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Abstract
Findings are presented from a qualitative research study that used photo-elicitation methods
to explore faculty members’ beliefs about play and learning for children in Early Childhood
Education and Care environments when teaching preservice early childhood educators in
recognized post-secondary Early Childhood Education programs in Canada. Participants
believe that play is a vehicle for learning, advocate for children’s free play in Early
Childhood Education and Care settings as well as express concerns about the decline of play
in children’s lives. Implications of findings and the benefits of using images to elicit teacher
beliefs in research will be discussed. Research on faculty members’ beliefs is limited and
findings come at an opportune time as advocacy for play in the early years is needed.
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Introduction
Central to the life of a child is play (Johansson & Samuelsson, 2006). Declared as a
fundamental children’s right and a developmental task of childhood, play is a central tenet in
the lives of children (United Nations, 1989; Hewes, 2006). The relationship between play,
learning and development has been documented without question in research, particularly for
children (Howe, 2008; Miller & Almon, 2009; Smith & Pelligrini, 2008).
Despite its developmental benefits, literature within the past decade speaks to children being
given less autonomy due to an emphasis on cognitive development, academic learning and
school readiness. Free or child initiated play is ‘under siege’ (Hewes, 2006; Zigler &
Bishop-Josef, 2009). There are reported concerns that play is becoming ‘institutionalized' in
Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) environments, where more and more children
are participating during their early years (Bushnik, 2006; Hewes, 2010; OECD, 2011).
Early childhood educators play a central role in ECEC settings given that they are responsible
for creating activities and experiences for children’s learning and growth on a daily basis
(Friendly & Prentice, 2009). Research has indicated that early childhood educators and
teachers of young children believe in the importance of children’s play yet there have been
inconsistencies reported between their stated beliefs and their teaching practices, with
implications for teacher education (Adams, 2005; Bennett, Wood, & Rogers, 1997; Brett
Valle‐Riestra, Fischer, Rothlein, & Hughes, 2002; Cheng, 2001; Cheng, 2012; Hewes, 2006;
Kagan, 1992; Moyles, 2010; Parsons, 2013; Quance, Lehrer, & Stathopoulos, 2008;
Ranz-Smith, 2007; Vu, Han, & Buell, 2012). “Both college classrooms and early childhood
classrooms can be seen as play’s conceptual fermenting grounds, and both can be places for
respectfully and ethically synthesizing creative processes with content and skills”
(Ranz-Smith, 2007, p. 99).
While education and training has been documented to positively influence the quality of
ECEC environments (Ackerman, 2004; Arnett, 1989; Fukkink & Lont, 2007; Kagan &
Newman, 1996; NICHD, 2006) as well as have an effect on educator practices (Enz &
Christie, 1997), the place of play in post-secondary Early Childhood Education programs,
including details as to content, pedagogy and faculty’s beliefs is however extremely limited,
particularly in Canada. Children’s play is reported to be at risk (Ryan & Northey-Berg, 2014)
and thus investigations into the beliefs and practices of those who help prepare upcoming
early childhood educators within recognized post-secondary Early Childhood Education
programs is warranted.
Play and Learning in Early Childhood Education
Within research and literature on play there has been a particular emphasis on its relationship
with learning. This relationship is one that has been described as being reciprocal, complex
and multidimensional (Hewes, 2006). While there is no consensus as to the precise nature and
direction of the relationship itself, it has made significant contributions to theory, practice and
policies in early childhood education.
Play has a longstanding history in ECEC environments (Wood & Attfield, 2005).
94

www.macrothink.org/jse

Journal of Studies in Education
ISSN 2162-6952
2016, Vol. 6, No. 4

Philosophers dating back to Plato have discussed the place of play in the education of young
children and various curricula have since been developed for early childhood education
settings (Samuelsson & Carlsson 2008; Samuelsson, Sharidan, & Williams, 2006; Wolfe,
2002). Within each curricular approach to early childhood education, a certain relationship
between play and learning is depicted and there is room for specific ways in which
practitioners plan, organize, implement and assess their practices to reflect the relationship
between play and learning. Practitioners, for example, can “...bring differing emphases on
how much children play, which play is emphasized, and in what way the teacher is involved”
(Wisneski & Reifel, 2012, p. 178).
How play is implemented effectively for children’s learning and development lies in the
hands of early childhood educators, a term that encompasses titles such as childcare provider,
child development worker, caregiver, and early childhood teacher. Believing in the value of
play alone is not necessarily enough for early childhood educators to implement it within
educational settings. “Creating environments where children can learn through play is not a
simple thing to do consistently and well” (Hewes, 2006, p. 5). What they do may be
dependent on their education and training.
Play within Early Childhood Educators’ Education and Training
Education and training have been shown to have an effect on educator practices and linked to
high quality environments (Arnett, 1989; Enz & Christie, 1997; Fukkink & Lont, 2007;
NICHD, 2006; OECD, 2006; UNICEF, 2008). Essentially, educational programs consist of
both theoretical and practical knowledge to help educators translate beliefs, philosophies and
ideas into practice (Langford, 2008). To become advocates of play, early childhood educators
require specific knowledge and dispositions to be able to articulate the value of play in
children’s lives as well as awareness of the role of play in their own lives as adults
(Nicholson, Shimpi, & Rabin, 2014).
While play and learning in early childhood education is well documented, how play and
learning is viewed and implemented within higher education with adult learners is not
understood or documented. College and university based Early Childhood Education
programs are environments where adult learners can develop key understandings about play,
both in theory and practice.
It is reported that in 2004, there were 135 post-secondary education settings that delivered
Early Childhood Education certificate, diploma, degree and related programs in Canada
(Beach & Costigliola, 2004), with a majority of recognized programs housed within college
settings. As Jacobs and Adrien (2012) point out, “typically, the content of these training
programs is the result of ‘best practice’ information as interpreted by college instructors, and
in some cases, the content is driven by provincial learning outcome mandates” (p. 124).
Provincial and territory jurisdictions, each with their own subdivisions, are responsible for
staff qualifications within the ECEC workforce as well as governing educational
requirements. Within each post-secondary institution the faculty members play a key role in
what is being taught to upcoming educators as well as how it is taught.
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Faculty Members in Post-secondary Early Childhood Education Programs
Just as an educator plays a central role in students’ experiences in the early childhood
classroom, it is the faculty member who acts as the decision maker who plans, organizes,
implements and assesses at the teacher education level. As major players in the early
childhood teacher education professional system (Horm, Hyson, & Winton, 2013), teacher
educators’ teaching practices has been reported to influence what educators do in their own
classrooms (Lunenberg, Korthagen, & Swennen, 2007). This may include if and how they
incorporate play. Information, however, about individuals who are responsible for educating
the upcoming ECEC workforce is extremely limited, including their beliefs about play.
Faculty and their beliefs are thus the focus of this study.
Images and Photo-elicitation Research Methods
Images and photo-elicitation methods were intentionally used to elicit and represent faculty’s
beliefs about play and learning. Inspired by arts based research, images were perceived to
help promote new and alternative ways of knowing, thinking and representation, as well as to
help elicit teaching beliefs, which have been documented to be difficult to uncover (Cole &
Knowles, 2008). For example, it has been voiced that individuals may not be aware of their
beliefs or may not have the necessary vocabulary to express them (Kagan, 1992). Research
indicates that beliefs are created and stored as images and thus language based retrieval
methods are noted to not necessarily be compatible (Goodman, 1988; Pajares, 1992).
Photo-elicitation interviews (PEI) have been included within research in education (Ketelle,
2010), and early childhood education (Birkeland, 2013). They have been used to understand
adult educators’ beliefs (Taylor, 2002), preservice teachers’ beliefs (Ruto-Korir & Lubbe-De
Beer, 2012; Stockall & Davis, 2011), as well as preservice teachers’ conceptions of the
particular subject they teach (Seow, 2016). Photographs serve as symbols of meaning that
people explain during the interview process. Photo-elicitation is a collaborative process that
places an emphasis on individuals’ personalized meanings, which are co-constructed in
collaboration with the researcher (Birkeland, 2013; Clark-Ibáñez, 2004; Harper, 2002;
Margolis, 2011; Pink, 2007, Richard & Lahman, 2015). “In photo elicitation, this exchange is
stimulated and guided by images” (Birkeland, 2013, p. 456).
Images can put participants at ease (Shulze, 2007), enhance rapport between the participant
and the researcher, and provide active collaboration within both data collection and analysis
(Clark-Ibáñez, 2004; Jenkings, Woodward, & Winter, 2008). Images can empower
participants (Richard & Lahman, 2015) as well as provide structure to interviews and
promote focus (Shulze, 2007; Stockall & Davis, 2011). In photo-elicitation interviews both
parties are anchored in an image that they explore together, revealing potentially different
information than other methods.
Teacher beliefs have mainly been elicited through methods that include interviews, surveys,
or written accounts. In line with qualitative research methods and data collection strategies
suggested by those interested in exploring teacher beliefs (Fang, 1996; Kagan, 1992; Pajares,
1992), it was deemed that images within this study may encourage dialogue and collaboration
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with informants and could help gain access to faculty’s thinking and tacit beliefs (Pajares,
1992). As Marland (1995) states, “implicit theories cannot be studied until they are first made
explicit” (p. 133).
This study draws on data from a larger qualitative research study that explored faculty
members’ beliefs about play and learning and related teaching practices when educating
preservice early childhood educators in recognized post-secondary Early Childhood
Education diploma and certificate programs in Canada. A description of the methodology and
findings specific to the following research question will be provided: What are faculty’s
beliefs about play and learning for children in ECEC settings?
Methodology
Exploratory and Descriptive Design
A qualitative, exploratory and descriptive design inspired by interpretative phenomenological
analysis was created to be in alignment with the goals and research questions of the study.
Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is a qualitative approach committed to
exploring how people make sense out of their subjective experiences (Smith, Flowers, &
Larkin, 2009). It involves a double hermeneutic cycle in which a participant makes meaning
of experience and the researcher then makes sense of the participant’s meaning while
acknowledging the active role of the researcher’s knowledge, experience and conceptions as
part of the process.
Founded in its main phenomenological, hermeneutic and idiographic theoretical roots, IPA
honors individual’s personal accounts and it places its attention on individual’s stories prior to
identifying group themes. With the potential for visual research tools to help elicit and
express beliefs and tacit assumptions, images and photo-elicitation methods were used to help
make each participating faculty member’s meanings visible. Together with each participants’
written responses and meanings elicited during the interviews, data was first triangulated to
create individual cases. Aligned with the roots of IPA, all individual cases then provided the
basis for a thematic analysis across the group to answer the main research question.
Participants
Names and contact information for recognized post-secondary Early Childhood Education
programs across Canada were first gathered through government and institutional websites
and 58 institutions were contacted to recruit faculty for the project. After adhering to
numerous individual institutional ethics requirements participants were recruited for the study.
Nineteen faculty members representing 13 institutions in six different Canadian provinces
and territories volunteered to participate and completed the project.
All participants were female between 26 and 61 years at the time of data collection, with a
mean age of 47.4 years. Sixteen participants (84%) were between the ages of 40 and 59 years.
The highest level of education held by participating faculty included a Diploma (5%), a
Bachelor degree (11%), a Master’s degree (73%), or a combined Master’s/Ph.D. degree (11%)
that was currently in progress. Most education programs were related to some form of Early
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Childhood Education or Child and Youth Studies while two participants reported having
Master’s degrees in areas related to adult learning.
Participating faculty all held a teaching position with six participants also indicating having a
coordinator role within their respective institution. Participants reported a varied list of
courses they had or were currently teaching with 26% reporting teaching courses where play
was explicitly noted in the title.
All participants had experience working within the field of ECEC. Participants reported
having worked directly with young children in roles such as support worker, educational
assistant, educator, teacher, nanny, and camp counsellor or expressed having experience as
consultants and administrators within early childhood education milieus. It was reported that
faculty members worked anywhere between two and 36 years within post-secondary Early
Childhood Education settings, with a majority (53%) having taught between 0-10 years, 26%
between 10-20 years, 16% between 20-30 years and 5% between 30-40 years. The
breakdown is comprised of total years teaching, including full time, part time and sessional
work specific. Some participants indicated having had experience teaching in programs other
than Early Childhood Education programs within post-secondary settings, which was not
included.
Data Collection and Analysis
Participants were recruited, ethics approval was sought, and faculty members were asked to
submit via e-mail written answers to demographic questions and a question about their beliefs
on how children learn. They were also asked to select an image that they felt best depicted
their beliefs about play and learning for children in ECEC settings to be sent to the first
author prior to the interview. Images could come from multiple sources such as photographs,
cartoons, paintings, and text as long as the image could be sent via e-mail to the interviewer
prior to the first interview. Participants were informed that they could create their own images
or images could be found elsewhere. It was requested that reference information for images
be included, when applicable.
Data was reviewed and a one-hour photo-elicitation inspired interview was conducted with
each participant. Depending on the geographical location, participants were given the choice
to engage in the interview either in person, via telephone or Skype. After brief introductions,
a summary of what would take place as well as addressing participants’ questions, individuals
were asked to talk about the image they had chosen to depict their beliefs about play and
learning for children in ECEC settings.
To open up the conversation the interviewer, stated ‘tell me about the picture’. Potential
prompts were in place within the interview protocol, which included questions related to time,
opportunity, access, space, materials or equipment, choice and initiative, as well as the adult
or educator’s role in children’s play and learning in ECEC settings. Questions posed were
contingent on the images and the information each participant shared. At the end of each
interview the participant was asked if she had any additional comments. Interviews were
recorded and transcribed by the first author.
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Data analysis involved reviewing each faculty members’ information and writing notes in the
author’s journal during the research process. This contributed to the development of an
overall coding framework, which included thematic categories such as (a) beliefs about how
children learn, and (b) beliefs about play, including a definition, conditions, the educator’s
role, and the potential effects of play. Once all interviews were complete, observations on the
types and contents of images submitted were noted. Data, including (a) written responses to
questions about how children learn, (b) images and (c) photo elicitation interview transcripts
for each individual were then triangulated to help promote a rich, trustworthy and holistic
account of the information each individual shared.
A written summary of the author’s understandings for each participant was created and sent
for verification. Participants were asked to verify the information about their beliefs or make
changes, if necessary. Verified data was then used to do a thematic analysis of beliefs about
play and learning across the group. It was conducted based on three broad stages
(Attride-Stirling, 2001). First, verified data from all participants was coded and reduced into
meaningful segments based upon the thematic categories named within the coding framework.
Data extracts for each category were explored in more detail to identify themes, which were
created based on similar words, phrases and ideas voiced by participants. Themes were then
integrated based on how they related to each other to answer the main research question.
Interview transcripts were reread to ensure nothing was missed and that themes were
accurately grounded within participant data. Commonalities among all 19 participants
provide an overview as to what faculty’s beliefs are on play and learning for children in
ECEC settings.
Findings
Types and Contents of Images
Due to copyright, no images are provided. A total of 20 images were submitted by
participants to depict their beliefs about play and learning for children in ECEC settings.
Eighty five percent of all images included children of different ages, including infants,
toddlers, and pre-adolescents. Children were perceived to be in similar age or mixed aged
groups (40%), pairs (30%), or alone (30%). Adults were present in 30% of the images that
included children. Adults were off to the side watching or were engaging with children (e.g.
smiling, making silly faces, sharing, stimulating with materials).
All images except for three demonstrated children visibly engaged in a physical act. Visible
actions include jumping, splashing, looking, touching, digging, crawling, riding, climbing,
balancing, building, painting, feeling, measuring, moving, opening or closing, making,
manipulating, and concentrating. While not all images showed people’s faces, no one in the
images came across as sad or angry through their faces or body language. No one was visibly
talking.
Images depicted some form of outdoor (60%) or indoor (30%) environment while 10% of the
images were displayed on a blank background. Indoor environments appeared to include
classrooms or home settings. Materials in the environments included such items as natural
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materials (leaves, dirt, puddles, tree branches, gardens, rocks, car tires, and a ladybug), art
materials (cardboard boxes, paper, ribbons, shovels, paints, wrench and tools, measuring tape,
and goop), or toys (bike, sword, cups, train, fireman hats, doll houses, cars, and blocks).
Outdoor playground type equipment were present in two images.
Faculty Beliefs: Play and Learning for Children in ECEC Settings
Within written responses to how children learn, faculty members reported children as being
naturally curious, trusting, spontaneous, willing, accommodating, and open to learning.
Children as learners were noted to be willing to engage in experiences and enjoy figuring
things out. It was reported that children learn through physical interactions with materials,
people and their real environments. Terms such as active, hands on, manipulating, doing,
exploring, experimentation, questioning, whole body, senses, discovery, and inquiry were
used. It was also explicitly stated by 79% of the participants “children learn through play.” As
one faculty member wrote, “that’s how children learn, they are playing.”
Overall, a play and learning relationship was conceptualized when participants were talking
about how children learn. Data from photo-elicitation interview transcripts revealed that
conversations about the images participants submitted to best depict their beliefs about play
and learning for children in ECEC extended upon this perceived relationship. For example,
when talking about her image, a participant stated, “in the case of young children’s play,
that’s where, that you know, wonderful learning can happen. It does happen.”
During the interviews, support for the value of play as a tool, vehicle or medium for learning
in ECEC settings was consistently reported. It was stated how “play is the beginning of
everything. We have no childhood without play,” and another expressed “I see the value of
allowing children to play and that they are learning.” Through play, children were described
as making concrete gains in development within various domains. Play was discussed in
terms of how it allows children to take ownership, feel competent as well as help them figure
out what is happening in their lives.
While no unified definition of play was provided across the group within the photo-elicitation
interviews, further details about what play is, the role of the early childhood educator and
environments within the context of play and learning in ECEC settings were provided. Terms
participants used when describing play in their images were reviewed and key characteristics
were identified, which include (a) active engagement, (b) freedom, (c) positive affect, as well
as (d) wonder and curiosity.
Active Engagement
Play was voiced to encompass active engagement, including the body and senses. A
participant stated “for me play is engagement,” while another stated that play is “just getting
right in there.” As indicated above, 85% of the content of the images received illustrated
children engaged in some form of physical engagement. For example, there was an image of
children of various ages actively immersing themselves with their full bodies in a pile of
leaves, an image of children and adults interacting with materials and another that denoted a
child concentrating on watching a ladybug on her hand.
100

www.macrothink.org/jse

Journal of Studies in Education
ISSN 2162-6952
2016, Vol. 6, No. 4

Freedom
Faculty members strongly advocated for free play in ECEC environments, where children are
provided opportunities to take the lead and actively interact within safe environments that
meet their interests and needs. Freedom in play was depicted from the terms used during the
interviews that implied self-direction, openness, spontaneity, choice, and doing what the
individual wants. “I think my definition of play is that it isn’t controlled by someone else.” A
messiness and lack of structure was described as well as illustrated in an image of two
children jumping into a mud puddle. Other images included garden landscapes, which were
described in terms of freedom and possibilities. Only six of the images submitted to depict
faculty’s beliefs about play and learning for children included adults. Adults who were
present in the images did not appear to be taking over the children’s play. In discussing her
image, for example, one participant said, “I didn’t want the adult to be there just because I
felt that we can be there, we can guide, we can give all that we can give but then we need to
step back.”
“Sometimes adults just mess too much with children’s play. They want it to be all about
learning or they want it want it to be too safe or structured or they just take over.” The notion
of letting the child lead and experiment freely was discussed and supported by the images
submitted and participants expressed clear concerns about the decline of children’s free play
for the sake of adult driven outcomes, predetermined goals and tight schedules in educational
settings. Within the interview protocol, there were no questions aimed to generate
information specific to participants concerns about children’s play yet participants expressed
concerns about the decline of both children’s play and the implementation of play-based
learning in education. Numerous participants voiced that there is an apparent lack of freedom
in both children’s play and playground activity. They also expressed that children are
overprotected.
Concerns were raised in terms of educators being focused on predetermined goals and
preparing children for academics. Participants expressed how social expectations and
pressures are being downloaded onto children and that there are attempts to fit children into
boxes. “I think when the teacher has to spend more time telling children what to do instead of
listening to what the children are saying or doing, or watching what they are doing, then you
have a problem.” It was expressed how there is a focus on assessment and adult derived
outcomes. Participants disagreed that worksheets and activities with set end goals should be
referred to as play-based approaches in education settings.
Positive Affect
Play as described as “fun.” It was commonly discussed as being happy and joyful or
something that people enjoy, for example “when I think of play I think of happiness.” Images
did not illustrate negative emotions. One image was a video of a young child laughing as an
adult rips a piece of paper.
Wonder and Curiosity
Participants noted that play involves, awe, wonder and curiosity and transcripts revealed that
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play was associated with terms such as exploration, experimentation, inquiry, problem
solving and imagination. For example, one participant, when discussing her image of two
children peeking through tires, reported that “play as the learning tool means self-discovery,
exploration, experimentation, curiosity, supported independent problem-solving, and
initiative.”
Early Childhood Educators and Play Spaces
Participants believe that early childhood educators are models for children and parents. In
addition to educators (a) ensuring that children’s basic needs are met, (b) allowing time for
children to play, and (c) providing permission for freedom within play, the need to provide
appropriate materials for children’s play and learning was expressed. It was suggested that
when working with children, a variety of materials that allow a multitude of possibilities
should be provided, materials should be changed regularly and materials should be carefully
selected based on children’s individual needs and interests. The importance of the outdoors,
natural environment and materials were reported by many to be important elements to include
for play and learning with children. Over half of the images depicted outdoor spaces. A
participant indicated that play and learning is:
…perhaps easier in the outdoors. Maybe that environment encourages it more. There’s
no rules, or boundaries about the materials out there…so the children have more freedom,
or the adults have more freedom. It’s literally open, like the sky is literally the limit cause
there is no ceiling.
Discussion
Within the landscape of early childhood education and care, faculty members play an
influential role in helping shape the place of play in young children’s learning and
development by educating upcoming preservice educators in post-secondary environments.
Information as to who faculty are and what they believe, however, has been overlooked. It is
acknowledged that data for the study was self-reports, 19 faculty members self-selected to
participate and these participants represented only a small fraction of faculty members within
the large Canadian landscape. Future research may involve faculty and trainers from a variety
of contexts to share their stories.
Participants’ insights within this study were unique to their own respective experiences.
Generalization cannot be made yet findings contribute to understandings about faculty’s
beliefs about play and learning within a Canadian context as well as encourage continued
research in the area. Supporting faculty to engage in continuous reflection about their own
beliefs about play and learning may also contribute to faculty members embracing their role
as advocates for play along with demonstrating and speaking to the value of play and learning
within their practices with adult learners.
Many of the findings reflect how faculty members’ beliefs are similar to those reviewed
within the literature. No unified definition of play was provided across the group of
participants, yet identified characteristics were similar to those used to define play, including
positive affect, active engagement, freedom from external rules, and attention to process
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rather than product (Krasnor & Pepler, 1980; Rubin, Fein, & Vandenberg, 1983). Through the
collection of images the study also revealed that children’s play and learning could be
represented in various ways. Considering “not all play is learning and not all learning is play”
(Hewes, 2006, p. 5) and “there is no one definition of play and there is no one right way of
enacting a pedagogy of play” (Ryan & Northey-Berg, 2014, p. 212), findings support the
many meanings of play as well as how play and learning in practice within educational
settings can be a complex matter.
The study revealed that participating faculty believe in the value of play for children in ECEC
settings, particularly free play, and the role of play in children’s learning. Faculty’s reported
concerns for children’s play are similar to those that have been previously documented,
including how children are becoming ‘hurried’ (Elkind, 2007), how ‘helicopter parents’
(Howe, 2008) are putting their children in more and more structured activities, and how there
is a push for academic learning to replace play in the classroom (Patte, 2012; Ranz-Smith,
2007; Vu, Han, & Buell, 2012; Wood & Attfield, 2005), where academic learning is seen as
incongruent with play (Nicholson, Shimpi, & Rabin, 2014). These concerns as well as
reported benefits of play for learning in this study, support the need for continued advocacy
for free play as well as the inclusion of play content and pedagogy in post-secondary
programs, particularly now that play is reportedly at risk.
By uncovering faculty’s beliefs and ways in which play is implemented for adult learning,
findings support the need for early childhood educators to learn more as to the value of child
initiated play and understanding play’s relationship with learning. The study also promotes
the need for educators to become aware of play in their own adult lives as well as be
comfortable with play in order to implement it with children and articulate the benefits of
play to others.
Conclusion
To provide positive experiences for children in ECEC settings, early childhood educators
need quality education themselves. Post-secondary Early Childhood Education programs can
be a fruitful venue for preservice early childhood educators to engage in reflection. Future
research and reflections may centre on how faculty members model free play and provide
meaningful and embodied play experiences for adult learning through their teaching practices
in post-secondary classrooms.
Through the use of images and photo-elicitation methods, this study introduces a unique
approach to study beliefs about play. While it is impossible to determine its effectiveness
compared to other methods used to elicit beliefs, this particular approach embraces multiple
ways of knowing, creating and representing data. Images themselves provided a different
form of representation as compared to written or verbal data. When triangulating participants’
written responses, image content and interview transcripts, it is possible to obtain a richer
picture of participants’ views, take into account complexities, as well as observe potential
contradictions.
Participants’ individualized meanings are emphasized through the selection and discussion of
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images. By having participants choose their own images as compared to having a selection of
images for participants to choose from, the interviewer was invited into the worldview of the
participant specific to their beliefs about play and learning in a way that best suited the
individual. Through photo-elicitation, both the interviewer and participant were able to
collaborate on an externalized version of an otherwise tacit assumption as meanings were
made visible. While the use of images enabled externalizing participants’ tacit assumptions,
the use of the method revealed various considerations.
During the photo-elicitation interviews, participants made a few comments specific to the
selection of images. “I had some difficulty selecting a photo that symbolized my thoughts
about play.” The process was deemed time consuming by some and difficulties were
expressed in terms of finding images that encompassed everything they wanted to show. It is
thus suggested to include questions about what is not in the images during photo-elicitation
interviews. Issues with copyright and identity protection can also hamper utilizing images to
represent and disseminate data and findings. Despite possible limitations and considerations,
the method was valuable in helping answer the research questions for this particular study
and has potential for continued explorations in capturing teachers’ beliefs.
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