated that 

children make natural connections when they tell stories and then engage in pretend play.  They 

are given the opportunity to test out ideas they have in a low-risk environment and create an 

understanding of the world and their place in it (Paley, 1996).  A key to teaching young children 

through narrative play is not to give answers but to encourage the curiosity of the children.  

Teachers themselves also need to show curiosity and to ask open-ended questions that guide the 

children to think critically.  When teachers show curiosity about a child’s idea, that child feels 

respected and important, and he or she is likely to continue engaging in more and more complex 

narrative play.   

Another vital factor in guiding children in successful narrative play is to keep asking 

them to make stories and to show genuine interest in the stories they tell.  Play is the most natural 

way for children to be able to express their emotions and curiosities.  Wiltz and Fein (1996) 

stated, “Play is a way of life in the nursery school” (p. 63).  The children used narrative play as 

their way of making sense of the things they experienced in their everyday lives, and they did so 
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by telling each other about occurrences and listening to feedback from peers.  Narrative play 

guides and encourages communication as well as many cognitive processes in a very natural 

form.    

Domains of Development for Young Children 

 The New York State Prekindergarten Foundation for the Common Core (2012) provide 

specific statements for each domain of learning that tell exactly what children in prekindergarten 

should be able to do.  The five domains of development are approaches to learning, physical 

development and health, social and emotional development, communication, language and 

literacy, and cognition and knowledge of the world.  For example, under the approaches to 

learning domain, four-year-old children should actively engage in problem solving, including 

both trying to solve the problem independently and engaging with peers and adults to solve the 

problem.  They should also have the ability to follow a sequence of events in an orally narrated 

story.  These standards will be used to specify the ways in which the actions of the children that 

are directly related to their participation in narrative play meet the standards provided by the 

state.   

Paley discussed the ways that children learn to solve their own problems by 

communicating with each other while engaging in narrative play.  In a situation where a teacher 

would typically need to intervene, the children often showed that they can take on different roles 

and solve the problem by themselves.  The stories that children tell are generally linked to the 

roles they take on in their dramatic play, so narrative play is a way for children to make 

connections between play and literacy and build the foundations for pre-reading and writing 

skills (Dyson, 2009).  In addition, the problem-solving skills that were so apparent as the 
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children engaged in narrative play are very crucial scientific and mathematical skills that are 

discussed in the Common Core State Standards.   

Quintero (2010), talked about Bruner’s idea that children learned by building 

relationships and forming understandings of other cultures through hearing other people’s stories 

and creating their own.  Young children create their own stories and then often act them out in 

narrative play so that they can make sense of them and help their peers understand their stories.  

This type of play helps children develop language, especially for multilingual and multicultural 

students.  The stories that children act out during narrative play have been found to contain 

elements of literature such as setting, characters, and events in a chronological order.  A study of 

seventeen four and five-year-old children in a head start program determined that children who 

often engage in narrative play added these elements to their play during a free play period during 

their day (Walker, 1999).  These skills are vital parts of the common core, and they demonstrate 

the children’s growing knowledge of not only their literacy skills but also their ability to make 

observations and test them in different circumstances, which is a scientific thinking skill. 

A study of 108 children from ages five to eight who drew images and then told stories 

about them showed that the children were able to take meaning and apply it to multiple modes or 

senses.  Children talked about objects or events using similes or metaphors to link modes such as 

visual and bodily-kinesthetic.  These are skills related to physical development and health.  

Prekindergarten children are expected to begin to demonstrate an understanding and awareness 

of their body when moving in different spaces and to identify and compare senses (New York 

State Early Childhood Advisory Council, 2012).  
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Play as a Developmental Tool 

 Although there are many ways for teachers and other adults to guide children in learning 

and developing, allowing children to learn through play is of the utmost importance.  Play is such 

a powerful tool that studies have shown that young children can relate ideas from their prior 

experiences to current situations much more easily when playing than they could if they were 

thinking about the same ideas out of the context of play (Vygotsky, 1978).  Play allows children 

to develop naturally and in their own time.  In her book Mollie is Three, Paley (1986) discussed a 

class of her preschool students and what she learned about their development.  She determined 

that children need to come to an understanding of the world around them on their own terms.  

The interaction with peers that occurs during narrative play is so important to the children’s 

social development.  They learn to solve problems with each other, especially in situations in 

which adults often think they need to intervene.  Many theorists in the past have had differing 

views on why humans play.  Some have said play is a way of problem-solving while others have 

said play is our way of getting rid of unwanted feelings (Henricks, 2014).  Something that all the 

theorists have in common is that they value play as something that helps people grow physically, 

mentally, and socially.  For example, when children play, they often use both fine and gross 

motor skills.  As they move around, they work the large muscles in their bodies, and when they 

grasp toys or other materials, they use their fine motor skills, which later are used for skills such 

as writing.  Children develop mentally through play by using what they know from their 

everyday observations of life around them and incorporating this knowledge into their play.  It is 

their way of testing out ideas.  Children also develop socially through play by interacting with 

other children and/or adults as they play.  Children test how other people react when they act a 

particular way, such as not sharing toys.  They learn that not sharing makes others unhappy and 
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that the better thing to do is to share.  Play allows people to have meaningful experiences and to 

practice skills they may need in everyday life.   

Narrative Play and Literacy Development 

 English Language Arts is a subject that the United States has placed a very heavy 

emphasis on in recent years through the introduction of the Common Core State Standards.  The 

standards state specific objectives for literacy skills at each age and grade level.  New York State 

goes even further with its emphasis on language arts with the EngageNY modules that provide 

specific lessons that aim to meet the standards.  Narrative play, while it has the potential to meet 

all domains of development, has a particular focus on literacy development.  In a study of 32 

four and five-year-olds, children were read a new story that they had never heard before and 

were tested on their recall and comprehension abilities.  The participants were put in one of two 

types of groups, and there were two groups of each type.  One type of group was shown pictures 

that were related to the content of the story and asked to retell the story.  They were then asked a 

series of comprehension questions.  The other type of group was given dolls that represented the 

characters from the story and asked to play pretend with the dolls.  They were then asked the 

same comprehension questions.  This was done once immediately after hearing the story and 

then once more one week later.  Three days after the second retelling day, the children in all 

groups were once again asked the comprehension questions without the help of either the 

pictures or the dolls.  When the children were asked the comprehension questions for the last 

time, all groups did equally well.  However, there was a significant difference between the two 

types of groups during the previous times.  The groups with the dolls who engaged in pretend 

play about the story told narratives that were significantly more detailed.  They were able to 
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more fully enter the world of the story and think more deeply about it, which helped their 

comprehension (Kim, 1999).   

 Language and communication are some of the most basic skills involved in early literacy, 

and they make up one of the domains of the prekindergarten standards.  When children read or 

listen to stories and have meaningful, real world experiences, they build schemas, which are 

ways of categorizing and organizing information in the brain.  Children then use these schemas 

to make connections with their peers and form relationships.  The stronger a child’s schemas are, 

the more they are able to create complex stories that make sense.  Stories reflect the children’s 

understanding of the world around them, and schemas provide a way to organize all of the 

information they gain every day.  Schemas are the foundation for all literacy skills, including 

listening and speaking (Owocki, 1999). 

Vivian Paley’s leading research on narrative play has also shown how it can lead to 

literacy development, among development in other domains.  One of the years she taught 

kindergarten, she decided to do a year-long author study of Leo Lionni.  Paley read Lionni’s 

books to the children and had them discuss the events of the story with each other.  She also gave 

the children the materials they needed to act out the stories and use them as the subjects of their 

narrative play.  The children were inspired to find deeper meaning in the texts and relate their 

own lives to the characters in the stories.  As the author study progressed, the children 

communicated with each other more frequently and with more details about what they were 

reading.  Not only did the children comprehend the stories, they were able to make connections 

with their own lives and use them to make sense of the world around them (Paley, 1997).  Paley 

guided her students to the deeper understanding of literature and the world around them through 

the calculated way she taught the author study.  Teachers must be very specific with the language 
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they use around children, both when reading and discussing stories and when playing.  Children 

need a language-rich environment in order to develop literacy skills.  Massey (2013) discussed 

the four levels of language adults should use with children during reading, and they should then 

extend that language to be used during guided play.  The first two levels use concrete examples 

of the topic being discussed.  Level I may include a question or comment that draws attention to 

an illustration in a story.  Level II expands on the concrete object, possibly providing more 

information on something that can be seen in the story, such as naming the specific type of 

animal in an illustration and providing facts about it.  Levels III and IV discuss abstract ideas; 

level III might ask the children to summarize what they heard or make inferences about it.  Level 

IV questions would ask the children to problem solve, predict, or explain an idea or event from 

the story.  Teachers need to then use these levels of language to guide children’s play.  Children 

should be provided with materials that will extend their thinking about the stories they have read 

and should be guided to use higher levels of language bot with their peers and with adults as they 

play. 

Storytelling and Dramatic Play 

Children in New York State are not required to attend school until they are six years old, 

which is first grade.  However, it is so important for children to acquire enough social interaction 

during the preschool years.  A study was done on the importance of attending preschool in 

relation to the complexity and the characteristics of stories told by young children.  Children who 

attended preschool at age three told more cohesive stories than did the children who did not 

attend preschool (Fekonja-Peklaj, Marjanovi-Umek, & Kranjc, 2010).  All participants told 

stories freely and in a natural environment while looking at pictures, and the children who 

attended preschool told stories that followed a simple series of chronological events and 
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described thoughts and feelings of characters and the relationship between these thoughts and 

emotions.  The ability to describe these ideas during narrative play leads to more role playing 

and social interactions in which dialogue about emotions is used.  Studies have shown that young 

children of all racial groups show similar levels of pretend play and its effect on their 

development.  The main determining factor on the development levels is the amount of play they 

received (Yates & Marcelo, 2014).  

Storytelling and the dramatic play that often follows as a result helps build a community 

for the children involved.  This creates an environment in which students feel comfortable and 

safe, and they know their peers better and feel more comfortable interacting and communicating 

with them.  Even if students disagree about a story being told orally, it open up communication 

about the differences, and children talk about their own mental images they have created instead 

of being able to rely on the ones provided for them in a book (Berkowitz, 2011). 

A study of sixteen 8-year-old children showed how providing children with props can 

aide in narrative play.  For three hours a week for nine weeks, the children were separated into 

pairs and given hand puppets equipped with recording devices and were asked to create and act 

out a story with their hand puppets, which were referred to as tangible story avatars (TSAs) in 

this study.  For the first two weeks, the children learned from adults how to use their TSAs.  For 

the following five weeks, the children spent time with their partners to create, record, and 

practice their narratives.  During the last two weeks, the children performed their stories for an 

audience.  The researchers found that the TSAs were beneficial mainly because they helped the 

children develop confidence in storytelling and because they were used as a tool for group and 

individual reflection on their story development.  The children used a combination of the 

character of their TSA and the recordings of their story that the TSA provided to think deeply 
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about their stories and to discuss with their partner and make any changes if needed so that their 

story and performance could be well developed. 

Ahn and Filipenko’s (2006) study focused on young children creating drawings and 

narratives to go along with their drawings in a natural setting.  Children use narratives to show 

what they understand about the world around them and to find their place in the world.  

Narratives are also used to communicate and build relationships with other people.  In the study, 

six kindergarteners engaged in dramatic play and then composed narratives about artwork they 

had done.  The researchers identified three themes that were apparent from the study: The 

children showed engendering, or constructing identities about themselves as individuals, crossing 

texts and re-configuration, or seeing themselves in relation to others, and re-construction/re-

imagination, or how children understand abstract questions about the world around them.  The 

children in the study showed the theme of engendering by playing out scenes in which each child 

had a specific role, such as pretending that doctors are delivering a baby while the mother’s 

family is nearby.  Each child had a role such as doctor, mother, and a sibling of the baby being 

born.  The children took on these identities and then played them out as they may have been in a 

real situation.  Crossing texts and re-configurations was shown by a group of children playing 

school.  The children realized that their roles had a specific relationship with the other children 

and their own roles.  The child who was to pretend to be the teacher first was taking on a 

leadership role by facilitating how they would take turns being the teacher.  When the others 

disagreed, he took on the teacher’s power and demanded that it should be the way he suggested.  

Re-construction/re-imagination was shown by a child drawing pictures for his own picture book 

of friendship and discussing their meanings.  He showed his understanding of what it means to 
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be a friend in accordance with what he has seen and learned about friendship in the community 

around him. 

Ashiabi (2007) discussed the benefits of play on social and emotional development and 

what makes children have successful positive social interactions.  He identifies the main factors 

as appropriately expressing their emotions, being able to feel empathy for peers, and regulating 

their own emotions.  Through play, children are able to practice and learn these skills.  Play also 

encourages children to use dialogue in order to cooperate and get along with others.  Wright, 

Bacigalupa, Black, and Burton (2008) studied and discussed not only the benefits of narrative 

play on social development but also the procedures that should be taken in order for children to 

benefit the most from storytelling.  The benefits of narrative play were discussed in four main 

categories: it introduced children to pre-writing skills, it allowed children to creatively express 

emotions and ideas, it helped develop social skills, and it allowed children an outlet in which to 

make sense of their experiences and the world around them.  Pre-writing skills include fine 

motor skills and hand-eye coordination.  Children develop these skills during narrative play by 

grasping materials and manipulating them so that the materials move the way the children want 

them to.  For example, a child may use a puppet to act out a story, and he or she needs to move 

the puppet with his or her hand to mimic the actions that the character it is representing does.  

Children creatively express emotions and ideas during narrative play by pretending that the 

characters from stories have the same emotions as the children do.  When a child pretends that a 

character is angry, he or she is able to experiment with the ways in which others react to that 

emotion.  Social skills are very frequently used during narrative play.  The children play with 

each other and talk to each other, use conflict resolution, and share ideas.  Narrative play is also a 

way for children to make sense of the world around them.  Most children are very observant, and 



NARRATIVE PLAY IN PREKINDERGARTEN  14 

 

they watch adults carry out the tasks of everyday life, and the children need an outlet in which to 

try these tasks for themselves.  When children pretend to cook food in a play kitchen, they are 

making sense of what they have seen adults do when they cook. 

Correlations between Storytelling, Pretend Play, and Cognitive Processes 

 Narrative play has the potential to be so beneficial to young children because its two 

components- storytelling and pretend, or dramatic, play- are so closely connected.  This 

connection leads to deeper thinking and cognitive development.  At its core, dramatic play has 

narrative roots because of the way that so much of it is based on acting out narrative scenarios 

(Nicolpoulou & Ilgaz, 2013).  For example, a classic way for children to play together is to play 

“house.”  Children take on roles and act out scenarios as they think they might happen in real life 

or how they would want them to happen.  Through this type of play, children begin to understand 

how stories are structured very similarly to their play scenarios.  A study that showed the strong 

connection between pretend play and narratives was Eckler and Weininger’s (1989) study.  Fifty 

children ages four to eight years were grouped by age and provided with toys that had previously 

been rated by the researchers as being well-suited for pretend play.  They were given 15 minutes 

to engage in pretend play with their peers, and he researchers observed their play.  The children’s 

language used during their play was then analyzed using procedures that were established by 

grammarians.  Most of the children’s pretend play showed very strong parallels with the 

structure of a typical narrative.      

Thinking creatively involves many cognitive processes, and a large part of what narrative 

play encourages children to do is to think creatively about the roles of the characters and the 

scenes and events of a story.  In a study of children’s levels of elaborate pretend play and their 

creativity, 75 children and their parents were first interviewed to determine whether or not they 
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engaged in elaborate pretend play, and if so, what category of pretend play they most frequently 

engaged in.  Four categories were identified after the interviews.  Twenty-two children played 

with an invisible friend, ten played with personified objects, such as stuffed animals to which 

they gave personality traits and other human-like characteristics, 12 children had pretend 

identities, and 28 children did not engage in elaborate pretend play.  There were three children 

whose engagement in pretend play could not be identified.  The children completed tasks to 

assess general pretend play, creativity, language ability, and ability to structure a narrative.  They 

were asked to pretend to perform actions, such as brushing their teeth with a toothbrush.  Then, 

they were read part of a story and asked to make up an ending for the story.  They were also 

asked to draw a picture of a pretend person and talk about what they had drawn.  This person 

could not be someone they knew in real life.  The researchers found that the children who 

engaged in elaborate role play more often showed more creativity in their role-playing scenarios 

during pretend play.  The children with imaginary friends were generally the ones who displayed 

the most creativity, since those imaginary friends were completely made up and not based on 

characteristics from a toy or another person, and those children were the ones who showed the 

most creativity while making up an ending to the story (Mottweiler & Taylor, 2014).                      

Summary  

Narrative play has two crucial components, storytelling and pretend play, and these 

components are strongly correlated.  The two components come together when children engage 

in pretend play that is based on a story they have read or that they create themselves.  Narrative 

play goes beyond simply acting out the exact events from a story and only those events; it 

includes play in which children enter the world within a story and take on the roles of the 

characters in the story or ones related to them and act out scenarios that both the story and the 
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children’s own imaginations lead them to.  Narrative play is most directly related to literacy 

skills, but it has the potential to help children develop in all the domains of development.  New 

York State labels these domains of development as approaches to learning, physical development 

and health, social and emotional development, communication, language and literacy, and 

cognition and knowledge of the world (New York State Early Childhood Advisory Council, 

2012).  When teachers provide children with the appropriate environment and materials, children 

can engage in very in-depth narrative play and could possibly meet many of the standards that 

are required of schools. 

The literature does not provide significant research on how narrative play may relate to 

the Prekindergarten Foundation for the Common Core.  The Prekindergarten Foundation for the 

Common Core is very new, and researchers have not yet explored how the standards can be met 

in developmentally appropriate ways for young children.  Also, storytelling and dramatic play as 

individual modes of play have been thoroughly discussed in literature, but there is little literature 

about combining the two to create true narrative play.  My study contributed to the literature by 

focusing solely on both storytelling and dramatic play used simultaneously to determine the 

benefits of narrative play specifically.  My research also provided specific example of how 

narrative play can be utilized as a tool to meet the Common Core Standards, when it is 

intentionally planned and designed. 

Methods 

Participants 

 The participants were 15 four and five-year-old prekindergarten children in a rural 

elementary school.  There were eight boys and seven girls.  None of the children had classified 

special needs, and they all spoke English as their first language.  They were all Caucasian, 
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middle class children.  The children were chosen through convenience sampling.  They were all 

in one pre-k classroom.  The classroom teacher was also a participant.  The teacher was a male 

early childhood educator with eleven years of public school teaching experience.  He has taught 

grades prekindergarten, kindergarten, and first grade.  

Research Site 

The research site was a small, rural school district in Western New York.  The 

elementary school had 325 students in grades pre-k to sixth, and it had a predominantly 

Caucasian population.  The two villages within the district have a combined population of about 

1,500 people.  The villages are agricultural communities, and there are many farms in the area. 

The community is very conservative, and it is supportive of the school district.  Many classrooms 

have ample parent participation.   

 The class had 15 pre-k children.  There were eight boys and seven girls.  There was one 

teacher and one teacher’s aide.  The children had varying learning styles, so it was appropriate 

for them to have a wide variety of hands-on and meaningful experiences.  While young children 

mostly develop in the same sequence, each child’s rate of development differs.  The class 

contained a relatively even mixture of children at each level of development; some children had 

a very high achievement level, some children struggled developmentally, and there are some 

children who had an average achievement level, as determined through teacher-made 

assessments that were administered by the classroom teacher.   

 The classroom was arranged so that there is a lot of open space for play, and there were 

designated areas for certain activities such as a dramatic play area and a blocks area.  There was 

a carpeted area by the whiteboard in the front of the classroom that was used for full group 

instruction.  The back of the room had a tiled floor that was ideal for painting and other messier 
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activities.  The classroom contained an Elmo projector and a sound system that was used to play 

music throughout the classroom, and there was a microphone that can be used to speak through 

the sound system.  The teacher had one iPad, and there was a set of four classroom iPads that 

could be used for educational apps if the teacher chose to.  There were many materials that 

allowed the children to have sensory experiences such as play dough and a sand table.  The 

children started their day by going to a provided breakfast program.  Then they returned to the 

classroom for morning circle, which was comprised of songs and activities to teach the days of 

the week, counting, weather, etc.  Morning circle was often the only full group instruction of the 

day.  The children had free play time for half an hour to an hour, depending on the day’s specials 

schedule, where they could choose to play with any of the available materials in the classroom.  

During this free play time, the children were likely to engage in narrative play of their own 

accord, especially if the classroom bookshelf was equipped with books that lent themselves well 

to role-playing activities.  The children had snack time and then transitioned into centers.  During 

centers, the children were grouped heterogeneously in three groups of four and one group of 

three.  The groups changed periodically throughout the year.  Centers work included activities 

that focus on literacy or math.  These activities may have included writing letters in shaving 

cream, writing their names, finding and writing words around the classroom, working with 

pattern blocks, counting manipulatives, playing an attributes game, playing memory, and playing 

at the sand table.  The children worked at each center for about 15 minutes and then switched to 

the next center.  They completed four centers every day.  After centers, the children had lunch, 

nap time, outdoor play, and a period that could be used for science, social studies, or any 

additional activities.  The children went to specials throughout the week for 30 minutes at a time.  



NARRATIVE PLAY IN PREKINDERGARTEN  19 

 

They had gym, library, music, and art.  Parents occasionally came into the classroom to 

volunteer during centers or if there was a special event or activity. 

Research Design 

 A qualitative case study design was utilized for the study.  A case study is an in-depth 

look at a specific set of events, activities, or an individual or small group of people over time 

(Creswell, 2014).  The research is done in a natural learning environment in which the students 

can act normally without feeling pressured.  This helped ensure that the data collected is as 

accurate and relevant as possible.  In my study, the narrative focuses on a single classroom 

teacher and his prekindergarten class as they participated in narrative play.  Using a narrative 

design was most appropriate for this study because it allowed me to take a very in-depth look at 

the children’s behavior and interactions from a variety of angles as they engaged in narrative 

play.  The language that the children used and their interactions that I observed during narrative 

play showed what aspects of the Common Core were being met through this type of play.  Over 

the course of one month, I observed the children to find connections in their growth and learning 

to what the Common Core expects of prekindergarten children, and a close account of the 

findings was documented.  My role as researcher in this study was to be a participant observer of 

the children’s actions and behavior as they engaged in narrative play.  My role was also to 

facilitate an interview with the classroom teacher on his thoughts about using narrative play in 

the classroom, his thoughts on the Common Core for prekindergarten, and how they can be 

connected through instruction and/or free play.   

Data Collection 

 I used a variety of methods to collect data for the study.  The main method was 

participant observation.  I brought books and some props that could be specifically used for the 
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books into the classroom for the children to use.  I also occasionally played with the children if 

they needed prompting or if they invited me to play with them.  The children were observed as 

they engaged in narrative play over the course of one month. My field notes taken during and 

immediately following observations were discussed in detail in the written narrative.   Along 

with participant observations, I took pictures of the children as they played.  For each picture 

taken, I also recorded specific observation notes of the particular language that the children used 

with one another and any related actions.  These pictures were meant to capture specific 

behaviors that connect with expectations of the Common Core in as many of the domains as 

possible.  The five domains of the prekindergarten foundation for the Common Core are 

approaches to learning, physical development and health, social and emotional development, 

communication, language and literacy, and cognition and knowledge of the world (New York 

State Early Childhood Advisory Council, 2012).  I also videotaped the children as they engaged 

in narrative play for the purpose of capturing language use and specific actions that could have 

led to connections with the state standards. 

I spent two days every week for one month in the pre-k classroom to record observations 

and to take pictures.  I spent the entire school day in the classroom in order to observe any 

narrative play that may have happened at any point of the day, which was filled mostly with 

play-based lessons and activities.  Since the classroom teacher regularly used narrative play with 

his students, the children participated in narrative play of their own accord during their free play 

time.  When it was needed, I encouraged narrative play for at least an hour during every visit.  

The main observations took place during free play time.  However, I observed the children’s 

interactions throughout the entire day to see if the topics of their narrative play were brought up 

during any other part of the day. 
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Another method I used was an interview.  I interviewed the classroom teacher at the 

beginning of the study to determine his thoughts on narrative play and on the Common Core for 

pre-k.  I also asked him in the interview about ways in which he thought narrative play could be 

used to meet the prekindergarten Common Core Standards.  The interview lasted 15 minutes, and 

it was conducted in the teacher’s own classroom.  Since the classroom teacher saw the children 

engage in narrative play every day of the week, I also asked him to share any insights into how 

he had seen narrative play affect their learning in relation to the Common Core Standards 

throughout the research period.   

Data Analysis 

 The data was analyzed using an inductive approach.  I used all the data from the multiple 

angles studied and examined any possible patterns in the data.  All interviews were transcribed, 

and any connections between the interviews and the observations were discussed in the narrative.  

The data were represented in terms of themes and patterns that were found, such as a certain type 

of action by a student or interaction between children during narrative play connected with a 

certain prekindergarten Common Core Standard.  The pictures that I took of children during play 

were captioned with any relevant language and additional actions, and I linked a specific 

standard that was being met to each picture.  This, along with information gained from the 

interview and additional observation notes gave insight into the particular ways in which 

narrative play can meet the Common Core Standards. 

Results 

 The results of this study very strongly show that narrative play can provide a definite 

connection to the prekindergarten Common Core State Standards.  Not only can narrative play 

connect to the NYS CCLS for Mathematics and English Language Arts, it can also connect to 
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each of the domains of the New York State Prekindergarten Foundation for the Common Core, 

which includes areas of development for young children that are not included in the NYS 

Common Core Learning Standards.  Many of the connections happened because I specifically 

provided the children with a specific type of prop or book that allowed them to have more 

opportunities to meet certain standards.   

Domain 1: Approaches to Learning 

 The approaches to learning standards list the expectations for prekindergarten children in 

four categories: engagement, creativity and imagination, curiosity and initiative, and persistence.  

Almost every single standard was met through the narrative play.  Approaches to learning 

standards focus on foundational skills such as interacting with materials during play, using 

problem solving skills, showing curiosity and interest, and focusing on a certain task.  These are 

skills that children need to demonstrate that they can do on their own without prompting from 

adults, and they can be difficult skills for adults to specifically teach to children.  However, 

throughout my research on narrative play, the children were able to show their competency on 

many of the standards through natural play.  Many students even showed a capability of 

frequently using certain skills such as problem solving during play that they do not often show 

while doing teacher-led activities.  The children needed adult intervention in order to deal with 

conflicts far less than they normally did in situations that did not involve playing.  While they 

were engaged in narrative play, the children worked together to solve problems. 

 When I first began encouraging the children to engage in narrative play, the children 

were not as enthusiastic about finding their own props to use to help them act out the stories.  

However, when I provided them with stick puppets depicting the characters in the story, they 

were very excited and immediately began playing.  As the research period progressed, the 
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children became very enthusiastic about using a wide variety of props.  I would even 

occasionally need to limit the amount of materials they got out so that it did not become too out 

of hand.   

 The children selected and used their materials with a very specific purpose in mind.  This 

was clear through the language they used with each other as they worked together to gather 

materials after reading a book.  They sought out each other’s opinions and ideas for the best way 

to act a story out.  The children used language such as, “What should we use to be the ocean?” 

and “I’ll get the pepperoni!”  Immediately after finishing a story, the children enthusiastically 

began to search for props, each of them claiming something specific that they wanted to be in 

charge of getting.  The children showed their comprehension of a story in part by remembering 

what happened in the story in order to get what they would need to act it out.  In Figure 1, 

Hannah was playing based on the book Goldi Rocks and the Three Bears by Corey Rosen 

Schwartz and Beth Coulten, and she set out three bowls of porridge and spoons to eat it with.  

She then invited her friends to come into her house and eat porridge with her, showing that she 

was confident about the play area she had set up and wanted to share it with her friends.  This 

met standard 1: Actively and confidently engages in play as a means of exploration and learning. 

a) Interacts with a variety of materials through play.  It also met standard 3: Approaches tasks, 

activities, and problems with creativity, imagination, and/or willingness to try new experiences 

or activities. a) Chooses materials/props and uses novel ways to represent ideas, characters, and 

objects.  Hannah used her imagination to set up the play area the way she thought the bear’s 

house would look based on what she heard from the story and saw in the illustrations.  She did 

not merely copy exactly what the illustrations showed, but added her own details to the play area.   



NARRATIVE PLAY IN PREKINDERGARTEN  24 

 

 

Figure 1 Hannah chose props to set up the bears’ house for Goldi Rocks and the Three Bears, including instruments and bowls of 
porridge.  This met standards 1a and 3a. 

 

Domain 2: Physical Development and Health 

 The standards for Domain 2 were often met simply because the children were so active 

during their play.  They typically played on the carpet, which is a large open space in which they 

can move around freely.  The children frequently used their gross motor skills, getting up to 

retrieve more props or moving about as they acted out stories.  Observing these types of 

movement alone met standard 2: Uses sensory information to plan and carry out movements. a) 

Demonstrates appropriate body awareness when moving in different spaces. b) Exhibits 
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appropriate body movements when carrying out a task. c) Demonstrates awareness of spatial 

boundaries and the ability to work within them.  They also met standard 3: Demonstrates 

coordination and control of large muscles. a) Displays an upright posture when standing or 

seated. b) Maintains balance during sitting, standing, and movement activities.   

 A specific occurrence also met another standard under Domain 2.  Hannah, Oliver, and 

Alex were engaged in narrative play based on the classic tale of The Lion and the Mouse in 

which the lion got trapped in a hunter’s net, and the mouse chewed through the net to free the 

lion.  The three children used laundry baskets that were in the classroom for student use to be the 

net, and they “trapped” one child at a time in the baskets.  In the excitement of their play, Oliver 

began to act silly and tried to sit on top of the two baskets while Alex was inside of them.  

However, Hannah realized that doing so would be unsafe behavior, shown in Figure 2, and she 

warned Oliver by saying, “No, don’t sit on it, Oliver! You’re gonna crush him.”  Not only did 

she recognize the unsafe behavior, but she also showed concern for the safety of her friend.  This 

met standard 9: Demonstrates awareness and understanding of safety rules. b) Communicates to 

peers and adults when observing unsafe behavior (e.g., Tommy is throwing rocks). c) 

Understands that some practices could be unsafe (e.g., playing with matches, playing near a busy 

street, not wearing a bike helmet). 
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Figure 2 Hannah warned Oliver not to sit on the basket because it would not be safe. This met Domain 2 standard 9b. 

Domain 3: Social and Emotional Development 

 During an average school day, early childhood teachers can spend a significant amount of 

time helping children with conflict resolution.  It is something that prekindergarten children are 

just learning to do on their own, and they often need an adult’s help.  While engaged in narrative 

play, many of the children displayed an extraordinary capability of resolving conflicts 

completely on their own.  Simple conflicts would often arise, such as two of the children wanting 

to use the same prop or take on the role of the same character from a book.  Usually without 

intervention from an adult, the children discussed what they wanted with their peers and came to 

an agreement on how they should proceed so that everyone could be happy.  The classroom 
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teacher, Tim, echoed this observation, saying that he has seen the children use so many of the 

conflict resolution skills that he has taught them.  Through play, the children become more 

independent and confident in using these skills on their own.  After reading The Gruffalo by Julia 

Donaldson, Hannah and Alex began to play, taking on the roles of the characters from the story, 

the mouse and the Gruffalo, a monster who wants to eat the mouse.  After playing for about ten 

minutes, Hannah wanted to switch roles, but Alex did not.  Their conversation, shown in Figure 

3, continued as follows:  

Hannah: That can be your house now and this can be my house. I’ll be the monster now.  

Alex: No! 

Hannah: How ‘bout we’re both the monster? 

Alex: Ok. You can be the sister monster and I can be the brother one. C’mon. 

Both: (playing again) Roar! Roar!  

Their conflict-resolving conversation met standard 5: Demonstrates pro-social problem 

solving skills in social interactions. a) Seeks input from others about a problem. b) Uses multiple 

pro-social strategies to resolve conflicts (eg. trade, take turns, problem solve). c) Uses and 

accepts compromise, with assistance.  Many similar instances of conflict resolution occurred 

during the research period.  When children wanted to use the same prop, be the same character, 

etc., the children were almost always able to resolve their conflicts by discussing it with each 

other without help from an adult, showing that they could take turns, compromise, and use 

problem solving skills.  
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Figure 3 Hannah and Alex used conflict resolution when they both wanted to take on the role of the same character while 
playing based on The Gruffalo, which met Domain 3 standard 5. 

 

When the children decided to engage in narrative play, they often wanted more of their 

classmates to join them, so they went around the room asking others if they wanted to play.  This 

demonstrated the children’s relationships with their peers.  They were enthusiastic about 

including as many of their friends as they could.  Once some children were playing, others felt 

free to join in at any time, and the children who were already playing accepted them very well 

and offered some props to the new children.  While they were acting out The Grouchy Ladybug 

by Eric Carle, Abby had two stick puppets: the one depicting the friendly ladybug and the one 
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depicting the grouchy ladybug.  When Emma joined in the play, Abby offered one of the puppets 

to Emma, saying, “Here. Do you want to be the nice ladybug?”  These types of interactions met 

standard 4: Develops positive relationships with their peers. a) Approaches children already 

engaged in play. b) Interacts with other children (eg., in play, conversation, etc.). c) Shares 

materials and toys with other children. d) Sustains interactions by cooperating, helping, and 

suggesting new ideas for play. 

Another standard that the children began to meet was standard 2: Regulates his/her 

responses to needs, feelings, and evens. a) Expresses feelings, needs, opinions, and desires in a 

way that is appropriate to the situation. b) Appropriately names types of emotions (eg, frustrated, 

happy, excited, sad) and associates them with different facial expressions, words, and behaviors.  

After reading The Little Red Hen Makes a Pizza by Philomen Sturges, the children were engaged 

in narrative play.  The story was written as a sequel to the classic tale The Little Red Hen, and the 

hen decides to make a pizza now that all of her bread is gone.  While playing, one of the children 

found a clipboard with paper on it and used to pretend to make a grocery list.  As some children 

finished playing and others came in to have a turn acting out the story, the clipboard remained a 

common item that was used in play.  Two children, Lily and Caleb started playing at the same 

time, and Lily picked up the clipboard first.  Immediately, Caleb became upset and started 

crying, as shown in Figure 4.  When I asked him what was wrong, he said, “I’m sad because I 

wanted to use the clipboard but Lily won’t let me.”  While he was not yet able to express his 

feelings in the most appropriate way, he showed the foundational skills for being able to do so by 

naming his emotions and giving a reason for why he felt that way. 
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Figure 4 Caleb expressed his emotions, saying that he was sad because he wanted to be the one to use the clipboard. This met 
Domain 3 standard 2a & b. 

Domain 4: Communication, Language, and Literacy 

 The children’s use of literacy skills came across very strongly as they engaged in 

narrative play during my research period.  According to Tim, the prekindergarten classroom 

teacher, teachers often use narrative play with a main focus of teaching pre-reading skills such as 

making predictions about a story and retelling.  He discussed the way that children often use the 

exact words from stories during narrative play, and remembering and using these words in the 

correct context is such an essential pre-reading skill for prekindergarten children to learn. 

approaches to communication.  The children mainly demonstrated their ability to 

communicate through their representation of a story during narrative play.  Even when their 
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language was very simple or even nonexistent with their peers, they were still communicating 

through their choice of materials to use to help them act out a story.  The materials they used 

were rarely the exact item that they wanted to represent; instead, the children used blocks, 

manipulatives, and other materials around the classroom to represent objects such as instruments, 

food, etc.  This met standard 4: Demonstrates his/her ability to express ideas using a variety of 

methods. b) Uses existing objects to represent desired or imagined objects in play or other 

purposeful way (e.g., plastic banana for a telephone).  The two stories that met this standard the 

most were Goldi Rocks and the Three Bears by Corey Rosen and Beth Coulton and The Little 

Red Hen Makes a Pizza by Philomen Sturges.  In Goldi Rocks and the Three Bears, the family of 

bears plays in a rock and roll band, but they need to find a singer.  While they are out holding 

auditions, Goldi finds the studio inside their house and tests out all the equipment and 

instruments, ultimately falling asleep on the keyboard.  When the bears find Goldi inside, they 

discover that she is just the singer they were looking for, and all four of them form a band.  The 

prekindergarten children engaged in very detailed narrative play based on this story.  They used 

materials from around the classroom to represent all of the equipment and the instruments from 

the story.  Figure 5 shows Andy playing the part of Papa Bear, who plays the drums.  Andy is 

playing a drum that he made out of a large plastic block and drumsticks out of wooden letter 

builders that are normally used for the Handwriting Without Tears early writing program.  Figure 

6 shows Abby playing the part of Baby Bear, who is the keyboard player for the family band.  

Abby built her keyboard with the wooden letter builders specifically because she knew that a real 

keyboard has rectangular, individual keys, much like the straight pieces in the letter builder set.  

She proceeded to pretend to play the keyboard, tapping one rectangular piece with one finger as 

a keyboard player would. 
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Figure 5 Andy uses a block and wooden letter builders to represent a drum and drumsticks. This met Domain 4 standard 4b. 
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Figure 6 Abby builds a keyboard out of wooden letter builders. This met Domain 4 standard 4b. 

 

 reading standards for literature.  The reading standards for literature are directly from 

the NYS CCLS, and my research has shown that narrative play can easily meet many of the 

standards.  Under the category of Key Ideas and Details, standard 2 states: With prompting and 

support, retell familiar stories.  Many of the children had already heard some of the stories I 

chose to use, and in some cases, they had heard them multiple times.  If the children had already 

heard a story, they often did not even want to wait and listen to it again; they wanted to jump 
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right into acting out the story.  They often did so without any prompting or support, and they still 

were able to let the main ideas and details from the story show through their play.   

 Standard 7 under the category of Integration and Knowledge of Ideas states: With 

prompting and support students will engage in a picture walk to make connections between self, 

illustrations, and the story.  Figure 7 displays Emma and Claire engaging in a picture walk.  They 

decided to do a picture walk on their own, and they used the caterpillar stuffed animal as a book 

buddy.  They had a conversation about all the junk food that the caterpillar eats right before he 

spins his chrysalis, and it demonstrated that the girls were making connections between the book 

and themselves.  Their conversation was as follows: 

Claire: That’s a lot of food. 

Emma: He had a tummy ache after he ate all that food.  I would have a tummy ache too if I ate 

that much. 

Claire: Yeah, me too. I don’t like having tummy aches.    
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Figure 7 Emma and Claire engage in a picture walk of The Very Hungry Caterpillar.  They make connections between the food 
that the caterpillar eats in the book and the food that they eat in their everyday lives. This met Domain 4, Integration of 

Knowledge and Ideas standard 7. 

Domain 5: Cognition and Knowledge of the World 

 Domain 5 is split into five categories: mathematics, science, social studies, the arts, and 

technology.  Technology was the only category in which my research did not show that the 

standards could be met through narrative play.  However, multiple standards in each of the other 

categories were met. 

 mathematics.  The mathematics standards are directly from the NYS CCLS.  Math is 

often one of the subjects that early childhood educators resort to teaching through worksheets 

instead of meaningful experiences.  While the children were engaged in narrative play, they 
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showed that they naturally include elements of math in many of the things that they do.  I read 

the book The Grouchy Ladybug by Eric Carle to the children.  In the book, the grouchy ladybug 

argues with a friendly ladybug over some aphids that they both want to eat.  The grouchy 

ladybug wants to fight the friendly ladybug for them, but then second-guesses himself.  He tells 

the ladybug she’s not big enough to fight, and flies off to find a bigger animal.  As the book 

progresses, the animals he encounters get larger.  I made stick puppets depicting each of the 

animals in the story for the children to use in their play.  Lily decided to spread out the puppets 

in front of her, and then she put them in order from smallest to largest, looking back at the 

illustrations in the story when she needed help.  This met standard 1 under measurement and 

data: Identify measureable attributes of objects, such as length, and weight.  Describe them using 

correct vocabulary (eg., small, big, short, tall, empty, full, heavy, and light).  Lily then went on to 

count each of the puppets.  She counted in the correct sequence to 12, and then said, “There are 

12 animals!”  This met standard 3 under counting and cardinality: Understand the relationship 

between numbers and quantities to 10; connect counting to cardinality. a) When counting 

objects, say the number names in the standard order, pairing each number name with one and 

only one object. b) Understand that the last number name said tells the number of objects 

counted. The number of objects is the same. 
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Figure 8 Lily ordered the puppets from smallest to largest and then counted them to tell the number of animals in the story. This 
met Domain 5, Measurement and Data standard 1 and Counting and Cardinality standard 3a & b. 

 science.  To meet the science standards, I had to be a bit more intentional with the books 

I used, the props I offered to the children, and the language I used to prompt the children.  I 

chose to use The Grouchy Ladybug because it includes animals and talks about what ladybugs 

eat.  I furthered the children’s opportunity to learn about living things by creating puppets that 

were actual photographs of each animal from the story instead of the illustrations from the book.  

The children showed a lot of curiosity about the animals, asking questions about each one and 

trying to figure out what the animals that were not as familiar to them were.  Their interest in the 

animals and the language that they used to talk about them met standard 5: Observes and 

describes characteristics of living things.  The children described many of the animals as they 
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examined the stick puppets that I provided them with.  Caleb picked up the blue whale puppet 

and said, “This has fins, like a shark does.”  While Alex was playing with a yellow jacket puppet, 

he said, “Look at the big stinger.  (Pretending to sting other children holding animal puppets) 

Buzzz. Sting. Sting.” 

 social studies.  Social studies for prekindergarten children has a strong focus on 

community, homes, and family.  Because of the books that I chose to bring in to the classroom, I 

was able to meet some of the social studies standards.  When the children engaged in narrative 

play based on Goldi Rocks and the Three Bears, the children took on the roles of a member of 

the bear family.  When they took on these roles, the children did not act out only the events that 

occurred in the book.  They added extra elements of family based on what they know from their 

own families.  The children who liked to take on leadership roles during narrative play often 

wanted to be Papa Bear, and when they played, they acted as the head of the bear family.  Many 

children with a more nurturing personality chose to be Mama Bear.  This understanding of 

different family members met standard 1: Develops a basic awareness of self as an individual, 

self within the context of family, and self within the context of community. c) Identifies family 

members, family characteristics and functions. d) Identifies as a member of a family.  

 When the children were playing based on The Gruffalo, many of them focused on the 

home aspect of the book.  The mouse is invited into different animals’ homes for lunch, but the 

animals really just want to eat the mouse for lunch.  The children made a house for the mouse 

and for the Gruffalo, even though the book does not mention either one even having a house.  

The children used the cardboard play structures in the room as the houses, and they added 

different aspects to them that they thought a house should have.  Many of the children may have 

based these additions on things they associate with their own homes.  In Figure 9, Lily added 
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foam mats to the floor of one of the play structures.  She then added a blanket over the opening 

of the play structure for a door and multiple “decorations” including pom-poms and some blocks.  

As she played, she talked about what she was doing with her friend, Jennifer.  Lily said, “This is 

the mouse’s house. Let’s add these (referring to the foam mats).  We should have a soft floor.  

We’re gonna make the house pretty (as she adds other decorations).  This will be a really prettier 

house.”  This met standard 3: Demonstrates knowledge of the relationship between people, 

places, and regions. a) Identifies features of own home and familiar places. 

 

Figure 9 Lily adds foam mats to make a soft floor for the house. 
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the arts.  By definition, narrative play meets standard 5 of the arts category: Participates 

in a variety of dramatic play activities to represent fantasy and real life experiences. a) 

Represents fantasy, real-life, imagination, and literature through dramatic play. b) Assumes the 

role of something or someone else and attempts to speak in the appropriate manner and tone. c) 

Participates in teacher-guided and/or spontaneous dramatic play activities such as acting out a 

story. d) Uses basic props and costume pieces to establish time, setting, and character.  The 

children demonstrated these standards every single time they engaged in narrative play.   

 The children also expressed themselves through music when they acted out Goldi Rocks 

and the Three Bears.  Since every character in the book has a part in the rock and roll band, the 

children also found items around the room to represent different instruments.  The children 

decided what character to be, found their instruments, and engaged in the following 

conversation: 

Rachel: I got my drum. I’m gonna play in the band. 

Abby: We have to do it all together! 

Andy: Yeah! 

Rachel: We should sing a song. 

Teacher: What song should we sing? 

Abby: The ABC’s! 

Figure 10 shows the children as they then sang the ABC’s while pretending to play their 

instruments.  This met standard 3: Expresses oneself by engaging in musical activities. a) 

Participates with increasing interest and enjoyment in a variety of music activities including 

listening to music, singing songs, performing finger plays, and experimenting with various 

musical instruments. b) Enjoys singing, making up silly and rhyming verses, imitating rhythmic 
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patterns, and using music to tell stories and express feelings. d) Uses and explores traditional and 

non-traditional sound sources including those that are electronic. 

 

 

Figure 10 Rachel, Andy, and Abby form their own band and sing the ABC’s. This met Domain 5, The Arts standards 3a, b, & d. 

 

A Classroom Teacher’s Views on Narrative Play and the Common Core 

 In my interview with Tim, the teacher of the prekindergarten classroom in which I did my 

research, he discussed his use of narrative play in the classroom and how it could link to the 

Common Core.  While he said that the NYS CCLS are not directly developmentally appropriate 

for four and five-year old children, they can be with some adaptations.  As per school district 
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requirements, Tim teaches the EngageNY prekindergarten modules in his classroom, but he 

modifies them to be more developmentally appropriate.  One of the modifications that he makes 

is to include narrative play as often as he can.  He uses narrative play any time a story lends itself 

to characters that can be explored through play.  Tim finds narrative play to be a wonderful 

learning tool because it not only teaches content skills such as pre-reading skills, it also teaches 

cooperation and conflict resolution.  When I asked him to discuss whether or not he thought 

narrative play could meet the standards in domains other than English Language Arts, he gave 

the example of engaging in narrative play after reading the classic tale, The Three Billy Goats 

Gruff.  He stated, “In the story, they bonk each other’s heads on the bridge, so you could easily 

talk about force, and you could easily talk about gravity when the troll goes down into the 

water.” Although these are higher concepts than the prekindergarten standards require, it is proof 

that many books can lend themselves to teaching content area knowledge.  

Conclusion 

 Although many early childhood teachers believe that adhering to the NYS CCLS means 

that there is less time for children to have free play, my research has shown that one type of free 

play strongly connects to the New York State Prekindergarten Foundation for the Common Core.  

Play can still be a central part of a prekindergarten child’s day, and they will learn as much if not 

more than they would by doing worksheets. 

 This research addressed the following questions: a) Can the standards in the New York 

State Prekindergarten Foundation for the Common Core be met through narrative play in the 

classroom? b) What specific skills under each developmental domain are being met through 

narrative play? c) What is the classroom teacher’s perception of the relationship between 

narrative play and the Prekindergarten Common Core State Standards?  Using narrative play in 
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the prekindergarten classroom definitely meets the Common Core Standards.  Much of the 

connections occur naturally as the children play, but some standards require teachers to prompt 

the children with specific ideas, books, and props.  Most of the standards can be met if teachers 

intentionally provide children with the opportunities to develop certain skills through play.  The 

classroom teacher of this particular prekindergarten class is a firm believer of using narrative 

play in his classroom as well as other play-based activities to meet the Common Core State 

Standards.  He believes that the standards are not developmentally appropriate for 

prekindergarten children on their own, but with adaptation, they can be very developmentally 

appropriate.  He uses narrative play as often as he can so that children gain experience not only 

with pre-reading and other important skills, but also so that they learn to cooperate, problem-

solve, and resolve minor conflicts without help from adults. 

 In order for narrative play to meet as many standards as possible, teachers must be 

intentional with their choices and with the way they encourage and prompt the children.  

Narrative play most naturally meets literacy standards since it is based on pre-reading skills such 

as retelling.  Some standards may not have been met had I not intentionally planned to introduce 

a certain book and/or prop.  The teacher’s interactions are also very important when attempting 

to meet all the standards.  Although the children learn a great deal from each other during 

narrative play, adults add another dimension to their learning.  Teachers do not need to tell the 

children how to play.  They simply need to be there to occasionally give the children new ideas 

that will further guide their play.  These new ideas can be specific to a certain standard, such as 

acting as a cashier at a store if children are playing something in which they need to purchase 

materials.  The teacher, as the cashier, can tell the children how much their items will cost, 

teaching the children beginning economics skills.   
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 Even the standards that my research did not prove to be connected to narrative play could 

possibly be proven with further research.  The narrative play that children were engaged in for 

my research did not meet the technology standards simply because I never supplied the children 

with any form of technology while they were playing.  If the children were given iPads or any 

other form of technology to use during narrative play, they may connect their play to the 

technology standards just as strongly as many others standards were met.  A category of 

standards that may never directly connect to narrative play are the reading standards for 

informational text.  Since narrative play requires characters and a simple enough plot for children 

to follow, non-fiction books may not be able to be used for narrative play.  However, teachers 

could easily find non-fiction books that relate to the topics of the fiction books they use for 

narrative play.  Children would likely use some of the information they learn in non-fiction 

books to guide their play. 

 Book choice is also very important for successful narrative play.  The book should have 

enough characters so that the children can take on their roles and interact with the other children 

who are playing.  It should also have enough of a plot to give children ideas and guide their play.  

However, if the book is too detailed, many children will become overwhelmed and lose interest.  

This may depend on each individual group of children.  More research on this topic is necessary 

in order to determine how children respond to certain books.   

One of the possible limitations for this study was that there were up to three adults in the 

classroom while the children were engaged in narrative play, and while we were facilitating and 

encouraging play, our interactions with the children may have led their play in a certain direction 

and caused the play to not be as natural and child-led as it was intended.  However, the other 

adults in the room were very good about not interrupting play and letting their play be as free and 
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natural as possible.  Another limitation was that there was so much going on in the classroom at 

free play time that some children would become very engaged in narrative play but then get 

distracted by another toy in the room and leave to do that instead.  The fact that it was done 

during free play time meant that some children never participated in narrative play if they did not 

want to.  If a teacher was using free narrative play as a sole way of teaching a certain standard, 

some children might not experience that learning opportunity. 

Classroom teachers can use the findings from my study to guide their planning for 

instruction for their own classrooms. With purposeful planning and setting up the classroom 

environment with quality materials, nearly any standard can be met.  Teachers can use the books 

I have mentioned in my study, as they have proven to lend themselves well to quality narrative 

play.  Every group of children will be different, and teachers will need to keep in mind that their 

planning needs to be based on the children’s individual interests.  When I began my research, I 

did not have a set list of books that I planned to use.  Instead, I reflected on the quality of the 

children’s play and interactions with each other and how they may have been affected by the 

book choice.  I planned each new book based on the interests that they were showing.   

Future research on different types of play could draw on my study.  I have proven that 

one specific type of play easily connects to the Common Core Standards, but there is little 

research on whether or not the same is true of other types of play, such as constructive play, 

active play, or exploratory play.  Another study that could be done is to compare the type and 

amount of learning that occurs when children do paper-and-pencil activities versus when they 

engage in narrative play. 
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