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ABSTRACT

Indigenous games have been used to promote learning globally. Scholars have
shown that traditional games are vital for a smooth learning process for all learners
including those from low-income communities for them to have equal access to
quality Early Childhood Education (ECE). This study sought to determine the role of
indigenous games in promoting early learning among preschool children in
Chibombo District, Central Province, Zambia. The study was anchored on
indigenous knowledge systems (IKS), Jean Piaget’'s theory of play and Lev
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. A qualitative research approach using participatory
action research (PAR) through an interpretivist paradigm and critical theory was
used to gather data from ten teachers in four purposively selected schools in
Chibombo District through individual interviews, focus group discussions, participant
observations and document analysis. Data was transcribed and analysed
thematically using ATLAS.ti 23 to generate codes and themes. Four themes
emerged: indigenous games preschool teachers use in teaching emergent literacy
and numeracy skills; indigenous games as a pedagogical approach for teaching
emergent literacy and numeracy skills; challenges teachers face when using
indigenous games in teaching; and intervention measures teachers can use to deal
with challenges faced. The findings confirmed earlier studies that learners found
traditional games enjoyable, inexpensive and fun than Eurocentric games that are
unfamiliar and expensive. Traditional games were found to support preschool
learners in exploring fundamental concepts in emergent literacy and numeracy. The
implication of this study to theory and practice shows that preschool learners learn
better when teachers work as scaffolders in teaching using culture, social
experiences, zone of proximal development (ZPD) and imitation of learners from
adults. The study recommends that the ECE curriculum incorporates the indigenous
games that are appropriate for ECE practice such as CPDs and workshops. As such,
a 6-step framework to support holistic child development has been suggested in this
study. In conclusion, the study has shown that indigenous games are vital in
supporting early learning in preschools.

Key words: Early childhood education, indigenous knowledge systems, indigenous
games, traditional games, play-based learning, creative approach, early learning,

learning through play, preschool teachers, preschool, low-income communities.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

1.1 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Games have been used to promote learning in schools and communities in many
societies across the globe for a long time (Ejuu, 2017; Grindheim, 2021; Matafwali &
Mofu, 2023; Moloi, 2020; Smith, 2017). Scholars have shown the importance of
games, by indicating that children must be active participants in their day-to-day
learning process, which should occur both indoors and outdoors (Grindheim, 2021).
This study is situated within indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) (Kinzel, 2020;
Moloi, 2020; Ng'asike & Swadener, 2019), Jean Piaget’s theory of play (Lindon &
Brodie, 2016; Nilsson & Ferholt, 2014), and Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory
(Bodrova & Leong, 2015; Vygotsky, 2016), which posit that play allows children to
use traditional knowledge, construct new knowledge through play activities, and
interact with peers and adults. This study argues that activities or games for children
in play should be indigenous to a specific community or preschool and should be
known by the teachers as well as their learners for better learning outcomes.

Studies conducted in Nigeria (Ukala & Agabi, 2017) and Ghana (Acharibasam &
McVittie, 2020) have shown how early childhood indigenous education fosters child
development, as children learn from adults who are experienced in a particular craft,
using IKS and linking these experiences to modern classrooms, which use
Eurocentric approaches. Scholars argue that benefits can be derived if the two
education systems (Eurocentric knowledge systems and IKS) are properly
harmonised, by tapping the benefits of each system and including them in the school
curriculum (Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017; Moloi, Mosia, Matabane & Sibaya, 2021). It is
therefore important to seriously consider Madondo and Tsikira’s (2022) study, which
has demonstrated the richness of traditional children’s games as an instructional tool
for promoting holistic child development at early childhood education, or preschool,
level in rural Zimbabwe. This is confirmed by Tachie and Galawe (2021), who
suggest that incorporating games in teaching and learning mathematical word
problems significantly improves learners’ creativity and imagination needed to solve
classroom and life challenges. In Kenya, and indeed in East Africa, children learning

by doing, playing games such as jela ndogo (small jail) and many others, which



involve counting, sequencing, drawing, measuring, and precision in decision-making,
was seen as essential in promoting literacy and numeracy development in preschool

learners at an early age (Ng’asike & Swadener, 2019).

Until recently, Early Childhood Education (ECE), or preschool, in Zambia has largely
been for a select few children from families that can afford private education, which
is Eurocentric in nature (Lungu & Matafwali, 2020). Since 2014, the Ministry of
Education has annexed ECE to primary schools and has made it compulsory for all
children (Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017). The pedagogical approaches in both public and
private schools, however, have remained largely didactic (Munsaka & Kalinde,
2017).

Zambian education reforms in ECE emphasise the need to (1) use playful pedagogy
rather than conventional methods of teaching, (2) support holistic child development
through expressive, creative and playful use of songs, dances and stories, and (3)
use locally available and affordable teaching materials and equipment (Munsaka &
Kalinde, 2017). However, scholarly evidence suggests that the practice in both public
and private schools is far from what the reforms envisage (Lungu & Matafwali, 2020;
Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017; Mwanza-Kabaghe, Mubanga, Matafwali, Kasonde-
Ngandu & Bus, 2015).

Considering the importance of literacy and numeracy skills in children’s future
educational prospects and achievements, it is imperative that the most effective
methods that are familiar to preschool learners are adopted for use in schools. In
view of this, it is vital to ascertain the role that indigenous games can play in
enhancing learning in the early years, resulting in children acquiring literacy and
numeracy skills before entering Grade 1. This study therefore advocated for
pedagogical approaches that would use indigenous games to support successful

implementation of playful ECE in Zambian schools.

1.2 RATIONALE OF THE STUDY

In my years of experience as a teacher trainer, | have observed teachers in ECE
centres who are unable to use indigenous games but find it easy to use modern

Eurocentric or Western play and teaching materials or approaches in their teaching.
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In my assessment, the use of Eurocentric materials and approaches is
unsustainable, expensive and alien to most public rural schools, whose children
grow up playing indigenous games, as shown by Madondo and Tsikira (2022) and
Matafwali and Mofu (2023).

In my conversations with ECE teachers, they generally allude to the lack of
appropriate teaching and learning materials, and where materials were available,
they tended to be Eurocentric. | have observed little or no innovation about the need
to be creative and integrate indigenous games into their teaching strategies. Worse
still, I have observed, as have other scholars (Hunter & Hunter, 2018; Moloi et al.,
2021), a decline in the use of indigenous games in schools, due to increasing
westernisation and the use of technology for teaching and learning, as well as
recreation, even at preschool level. The need for integration of indigenous games
into the formal preschool curriculum remains vital, especially for rural schools, which
have difficulty acquiring Eurocentric teaching materials, which are unaffordable and
unfamiliar to children in such communities (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022).

It is therefore imperative that educators integrate indigenous games into classroom
instruction and use familiar teaching strategies that will resonate with their learners,
to improve literacy and numeracy skills. Regrettably, the education system in Zambia
has for a long time embraced Western philosophies, which undermine the
resourcefulness of indigenous knowledge (games) in accessing quality ECE
(Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017). The potential and the relevance of indigenous games in
enhancing ECE in Africa has remained unclear and under-researched (Ogunyemi &
Henning, 2020). Studies that have been conducted on indigenous knowledge
systems in Zambia, portray a limited focus on the use of IKS in ECE and how it can
be used to enhance learners acquire emergent literacy and numeracy skills (Banda
& Banda, 2016; Kalinde, 2016; Lungu, Matafwali & Banja, 2021). | have not come
across any innovation in generating or mobilising knowledge on indigenous games
and on how this supports or enhances early learning in Zambian preschools,

especially for the acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills.

In this study, | sought to determine the influence that indigenous games have on
preschool learners’ ability to acquire literacy and numeracy skills. After determining
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the influence that indigenous games have on learning, | proposed a
teaching/learning framework that can be used enhance learners’ emergent literacy
and numeracy acquisition. This helped to incorporate indigenous knowledge into
formal ECE practice in Zambia for all learners, regardless of their locality and/or

socio-economic status and/or vulnerability.

1.3 PRELIMINARY LITERATURE REVIEW

This section highlights areas of interest and concern to indigenous games in ECE by
providing a preliminary literature review. It begins by contextualising play and
learning in ECE and connecting it to outdoor activities that teachers and learners
engage in during lessons. It also discusses social creativity, which is essential for
discussing indigenous games and the role they play in enhancing learning in
preschool learners.

1.3.1 Contextualising play and learning in ECE

Play in ECE is a very broad topic, which continues to generate serious discussion
and debate (Ogunyemi & Henning, 2020; Sgrensen, 2021). The concept of play has
been topical for a long time. “Play is the business of childhood” and “Play is the
child’s way of learning” are statements that are still heard, but they are becoming
less convincing (Selmi, Gallagher & Mora-Flores, 2015). Using this concept often
encourages those who are opposed to play in education to dismiss it on the grounds
that the idea seems too broad and vague to be a valid and useful basis for teaching

and learning.

Although play in the history of ECE has been viewed favourably as a foundation for
learning (Froebel, 1896; Pestalozzi, 1915; Piaget, 1970; Vygotsky, 1978), there have
always been critics who have advocated for more structured and direct instruction for
children, regardless of their age (Johnson, Adkins & Chauvin, 2020). Recently,
however, the debate has intensified in the context of education, influenced by early
learning standards and assessment of academic achievement (Grindheim, 2021).
There is concern that play is being used less and less in ECE, and that a vigorous
response is needed to protect the important role that it plays (Sgrensen, 2021). In
view of this, it is vital to emphasise the views of scholars on African education, such
as Matafwali and Mofu (2023), Madondo and Tsikira (2022), Moloi (2020) and
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Serpell (2020), who advocate for teaching children in Africa using an indigenous

lens, which will protect indigenous knowledge in its own context.

In Africa, the context within which child development and early learning are theorised
remains closely linked to the society and the community in which a child grows up
(Serpell, 2019). From birth, children are socialised into a wider family and community
environment, which trains them in various skills, from walking and talking to handling
simple tasks, until they are of age to perform more complex tasks (Ogunyemi &
Henning, 2020). As children engage in simple tasks, play takes place alongside the
assigned activities (Wadende, Oburu & Morara, 2016). Wadende et al. (2016, p. 3)
show how “sociocultural constructions segregate male from female learners” in the
use of “indigenous play items and games”, as boys learn how to tend cattle, hunt and
milk cows, alongside playing with older male siblings, and sometimes male adults.
By contrast, girls are engaged in “more domestic chores”, which involve tasks
performed at home, or those that their older female siblings do together with their
mothers. At an appropriate time, each day, children in the community gather in one
place to play various games, such as chiyato, which is commonly played by girls in
Zambia for fun and leisure (Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017). These children do not realise
that they are learning mathematical concepts in various activities that are indigenous
to their communities (Moloi, 2020).

Several researchers in sub-Saharan Africa have provided convincing reasons for
teaching using playful pedagogy that uses indigenous games or knowledge in the
early years of learning (Lungu & Matafwali, 2020; Madondo & Tsikira, 2022; Serpell,
2020; Wadende et al., 2016; Wirdze, 2021). Although Wadende et al. (2016) argue
that both indigenous and modern-day ECE practice are participatory in nature, it is
Hedegaard’s (2020) view that certain aspects of modern-day developmentally
appropriate practice are unfamiliar to learners, as they are new to their culture and
learners are only exposed to them when they enroll in school. It is for this reason that
what should constitute an appropriate early learning and teaching approach should
be carefully considered for a community, especially for rural and vulnerable children
(Madondo & Tsikira, 2022).



Limonya (2020) adds value to this discourse with the argument that education and
cultural knowledge are inextricably linked. The reason is that the content of
education has value underpinnings, and it is associated with a culture (Madondo &
Tsikira, 2022). Therefore, teaching and learning that infuses a child’s cultural
knowledge into the curriculum has the potential to enhance innovative constructivist
thinking in learners. As expounded by Vygotsky’s (2016) sociocultural theory,
learning is determined by the context in which children learn, their social and cultural
experiences, and the way in which adults and other children, tools and resources
support learning. Based on Vygotsky’s theory, introducing games that are alien to
children’s physical and social environment can reduce their opportunity to maximise
learning (Wadende et al., 2016). It is therefore important that the indigenous games
that children are familiar with from their home are applied and used in schools to
promote coherent learning, while other teaching approaches can be incorporated
later. Based on Vygotsky’s construct of the zone of proximal development (ZPD),
cognitive development stems from social interactions of guided learning as children
and their play partners co-construct knowledge through play (Nilsson & Ferholt,
2014).

In an attempt to investigate indigenous play and learning among the Turkana, a
pastoralist community in Kenya, Ng’asike and Swadener (2015) observed that as
children engage in imaginary play with objects such as balls of camel dung, cooking
utensils or stones, the objects are not only used as materials for play, but are also
assigned meanings, enabling the children to engage in higher-order mental
processes based on signs and language as mental tools. The author concludes that
Turkana children’s play can inform educators’ thinking about appropriate pedagogy
for African ECE. This is supported by Nxumalo and Mncube (2019) who investigated
the use of indigenous games and knowledge to decolonise the school curriculum
and refocus it on the philosophy of Ubuntu. The authors concluded that the use of
the philosophy of Ubuntu in the school curriculum stimulates critical thinking and

creativity and promotes collective rules in learners.

Zambian scholars have attempted to study the role of indigenous music, games and
play in promoting social, physical, emotional and cognitive skills in preschool
learners (Kalinde, 2016; Lungu & Matafwali, 2020). Kalinde (2016), for example,
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endeavoured to look at music and play activities as processes through which
children gained knowledge and skills necessary for learning purposes, as theorised
by Piaget (1962) and Vygotsky (1978). Kalinde’s (2016) study looked at play as “a
gateway to children’s acquisition of a complex range of social, linguistic, cognitive,
and ethical functions that are valued in adult life”. The study found that the decline,
or indeed the absence, of indigenous games and play in most school curricula
impacts the ability of learners to acquire indigenous knowledge, traditions and life
coping strategies. Although the study was conducted on ECE learners and teachers,
it was an urban study and did not sample rural children, who have no access to
modern technology and the Eurocentric teaching and learning approaches used in

Zambia’s capital, Lusaka.

In a study conducted in Lusaka, Mwanza-Kabaghe et al. (2015) found that only 1 out
of the 20 selected schools had implemented ECE, as prescribed by the Ministry of
General Education, in the curriculum and the syllabus. This is because the methods
of teaching remained largely didactic, with very little play involved. ECE refers to a
system of education and care for young children from birth to age 8 by people other
than family members in settings outside of the child’s home, classrooms and daycare
centres (Follari, 2015; Lungu & Matafwali, 2020). This cohort of learners is arguably
the most active cohort of learners, and, as such, it needs more playful activities than

didactic ones in its learning environment (Mwanza-Kabaghe et al., 2015).

Studies show that there is significant academic and cognitive development in
children who are exposed to play at an early age compared to those who are not. It
is important to investigate whether indigenous games can add even more value to
the acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills, especially for rural learners, due to
their locality. This is even more important for modern-day preschools, which are
increasingly discarding the idea of play using indigenous play or games in teaching
and learning, in favour of Eurocentric approaches, which are alien and unfamiliar to

rural, poor and vulnerable children.

1.3.1.1 Outdoor play

The benefits of outdoor play for children’s physical, cognitive and social-emotional

development cannot be overemphasised. Children who spend their time outdoors
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show superior gross motor skills, longer concentration spans, and better language
and collaborative skills (Grindheim, 2021). According to Ogunyemi and Henning
(2020), play helps children develop a sense of community and engage in various
activities that are familiar to them. Play is more than the time children use to pass
time (Wirdze, 2021). Sgrensen (2021) highlighted the value of playing outdoors. She
noted that when playing outdoors, children experience the world, and they can
engage in activities such as shouting, running, climbing and jumping. Being outdoors
also improves children’s attention levels (Grindheim, 2021). Hedegaard (2020)
emphasises that the activities given to children outdoors should be stimulating and
enjoyable in a welcoming environment. Kindergarten, or preschool, surroundings
should be natural, with few artificial play items, to add value to outdoor play
(Grindheim, 2021). Sgrensen (2021) explains that greening the school grounds
makes children more active and increases their repertoires; green school grounds

invite children to jump, climb, dig and lift.

1.3.1.2 Social creativity

Social creative play does not require expensive and fancy materials to flourish. Even
in poor communities and societies, creative play can still take place with very few
materials available for use, such as indigenous games. A study in rural Zimbabwe
found that even the poorest communities had children who were able to creatively
play with the few materials available (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022). Children are born
with creative potential. They observe the world and react to it using their imagination,
and they enhance their creative play from within the environment (Tachie & Galawe,
2021). This is why children need to develop a relationship with nature and culture, to
shape small worlds of their own, thereby enriching their imagination. Several
research studies support the value of play for learning and development across
different domains during the early years (Grindheim, 2021; Lungu et al., 2021,
Madondo & Tsikira, 2022). An important challenge in ECE curriculum and instruction
is to create appropriate and effective ways to harness the potential of play in the
design of programmes and activities that will incorporate indigenous games to

enhance early learning.



1.3.2 Indigenous games

Indigenous games have been acknowledged as having educational benefits that can
be linked to existing curricula in order to derive maximum benefit for learners in
preschools (Acharibasam & McVittie, 2020; Kinzel, 2020; Moloi et al., 2021; Ukala &
Agabi, 2017). According to Madondo and Tsikira (2022), indigenous games are
relevant tools that help in teaching educational concepts that are beneficial for
learning in preschool learners. It has been noted that games and play are culturally
formulated, and that, as such, cultural activities and play are indigenous ways of
learning the school curriculum, which help relate subject matter to the learners
(Serpell, 2020). Without a doubt, indigenous play and games have educational
benefits for ECE learners, regardless of the type of school they attend, or indeed

their socio-economic status.

A study by Ogunyemi and Henning (2020) assessed the value of play in African
childhood education. It used documentary analysis and surveys to capture the views
of South African and Nigerian early childhood educators on the subject. The findings
revealed that when African traditional play is used properly, it can enhance children’s
physical, mental, social and emotional development. The findings concur with those
of other scholars, such as Moloi et al. (2021), who found that indigenous games can
enhance the learning of mathematical concepts in children at an early age. This is
supported by Madondo and Tsikira (2022), who applied similar approaches to
children in rural Zimbabwe and found positive results with regards to the learning

trajectory of children using indigenous games.

Studies conducted in Zambia have revealed that as children engage in games and
play that focus on society’s values and norms, they develop a sense of social
responsibility and social intelligence (Kalinde, 2016; Lungu & Matafwali, 2020;
Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017; Serpell, 2020). Lungu and Matafwali (2020b) reported the
following as common play and games in Zambia: songs, poetry and narratives;
games, play and dances; throwing and hitting games; seeking games; guessing
games; daring games; acting and role-playing games; dancing and singing games;
and language games. Kalinde (2016) shows how, if well applied, local songs and

dances can promote early learning in preschool children in Zambia and can assist in



the acquisition of cognitive skills in learners. However, studies on games in Zambia
have not endeavoured to determine specific literacy and numeracy skills that a
particular indigenous game promotes. For this reason, this study investigated the
role that indigenous games play in enhancing early learning, such as the acquisition
of specific literacy and numeracy skills, in children in Chibombo District, Central

Province, Zambia.

1.4 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Play forms a noteworthy part of children’s daily experiences, and it shapes their
physical, cognitive, emotional and social development. According to Ogunyemi and
Henning (2020), play is a vital element that promotes people’s culture and education
across generations. Unfortunately, the education system in Zambia is inclined
towards Eurocentric philosophies, which undermine the ingenuity of indigenous
knowledge that is embedded in indigenous games in order to enable learners to
access quality ECE (Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017). Arguably, the potential and the
significance of indigenous games in enhancing early learning in Zambia has

remained unclear and under-researched.

The paucity of specific research on the influence that indigenous games have on
early learning among children in Zambia has created a knowledge gap in ECE, as
teachers and practitioners struggle to reorient content and pedagogy. Many children
are therefore marginalised from equal access to quality education in the initial stage
of their development. The Eurocentric play materials that are used in modern ECE
classrooms are unfamiliar and costly to marginalised rural and urban poor children
(Kalinde, 2016; Lungu & Matafwali, 2020; Madondo & Tsikira, 2022; Munsaka &
Kalinde, 2017). Unlike indigenous games, which appreciate and reinforce child-
constructed knowledge and group participation, modern games minimise
socialisation and creativity in children. Therefore, this study investigated the role of
indigenous games in enhancing early learning among preschool children in
Chibombo District, Central Province, Zambia. It further endeavoured to advocate and
promote indigenous knowledge that supports learning for all children to acquire

literacy and numeracy skills.
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1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The study was guided by the following research questions.

1.5.1 Main research question

What is the role of indigenous games in promoting early learning among preschool

children in Chibombo District, Central Province, Zambia?

1.5.2 Secondary research questions

The secondary research questions of the study were:

=  Which indigenous games can promote the development of literacy and numeracy
skills in preschool learners?

= How can indigenous games be used to promote the acquisition of literacy and
numeracy skills in preschool learners?

= Which challenges do teachers face in using indigenous games in their day-to-day
teaching of preschool learners?

=  Which intervention measures can teachers use to incorporate indigenous games

in their day-to-day teaching of preschool learners?

1.6 AIM, OBJECTIVES AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

1.6.1 Aim of the study

The aim of the study was to ascertain the role of indigenous games in enhancing
early learning among preschool children for the acquisition of literacy and numeracy
skills in Chibombo District, Zambia.

1.6.2 Objectives of the study

The objectives of the study were as follows:

= To identify indigenous games that teachers use to promote the development of
literacy and numeracy skills in preschool learners in Zambia;

= To determine how indigenous games can be used to promote the acquisition of

literacy and numeracy skills in preschool learners in Zambia;
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= To identify the challenges that teachers face in using indigenous games in their
day-to-day teaching of preschool learners;

= To suggest the intervention measures that teachers can use to incorporate
indigenous games in their day-to-day teaching of preschool learners.

1.6.3 Significance of the study

This study was significant as it contributed to the role of indigenous games in
enhancing early learning for the acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills among
preschool children in Zambia. The study also advocated and promoted the use of
indigenous games in ECE in order to strengthen instructional strategies and playful
activities for learners in preschool. The study also provided wonderful insights to
teachers who participated in the study as it enabled them improve their teaching and

learning using traditional games.

1.7 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Babale and Lawal (2021) suggest that a theoretical framework is the structure that
supports and describes a theory. A theory is a set of interconnected concepts and
definitions that present a methodical view of occurrences by describing the
relationships among the variables for explaining these phenomena (Grant &
Osanloo, 2014; Kivunja, 2018). As such, a theoretical framework is important as it
works as a guide that researchers use to interpret the findings through the provision
of a structure needed to organise data and make meaningful conclusions (Kivunja,
2018). A theoretical framework therefore helps researchers to borrow ideas from
other scholars in order to develop their own research enquiry (Babale & Lawal, 2021;
Grant & Osanloo, 2014). The researcher strongly believed that a theoretical
framework was necessary in order to provide a guideline that was used to ensure the
research was focused, research methods were chosen correctly, data were collected
using appropriate methods and analysis of data conducted thoroughly so that rigour

was achieved.

This study was anchored on three theoretical approaches, namely (1) indigenous
knowledge systems (IKS), which relies on knowledge of games that children have
from their community, (2) Piaget’s theory of play, which argues that children are

active learners and enjoy learning when it is done through play, and (3) Lev
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Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which posits that children learn through active

interaction with adults and among themselves.

1.7.1 Indigenous knowledge systems (IKS)

Traditional games, or indigenous games, in most African communities have been
played and have been carried down over many generations, where they have been
transmitted through various forms over centuries (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022; Moloi et
al.,, 2021; Nxumalo & Mncube, 2019). These traditional games make up the
indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) that this study adopted. According to Madondo
and Tsikira (2022), traditional games are not merely played for leisure, but are an
integral part of IKS and are similar in nature but have different names, depending on
the community or place where they are played. IKS therefore brings together various
games, songs, stories, skills, rules and applications of knowledge and activities that
are common in a particular society, and is used for teaching skills such as sounds,
pre-reading, pre-writing, number sense, measuring and counting, among others, to

children in preschool.

According to Munsaka and Kalinde (2017), games greatly influence child
development, as they bring about psychomotor, cognitive, social and emotional
development, which leads to the acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills.
Indigenous games provide children, or learners, with an array of skills that support
physical development, at the same time enabling learners to learn measurement and
counting and improve their vocabulary as they play various games, such as waayi
ngooyu (peek-a-boo), waida (games uses elastic rope made into a regular shape
used for hopping), skipping (a rope game played by 3 or more children allowing them
to skip a rope and counting takes place in the process), chiyato (a game where
children fork out), nsolo (game in the family of draft board game), draft, mbelele
(local equivalent of ‘sheep sheep come home’), Namoonga (paired dancing of males
and females while singing), and touch (played after rains when the ground is soft),
among others. Games promote critical thinking and creativity (Nxumalo & Mncube,
2019), which are essential for cognitive development, thereby bringing about early
learning in preschool children. Indigenous games promote the development of
emotional intelligence, which is critical for developing children who are innovative,

creative and resilient to various challenges that they might face in the learning
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process in preschool and beyond (Acharibasam & McVittie, 2020; Nxumalo &
Mncube, 2019).

Scholars such as Conrad (2019) and Williams (2019) have shown how Eurocentric
approaches in the teaching of various subjects in school can be contested as
undermining the usefulness of other world cultures, including African cultures. It is for
this reason that Moloi et al. (2021, p. 242) advance the idea of “decolonising
education systems” in Africa, by encouraging learners to view “indigenous skills,
knowledge and games” as tools for learning critical mathematical concepts, and not
just for leisure or fun. This then helps in eliminating the Eurocentric notion that
Africans can only learn and develop if they are educated in a Western system, which
sees African indigenous skills, knowledge and games as irrelevant in a formal
education system (Moloi, 2020). It is generally accepted that people use the wealth
of knowledge that is known to them from the local environment they live in, be it in
cities or rural areas. For this reason, it was anticipated that children in Chibombo
District, Central Province, Zambia have a wealth of indigenous knowledge and skills
regarding games, that can be used to teach literacy and numeracy. The indigenous
games that exist in Chibombo District, as well as those that seem to be dying out,
were applied in order to ascertain the role they play in enhancing early learning

among preschool learners in Zambia.

1.7.2 Piaget’s theory of play

Jean Piaget posited that children are active learners, not passive learners, and that
they use first-hand experience to develop their learning and understanding of their
environment (Bonel & Lindon, 2014). Piaget believed that children learn through
imitating others and transforming this into symbolic behaviour. This means that
children can learn from both adults (their teachers) and their peers (other learners)
during playful learning using indigenous games. Teachers are thus scaffolders, who
ensure that they provide space and an environment that is suitable, that is, teaching
and learning that is full of play activities using indigenous games. In this way,
children construct knowledge through interactions between their own age group and
teachers or significant others in the school and home (Aboum et al., 2018; Madondo
& Tsikira, 2022). Munsaka and Kalinde (2017) explain that Piaget’s theory of play

posits that children engage in types of play that reflect their level of cognitive
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development: functional play, constructive play, symbolic/fantasy play or games with

rules.

In functional play, Munsaka and Kalinde (2017) argue that children make body
movements, such as running, jumping, sliding, gathering, dumping, manipulating and
stacking objects. This type of play includes informal games that do not have rules to
follow. Objects can be used, or no objects whatsoever can be used. Constructive
play involves the use of objects, such as blocks, toys, sticks, stones, sand, clay and
paint, which are used in an organised and goal-oriented manner (Munsaka &
Kalinde, 2017). With time, children begin to engage in symbolic/fantasy play, which
involves role playing or make-believe play, such as pretending to be a baby,
pretending to drive a car, or using a block of wood as a cell phone. As children grow
older, they become involved in indigenous games with peers that are controlled by
pre-established rules, such as nsolo, pada, tag and sheep-sheep-come home
(Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017). Piaget viewed these forms of play as progressive, or
cumulative, as they bring out initiative and creativity in children. Of all these forms of
play, symbolic/fantasy play is viewed by many ECE experts as the highest level of
play in preschool and kindergarten, as it develops children’s social skills, basic
mathematical abilities, early literacy concepts and behavioural self-regulation
(Bodrova & Leong, 2015). This is important, as it prepares children for later

academic, social and emotional success.

Scholars agree that different forms of play contribute immensely to developmental
domains in children, and that the usefulness of each of these forms of play cannot be
underestimated (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022; Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017). This study
therefore argues that play takes place in a socially constructed environment where
children feel safe and free to play. This is confirmed by Madondo and Tsikira’'s
(2022) study, which revealed that traditional children’s games take cognisance of
children’s sociocultural context and are thus culturally relevant. This shows that
teachers need to vary the forms of games, or play, that children engage in during
lessons, to accommodate the sociocultural context that each child brings to the
classroom. The sociocultural theory discussed in the next section is therefore
appropriate for this study, as it helped the researcher to situate the study within the
different indigenous games and establish the influence indigenous games have on
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enhancing early learning for the acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills among
preschool learners in Zambian schools in rural and urban areas. This is significant as

it shows that play and society are interconnected.

1.7.3 Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory

Social interaction plays a fundamental role in the development of cognition in
children. Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory postulates that children seek out adults
for interaction, beginning at birth, and that development occurs through these
interactions (Nilsson & Ferholt, 2014). The theory further posits that this is the only
process of learning in children. It contends that a child who is at play continues to
have conversations with either themselves or others and continues to make sense of
the world around them (Selmi et al., 2015). This is compelling for ECE teachers to
allow children to socialise and communicate in a playful manner in all their lessons
(Rapp, 2014; Serpell, 2020). This will bring about meaningful and successful child
development and learning, as children will fully engage in the whole learning process
through play (Bonel & Lindon, 2014; Mwanza-Kabaghe et al., 2015).

In his construct of the zone of proximal development (ZPD), Vygotsky alludes to the
fact that through play, children stretch their boundaries to figure out situations and
then construct knowledge (Nilsson & Ferholt, 2014). This supports the claim that the
essential characteristic of play is that it is a rule that has become a desire, which
helps us to understand how, in the ZPD of play, the creation of the new is possible.
Sgrensen (2021) concurs with this theory that play is not a predominant activity
during preschool years but is the leading source of development. This is confirmed
by the development of a creative pedagogy of play by the Swedish theorist Ditte
Winther-Lindqvist, who strongly agrees with Vygotsky’s theories of play. In her view,
children are never alone in play, but are with adults, who are always part of
children’s play, even when this consists of creating a protected space for play
(Winther-Lindgvist, 2019).

This study used Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, as it is an all-embracing theory of
learning through play that combines emotion and thought, aesthetics and rationality.

This is so because emotions and imaginations are dialectically related, as the
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images of our imagination provide our emotions with an internal language, and
emotions influence our imagination, thus encouraging us to develop the new
(Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017). As such, the study argues that teachers are well placed
as deciders of children’s learning through play and the use of indigenous games, as
they are adults in control of the learning space in preschool, and they are the ones
who know what is in the curriculum for children’s internalisation (Selmi et al., 2015).
This means that teachers must be equipped with indigenous knowledge and games,
as well as skills that will allow them to apply play, and appropriate teaching
methods/aids that will lead to successful learning. This theory was relevant to this
study as it ultimately promotes self-regulation and early learning skills, such as pre-
reading, pre-writing and arithmetics, among preschool learners that are much
needed for holistic child development. The theory was also relevant as it relies on
culture, social experiences and ZPD that is promoted and enhanced by interactions
that learners have with teachers who are custodians of the social fabric in the school

environment.

1.8 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN

Research methodology is the science of studying various steps that a researcher
takes in order to solve a research problem scientifically and systematically (Hennink,
Hutter & Bailey, 2020). By contrast, research methods are the techniques a
researcher employs in the process of conducting a research study in order to provide
a solution to a research problem under investigation (Kothari, 2019; Kumar, 2019).
The emphasis in research methodology is to give clear reasons for why a research
approach has been adopted, and why it is more suitable for the problem under
investigation than other approaches (Kumar, 2019). This section therefore clarifies
the research paradigm, the research strategy, the population and sampling, the
instrumentation and data collection techniques, the data analysis and interpretation
techniques, the data trustworthiness, and the limitations and delimitation of the

study.

The research design is the ‘glue’ that holds all the elements in a research project
together. According to Hennink et al. (2020), the research design does not only
anticipate and specify the seemingly countless decisions connected with carrying out

data collection, processing and analysing, but also endeavours to present a logical
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basis for the decisions made in a study. The emphasis is on conducting a systematic
study with laid-down guidelines for research on early childhood education (ECE),

from conceptualisation to reporting of the findings (Christensen & James, 2017).

In this study, | adopted a participatory action research (PAR) design through an
interpretivist paradigm and critical theory. This provided an in-depth understanding of
the role that indigenous games play in enhancing early learning in preschool
learners. This approach was appropriate, as it addressed the relationship that exists
between indigenous games and desired learning outcomes in ECE learners, such as
the acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills, as postulated by Creswell (2014) and
Mason (2018).

1.8.1 Research paradigm

A research paradigm according to Linake, Maphosa and Mthethwa-Kunene (2022, p.
90) is “a worldview informing the researcher’s research position. It is based on
philosophical underpinnings defining knowledge, reality and values”. Other scholars
argue that a research paradigm is a set of collective views and agreements that
researchers share about how societal challenges and problems may be understood
and dealt with (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018; Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Linake et
al., 2022). The sets of beliefs or views are created by humans who hold certain
viewpoints when constructing meaning from data collected from the research field
(Linake et al., 2022). The viewpoint of each researcher guides the choices that one
makes during the research process. This section deals with the research paradigm

that was chosen as appropriate for this study.

1.8.1.1 Interpretivist paradigm

An interpretivist paradigm is an approach that is concerned with understanding the
world as it is from the subjective perspective of individuals (Dean, 2018;
Hammersley, 2015; Kothari, 2019). According to Hennink et al. (2020), the
interpretivist paradigm is founded on the assumption that techniques used for
understanding knowledge in the human and social sciences cannot be the same as
techniques used for understanding knowledge in the physical sciences, as the latter
use scientific measurement, while the former applies a relativist ontological

perspective. Therefore, the interpretivist paradigm holds the view that a single
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phenomenon can have multiple interpretations, or world views, depending on the
lens one uses to see, or the approach that is taken and applied (Dean, 2018). As
Hammersley (2015), Dean (2018) and Hennink et al. (2020) observe, the main
interest of an interpretivist researcher is not to generate new theory, but rather to
evaluate and refine existing theories related to interpretivism. The interpretivist
paradigm was suitable for this study, as it provided an array of interpretations on
actions taken by teachers during lessons, and it generated a wealth of knowledge,
which can be applied differently in different communities or localities. This paradigm
assisted me to explain various meanings of occurrences in schools as teachers
taught their learners. It also helped me to interpret the real issues that surrounded
the teachers’ use or none of us of traditional games in their lessons. However,
interpretivist research findings have the limitation of not being generalisable, or
replicable or applicable, to groups or subgroups of the population other than where
the study was conducted, which necessitated the application of critical enquiry

(Atkinson, 2015), which | discussed in the following section.

1.8.1.2 Critical theory

Critical enquiry, or theory, is concerned with enabling human beings to rise above
the limitations placed on them by race, gender and class (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Hennink et al., 2020). According to Creswell and Poth (2018), researchers need to
acknowledge their own power, engage in dialogue, and use theory to interpret and
illuminate social action. Atkinson (2015), Hammersley (2015) and Hennink et al.
(2020) explain that critical enquiry assumes that social reality is historically
constituted, and that it is produced and reproduced by people. It is important to note
that regardless of the ability of human beings to bring about social change in their
places of work and living, there are barriers to doing so, such as social, cultural and

political domination.

In view of the foregoing, critical researchers encourage educators and curriculum
designers to self-critique and provide themselves with an environment that allows
guestioning of the status quo, in order to reorient the curriculum and practice,
thereby promoting innovative ideas that can bring about change in education
practice (Atkinson, 2015; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Hammersley, 2015). Pham (2018,

p. 4) argues that “education researchers and educators can benefit from critical
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theory, by understanding how teaching and learning have evolved over a period of
time due to changes brought about by the sociocultural, political and economic
situation” of a society. Critical theory was appropriate for this study, as it enabled me
to discover the taken-for-granted social, cultural, economic and political situation that
prevails in rural preschools, which are alienated from indigenous games and have
teachers who opt to apply modern Eurocentric teaching methods and approaches at

the expense of familiar local games.

1.8.2 Research approach

A research approach is “a plan or procedure for conducting a study, which includes
the steps from the philosophical assumptions to the methods of data collection”
(Linake et al., 2022, p. 93). It is the method or way in which a researcher decides to
answer the research questions influenced by philosophical beliefs about the way
data is collected, analysed and interpreted (Hennink et al., 2020; Linake et al., 2022).
There are three main approaches to research which include qualitative, quantitative
and mixed methods research approaches (Linake et al., 2022). This study was
positioned in the qualitative research approach.

According to Creswell and Poth (2018), qualitative research is an inquiry that is
naturalistic in nature and seeks an in-depth understanding of a social phenomenon
in its real-life context. It uses data that is obtained from first-hand observations,
interviews, discussions, photographs, questionnaires and video recordings, among
others (Kothari, 2019). It is premised on the tenets of natural enquiry, which brings
about multiple realities of a studied phenomenon. Hennink et al. (2020, p. 92) posit
that qualitative research “aims at gaining a detailed contextualised understanding of
the phenomenon studied”. It is a world view that allows researchers in the social
sciences and education to come up with strategies that are aimed at building better
education practice among teachers and learners, to promote quality learning. It is
concerned with text and people’s voices, views, thoughts, feelings, intentions and
ideas on a subject (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Data collection is usually through forms
that capture narratives, stories and explanations, or, indeed, observable aspects.
Analysis of qualitative data often takes a thematic approach that uses thick
descriptions and use of computer assistive tools such as NVivo and ATLAS.ti

(Creswell, 2014; Hammersley, 2015). This research approach was found suitable for
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this study, as it accommodated the interpretivist paradigm, which explained views
and thoughts from teachers on how indigenous games, if used, help in promoting
acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills in preschool learners in a particular local
context/setting.

1.8.2.1 Research design- Participatory Action Research

Action research is a research design that aims at bringing about “change and
improvement at the local level” such as schools in communities (Cohen et al., 2018,
p. 440). This research design was developed by Kurt Lewin in the 1940s and argued
that it was cardinal for bringing about change in social practice especially in fields
such as education and health (Creswell & Poth, 2018). According to Cohen et al.
(2018), the main purpose of developing action research is to bring about social
change for disadvantaged groups in relation to “housing, employment, prejudice,
socialisation and training” (p. 440). Combining “action” and “research” has attracted
several researchers, teachers and academics to this research design, and also

breaking the culture of being spectators during research (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

There are several types of action research that scholars advance as research
designs (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Action research, therefore, includes participatory
action research, practitioner research, classroom-based action research, and
empirical action research among others (Cohen et al., 2018). Participatory action
research (PAR) was chosen for this study because it allowed for active commitment
and collaboration between the researcher and the participants. Cohen et al. (2018, p.
441) argue that participatory action research “breaks the separation of the
researcher and the participants; power is equalised and, indeed, they may all be part

of the same community”.

Since this research design was an investigative study which was “intentionally
directed towards solving a problem or focusing on an issue raised” (Cohen et al.,
2018, p. 441), the study endeavoured to work collaboratively with preschool teachers
in the selected research site. This study therefore adopted a participatory action
research design, as it was best suited to answer questions of “how” and “why” in

research (Luciani et al., 2019) whose phenomena were studied in a real-life context,
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where the researcher took part in activities taking place in and outside the preschool

classroom.

1.8.3 Population and sampling

This section discusses the population and sample of the study including sampling

procedures and aspects of inclusion and exclusion.

1.8.3.1 Population

A population is a pool of individuals from which a statistical sample is drawn for a
study (Kothari, 2019; Lamm & Lamm, 2019). The population of this study was all 163
public primary and community schools in Chibombo District. Of this number, 44
schools were annexes to primary schools while three were standalone ECE centres.
According to records at the office of the District Education Board Secretary in
Chibombo, there were a total of 68 qualified ECE teachers in the district. This study
comprised ECE teachers with their learners in the classrooms as major participants.
Teachers were chosen because they were the ones who were practising ECE in
schools/centres, and they could relate to games in teaching and learning. | applied a
deductive approach when selecting the participants and later inductively refined the
sample during data collection.

1.8.3.2 Sample

A sampling frame is “a list of the actual cases from which sample will be drawn”, and
it “must be representative of the population” (Taherdoost, 2016, p. 20). Non-
probability sampling was adopted, and a purposive sampling technique was used,
due to its suitability in participatory action research design for qualitative research
(Kothari, 2019). It was the most appropriate technique, as it was useful for examining
real-life phenomena and bringing about social change in early childhood education
practice (Cohen et al., 2018; Kemmis, McTaggart & Nixon, 2014; Kothari, 2019).

Four schools were purposively selected, in that only schools with ECE centres and
teachers who had been teaching in public primary schools for at least four (4) years
in Chibombo District, Central Province were sampled. The reason for this choice of

schools was that each school only had a maximum of three ECE teachers. Most
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teachers who were teaching in ECE classes in the district had less than a year of
teaching experience while others were unqualified ECE teachers. | therefore
involved only teachers who were practising ECE for a minimum of four years, so that
they could share the knowledge of what they had observed and experienced over
the extended period that they had been teaching since 2014 when ECE was
implemented in public schools in Zambia. All four schools were rural due to the
nature of the chosen research site. Two ECE centres selected provided two teachers
while the other two schools provided three teachers. The study had ten ECE
teachers with varying numbers of ECE learners per class. The lowest number of
learners was 37 in a class while the highest number had 110 learners. Learners in
each class were followed in their learning activities after interviews had been

conducted with the teachers.

The study started with creating rapport with the participants. Thereafter, interviews
were conducted followed by focus group discussions for teachers to share ideas on
indigenous knowledge and how helpful the games were in fostering the acquisition of
emergent literacy and numeracy skills. This allowed teachers to discuss points from
the interviews, as well as to share their own knowledge on indigenous games.
During the research process, document analysis was conducted in order to ascertain
planned activities that teachers use in their lessons that involved traditional games
and provided for rigour in research. Chibombo District was chosen due to its
proximity to the researcher’s work environment, as well as the diversity of languages
and cultures in this district, which allowed a rich analysis of the various indigenous
games in each culture. The selected research environment provided an array of

indigenous games in the Tonga, Bemba, Nyanja and Lenje languages.

1.8.3.3 Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The primary inclusion criterion in this study was being a qualified ECE teacher with
training of not less than two years at a college, or four years at a university and a
minimum of four years of teaching experience in public schools. All literature and
participants unrelated to ECE were excluded from the study, as suggested by Vass,
Rigby and Payne (2017), who excluded all literature, participants and issues that
were unrelated to the health study they were conducting. Head teachers and senior

teachers were also excluded from the study, as they did not practice ECE in the
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classroom. The role of head teachers, deputy head teachers and senior teachers
was to provide needed support to the researcher as gate keepers in the research
field.

1.8.4 Instrumentation and data collection techniques

Instruments in research are tools or protocols used to collect, measure and analyse
data for a subject under study (Malmqvist, Hellberg, Méllas, Rose & Shevlin, 2019).
Techniques in research are individual methods or approaches that a study adopts to
help in collecting data, to enable the findings to be credible and trustworthy,
especially in the case of qualitative studies (Abdalla, Oliveira, Azevedo, & Gonzalez,
2018; Lemon & Hayes, 2020). According to Kothari (2019), qualitative studies
normally employ interviews, observations, focus group discussions, document
analysis and audio-visuals as tools for data collection. Depending on the type of
research design a study adopts, appropriate research tools for a particular design
will apply (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This study adopted a participatory action research
design using an interpretivist paradigm and critical theory. As such, the study
conducted interviews, focus group discussions, participant observations and
document analysis to collect data. These tools were chosen as they were the most
appropriate tools for interpretivist studies (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Kothari, 2019;
Kumar, 2019; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015) that allow researchers and participants to
work together in generating knowledge and bringing about social change and

practice in schools (Cohen et al., 2018; Kemmis et al., 2014).

1.8.4.1 Interviews

Interviews in research have been used for many years to gather useful information in
fields such as education, health sciences and social sciences (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Kothari, 2019; Kumar, 2019). Interviews are one of the best methods of
gathering first-hand information from people on their views, thoughts, feelings,
wishes and hopes regarding their own lives and those of others (Kvale & Brinkmann,
2015). An interview is a professional conversation, and it has become popular over
the years, especially in marketing and social science research, for the purposes of
providing thoroughly tested information through well-structured questions (Kothari,

2019). Interviews need thorough preparation, time to conduct them, energy and
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patience, as they can be taxing (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Kothari, 2019; Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2015).

There are three main types of interviews, namely unstructured, semi-structured and
structured interviews (Kumar, 2019). Unstructured interviews usually have set
guestions that are closely followed, but open-ended questions are used, so that the
conversation can cover a wide range of subjects (Kothari, 2019; Kumar, 2019). The
challenge is that there might be too much information, which will be difficult to
decipher (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Semi-structured interviews are more popular, as
they provide an interview schedule to guide the conversation, while allowing both
open-ended and closed-ended questions to be asked (Kumar, 2019). Structured
interviews have a rigid set of questions with specific answers expected, and they
leave little or no room for unasked questions to be discussed (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015).

This study employed semi-structured interviews, as they provided information
through open-ended and closed-ended questions on indigenous games, and
children’s games and play, as well as learning spaces (Norozi & Moen, 2016). This
type of interview was appropriate, as the different cultures in the communities that
were studied had information that the researcher did not possess on indigenous
games. Semi-structured interviews allowed the participants (the teachers) to provide
more information than asked, depending on the cultural values and practices of their
communities. In this study, | asked the participants questions about their previous
ECE training, their knowledge of indigenous games, and ways of applying
indigenous games in teaching literacy and numeracy skills, among other things.
Considering that the world was still grappling with the Covid-19 pandemic, the
interviews followed all guidelines for preventing the spread of the virus by sanitising

and social distancing during face-to-face interviews.

1.8.4.2 Focus group discussions

A focus group discussion, or interview, is a form of interview that is conducted in a
group, as it brings together participants from a larger social group (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Kothari, 2019). This research method allows participants to generate rich data,

which they would not have shared during individual interviews (Kothari, 2019). It also
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allows participants to ask each other questions and clarify research questions and
helps the researcher to refocus the objectives of the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Kothari, 2019). This study therefore endeavoured to convene a focus group
discussion with participants at the district resource centre in Chibombo District.

1.8.4.3 Classroom observations

According to Kumar (2019, p. 274), observations are “a purposeful, systematic and
selective way of watching and listening to an interaction or phenomenon as it takes
place”, and they are one of the “ways of collecting primary data”. Observations are a
critical way of collecting data, especially when researching children and childhood,
as questioning might not elicit the desired responses, due to age and a lack of
understanding of the objectives of the study (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Hammersley
& Atkinson, 2015). A researcher who chooses to do observations in a study can
either be a participant observer or a non-participant observer (Christensen & James,
2017; Kumar, 2019).

| observed the natural environment in the classroom as teachers taught learners
using indigenous games. Observations were conducted after the interviews and
focus group discussions had been concluded, in order to give teachers an
opportunity to implement aspects that were discussed. | was a participant observer,
in order to reduce the power differential between the learners and the researcher, so
that the learners participated freely (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2015; Hennink et al.,
2020). This was important, as it made children to be viewed as partners in research,
and not as incompetent participants (Norozi & Moen, 2016). It is important to stress
that power differentials in any research study cannot be completely removed, as
most decisions, such as conceiving of a research topic, conceptualising the methods
to be used, and deciding who will take part, are done by the researcher, without any

involvement by the participants (Christensen & James, 2017; Hennink et al., 2020).

1.8.4.4 Document analysis

Document analysis is arguably one of the most organised methods of examining,
assessing or evaluating information that exists in an organisation in either soft or
hard copy (Flick, 2018; Morgan, 2022). Cohen et al. (2018, p. 551) suggest that

document analysis or review is a procedure were researchers become participant
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observers as they use documents to gather information on “unspoken topics” and
“‘observe events or behaviours that might not be mentioned in the interviews” or
other methods of data collection. Flick (2018) and Morgan (2022) emphasises that
examining documents enables researchers to obtain data and interpret it without
involving human participants. Additionally, Morgan (2022) advises using document
analysis as a data collection tool in order to reduce biases from human participants
who might distort information to suit their own narrative. This study therefore made
good use of documents that teachers prepare such as schemes of work, weekly
forecast, daily routine schedules, lesson plans and records of work. This enabled me
to find out whether teachers made any effort to plan lessons that included traditional

games or indigenous games.

1.8.5 Data analysis and interpretation

Data analysis and interpretation are vital in qualitative research, just as in
guantitative and mixed methods research, as they have a major influence on the
outcome of the study (Creswell, 2014; Flick, 2014; Hennink et al., 2020). Analysing
and interpreting texts, verbatim quotations, videos, pictures and observation notes
require the use of a whole range of methods and techniques (Cohen et al., 2018). As
such, this study used different methods of analysing data such as thematic analysis
and computer assistive tools such as ATLAS.ti 23 in order to obtain a more accurate
understanding and meaning of the phenomenon being studied.

There are “three main ways of analysing and reporting findings qualitatively, namely,
developing a narrative to describe a situation, episode, event or instance, identifying
the main themes that emerge from the field notes, the transcribed verbatim
guotations or the data, and quantifying, by indicating the frequency of occurrence”
(Kothari, 2018, pp. 494-495). For this to be achieved effectively, there are six steps
that need to be carefully followed: (1) familiarising oneself with the data, (2)
generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5)
classifying responses under the same theme, and (6) integrating themes and

responses into the text of the report (Kothari, 2019).

For this reason, thematic analysis was used, by looking for related themes and then

describing the information in themes and patterns that are exclusive to the selected
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participants. Data were further described in detail using direct citations and verbatim
guotations obtained from audio recordings, observation notes and interviews on the
role of indigenous games in enhancing early learning in preschool learners.

Descriptive analysis was conducted to generate frequencies.

1.9 DATA TRUSTWORTHINESS

Qualitative enquiry has received growing support in the field of education research,
due to its ability to present findings in various forms (Connelly, 2016; Stahl & King,
2020). Of concern in this type of enquiry is how credible and trustworthy data in a
research is viewed (Aspers & Corte, 2019; Lemon & Hayes, 2020). As such, the
trustworthiness of data in a qualitative study is largely determined by the approaches
that the researcher adopts (Abdalla et al., 2018). This study ensured that there was
credibility, dependability, transferability and confirmability, which I discussed below.

1.9.1 Credibility

Credibility in qualitative research concerns the extent to which the research findings
or results can be trusted as having presented facts as they occur in the natural
setting, or indeed the environment where the phenomenon is studied (Nassaji,
2020). According to Stahl and King (2020), one method of ensuring that there is
credibility in each research study is to employ a variety of techniques for collecting
data, in order to reach some form of congruence. Shufutinsky (2020) explains that
data needs to be collected and analysed in various ways in order to obtain the
underlying meanings from narratives and stories without losing the focus of the
study. This study endeavoured to demonstrate an audit trail of the data collection
and analysis process throughout the study, as suggested by Lemon and Hayes
(2020).

1.9.2 Dependability

Dependability is the equivalent of reliability in quantitative research methods (Abdalla
et al., 2018; Nassaji, 2020; Stahl & King, 2020). The idea is that after a conclusion
has been reached by a researcher using qualitative research methods, the same
findings or results can be reached by other scholars, who would reach a similar

conclusion (Nassaji, 2020). To ensure the dependability of a particular study,
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Johnson et al. (2020, p. 145) argue that “the research method must be reported in
detail” so that scholars or readers who look at the study can see exactly what
methods were followed, as well as ascertain whether the same methods can be used
by other researchers in the future and find similar results. In this study, | therefore did
what Lemon and Hayes (2020) did in their study, by ensuring that all methods and
techniques were reported in detail and with great thoroughness, so that future

researchers could use them and find similar results.

1.9.3 Transferability

Transferability is the ability of the findings of a research study to apply to another
research context or study (Stahl & King, 2020). It is the equivalent of generalisation
in quantitative studies. Since the sample size in qualitative research is usually small,
and an interpretivist paradigm is used, it is appropriate to use transferability rather
than generalisation, which normally applies to quantitative research (Abdalla et al.,
2018; Nassaji, 2020). In this study, | endeavoured to communicate descriptions of
factors regarding the sampling and the data collection and analysis, as suggested by
Johnson et al. (2020). A detailed step-by-step data collection and analysis procedure
was provided in this study, so that other scholars can use it in future studies, as

recommended by Lemon and Hayes (2020).

1.9.4 Confirmability

Confirmability is a description of the extent to which a study is neutral, and its
findings are a true reflection of the participants’ views and opinions, rather than the
researcher’s biases, motivations and interests (Abdalla et al., 2018). It is therefore
important to endeavour to reduce to the very minimum the influence that other
factors might have on the results of the study, by meeting the standards of rigour,
such as cross-checking, use of multiple methods of data collection and analysis, and
peer review (Johnson et al., 2020). This study applied Nassaji’s (2020) suggestion of
“describing data and the findings in such a way that their accuracy could be
confirmed by others [through an] audit trail” (p. 429). A record of an audit trail,
alluded to by scholars (Abdalla et al., 2018; Johnson et al., 2020; Nassaji, 2020),
with the steps taken and the decisions made in the data collection and analysis, has

been kept for future evaluation.
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1.10 RESEARCH ETHICS

Notwithstanding the research approach that a qualitative enquiry adopts, a
researcher is faced with hundreds of ethical issues to consider before, during and
after data collection (Atkinson, 2015; Holmes, 2020). James and Prout (2015)
recognise several issues that a researcher in a qualitative enquiry should consider,
such as children’s agency, access to the field, procedures for obtaining informed
consent, confidentiality, anonymity, reciprocity and reflexivity. It is vital that the
researcher keep in perspective the identified issues in the research, especially where
young children are involved (Ngozwana, 2018; Spencer, Fairbrother & Thompson,
2020).

In this study, | followed all the ethical guidelines proposed by Hammersley (2015)
and Atkinson et al. (2015) who argue that researchers should ensure that ethical
dilemmas are dealt with carefully in order to elude complications in the research
process. Before embarking on the process of accessing information in the field, |
requested for permission to conduct a study in Chibombo District from the District
Education Board Secretary’s Office. | then applied for ethical clearance from the
Research Ethics Committee of the College of Education of UNISA. After obtaining
ethical clearance, | proceeded to the research field. The clearance letter from the
District Education Office and ethical clearance gave me access to the head teachers

of selected primary schools.

| provided a consent form for teachers to confirm their willingness to take part in the
study, as well as the willingness of the learners they teach. From the outset, | made
it clear that participation was completely voluntary, and that participants could
choose to take part or withdraw at any point during the study. | clarified the content
of the consent form, and clearly explained the objectives of the study. Through the
teachers, | sought permission to involve learners as participants in the research by
sending a consent form for their children’s participation. | assured teachers and
parents of their privacy, anonymity and confidentiality, and the safety of the children
throughout the study, as recommended by Norozi and Moen (2016). The study

endeavoured to adhere to the guidelines and principles of conducting research with
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and for children, as advocated by different scholars (Atkinson, 2015; Graham, Powell
& Truscott, 2016; James & Prout, 2015; Norozi & Moen, 2016).

The idea in this study was to emphasise the special position children occupy in
research as active participants, and not as passive observers (James & Prout, 2015;
Norozi & Moen, 2016). Spencer et al. (2020) advises qualitative researchers to
balance and properly negotiate the power differential that exists between children
and adults in a given research context. This is so due to the advantageous position
that adults have over children, especially in the school environment, where learners
view any older person in their classroom as a teacher, who wields much power and
authority (Hammersley, 2015; James & Prout, 2015; Norozi & Moen, 2016).

1.11 LIMITATIONS AND DELIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The limitations and delimitations of the study are discussed below.

1.11.1 Limitations of the study

Limitations of a study are potential weaknesses, which are usually beyond the
control of the researcher, and they may affect the study significantly (Theofanidis &
Fountouki, 2019). Limitations can be associated with the chosen research design,
funding for the research process, the researcher’s expertise, proactiveness and
experience, and the nature of the study (Akanle, Ademuson & Shittu, 2020; Queirés,
Faria & Almeida, 2017). Akanle et al. (2020, p. 109) argue that limitations are
unnecessarily negatives of the study, nor are they problems and issues that reduce
the usefulness and validity of the research. Rather, they are constraints to the
generalisability and application of the findings to other areas that are dissimilar with
respect to culture, socio-economic status and language of instruction, among others
(Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2019).

In this study, | was alert to a number of limitations that | was unable to control, such
as cultural differences between the selected schools, the locality of the school (rural,
urban or peri-urban), their willingness to participate in the study, the distance from
my home to the research site, time constraints in terms of obtaining a broad range of
data, the fact that | was working while studying, and financial constraints. Throughout

the research, | endeavoured to find the best solutions to the challenges or
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constraints encountered, in order to maintain the credibility and trustworthiness of

the research.

1.11.2 Delimitation

Delimitations in research are the characteristics that limit the scope and describe the
boundaries of the study such as the sample size and geographical location that
assist a researcher to narrow its focus (Akanle et al., 2020; Theofanidis & Fountouki,
2019). Delimitations also provide a choice of whether a study is conducted in a rural
or urban setting or involves teachers or parents (Akanle et al., 2020). This study was
therefore conducted in four selected rural schools in Chibombo District, Central
Province, Zambia. The study took a general perspective on the use of indigenous
games in promoting early learning through the acquisition of emergent literacy and
numeracy skills. The findings in the study may not be generalisable to other cultures
and areas, as games might differ in scope and application for each particular area or

community in Zambia.

1.12 DEFINITIONS OF KEY CONCEPTS

The definition of key concepts is a very cardinal aspect of any research. This section
provides a definition of key concepts and terms that are embedded in this study.

1.12.1 Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS)

Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) have gained significant ground in various
parts of the world (Mutekwe, 2015), with each community giving its own definition
and application. According to Mutekwe (2015), IKS is increasingly seen as a “global
heritage and a national resource” that can be used by all members of communities to
better the lives of its citizens (p. 1297). IKS is therefore, defined historically as local
or traditional knowledge that indigenous people have brought down with them from
earlier times via the oral tradition (Matapo, 2021; Ramayenda, 2020). In ECE
practice, IKS plays a key role in allowing educators and stakeholders to make good
use of bits of knowledge and practices that are local and familiar to a community
(Ramayenda, 2020). Teachers in this situation work with learners to plan lessons
and execute them using locally available teaching and learning materials, local

games, traditional songs and other familiar ways of teaching learners. IKS has made
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it possible for cultural ideas, thoughts and beliefs to be preserved and used in
different communities (Acharibasam & McVittie, 2020). In this study IKS therefore is
the teaching and learning process that requires the use of traditional games, songs,
materials and aspects that are locally available, familiar to the learners and teachers

and easy to use especially in rural areas.

1.12.2 Indigenous games

Indigenous games, or traditional games, are defined as play activities that are local
in nature and involve the use of locally available knowledge and resources for
purposes of recreation (Ramayenda, 2020). According to Ramayenda (2020, p. 14),
indigenous games are “‘games that have been carried down from generations since
time immemorial and are always connected with the cultivation of the concept of
norms/rules in socialising or interacting that apply in the area in each type of game”.
The required materials and know-how for one to play an indigenous game are
inexpensive, as these games use locally available tools, materials, knowledge and
skills. What is essential in most indigenous games is the need for an adult (teacher)
in the environment where this type of game is taking place, to ensure the safety of all
children involved (Moloi, 2020). Ramayenda (2020) equally defines indigenous
games as the games that promote socialisation, as well as skills acquisition, which
prepares learners for more complex adult roles. Tachie and Galawe (2021) describe
indigenous games as those games that are local or traditional to a community and
support the teaching and learning in schools. In this study, indigenous games are
games that are found in Zambian communities and are familiar and known to the

learners in this setting.

1.12.3 Early childhood education

Early childhood education (ECE) is defined by Munsaka and Kalinde (2017, p. 8) as
a “period of human development that extends from birth to six years old”. Different
scholars have argued that it includes children who are below the age of 8 (Lungu &
Matafwali, 2020; Ramayenda, 2020; Serpell, 2020). Lungu and Matafwali (2020b)
defines this level of education as one with a component of care and child
development, as well as an academic aspect, which is mostly done in learning
through a play model. Ramayenda (2020) states that ECE is the education that

involves games, songs, dances and activities that are playful in nature, using
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materials and skills that are locally generated and applied in a local setting. In
Zambia, ECE is a level of education covering the middle class (3—4-year-olds) and
reception (5-6-year-olds) although at times even learners who are older than six
years are found in some preschools. In this study, ECE is therefore education that

takes place both at home and at school before a child enters Grade 1.

1.12.4 Learning through play

Pyle and Daniels (2016), as cited in Parker, Thomsen and Berry (2022, p. 2), state
that “play has recently been redefined as a spectrum or continuum involving child-
directed and also adult-guided and adult-directed activity” which ensures that there is
learning through play in preschools/classrooms. For learning to take place in an ECE
centre, teachers must be familiar with the different types of play, or games, that
children engage in and how to apply each of these games in a learning trajectory.
Parker and Thomsen (2019) explain that pedagogies that align closely with learning
through play are those that are constructivist in nature and allow for cooperation,
exploration, experiential learning, collaboration and discovery. A more thorough and
detailed discussion of learning through play is provided in Chapter Two of this thesis.
For this study, | situated and contextualised learning through play using a rural, poor
African neighbour set-up, which requires the use of low-cost, and easy-to-use

materials, tools and skills for promoting early learning in preschool learners.

1.13 CHAPTER OUTLINE

Chapter 1: Introduction and background

Chapter One provides a background to the study, by giving brief discussions of
indigenous games, learning through play, and early childhood education in Europe,
West and East Africa, Southern Africa, and indeed Zambia. It also provides brief
discussions on methodological choices such as population, sampling, data
collection, data analysis, data credibility and trustworthiness, ethical considerations

and definition of key term/concepts of the study.
Chapter 2: Literature review

The chapter provides a detailed and comprehensive review of relevant literature on

indigenous games or traditional games, learning through play, and ECE practices.
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Chapter 3: Theoretical framework

Chapter Three discusses the theoretical framework, describing in detail the theories
that explain the role of indigenous games in enhancing early learning among
preschool learners. It shows how indigenous knowledge systems (IKS), Jean
Piaget's theory of play, and Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory support the

integration of indigenous games into Zambia’s ECE curriculum, theory and practice.

Chapter 4: Research design and methodology

This chapter discusses the research design and methodology employed in the study.
The chapter explains the research paradigm, the population and sampling, the data
collection and analysis, and ethical considerations. It shows how each aspect
supported the study in endeavouring to gain insight into the role of indigenous
games in promoting the acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills in preschool

learners.

Chapter 5: Data analysis and interpretation

The chapter presents the findings of the study, using appropriate qualitative
approaches, and it also presents a detailed interpretation of the findings. It further
explains the indigenous games that teachers use, and how they can be used, as well
as approaches and strategies for implementing indigenous knowledge in preschools.

Chapter 6: Discussion of findings, conclusions and recommendations

The chapter highlights the key concepts and aspects of indigenous games, and how
such knowledge and skills can influence the acquisition of literacy and numeracy
concepts for preschool learners. The chapter also discusses and analyses the
findings of the study in relation to relevant literature and theory. Indigenous
knowledge systems, Jean Piaget’s theory of play, and Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural
theory have provided a guide for the discussion and analysis of the findings. A six-
step framework has also been proposed that can be applied to enhance the
acquisition of emergent literacy and literacy skills. It further makes conclusions and
recommendations to promote the integration of indigenous games into the ECE

curriculum in Zambia.
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1.14 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter contextualised the study, clarified the rationale and presented the
statement of the problem, aims and objectives of the study including the key
research questions. The chapter has further provided a preliminary literature review
including the theoretical orientation of the study. The chapter has briefly highlighted
the theories that the study is situated on, namely, indigenous knowledge systems
(IKS), Piaget’'s theory of play and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. The chapter has
also discussed the research methodology chosen including giving a position on why
the study was chosen. The chapter has also given the information on data credibility
and trustworthiness, including ethical issues that to be considered. The chapter has
closed with limitations and delimitations of the study and providing a definition of
each key concept, including providing an outline of the chapters in this thesis. In the

next chapter, | address review of literature in a comprehensive manner.

36



CHAPTER 2 :
LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Chapter one contextualised the study, clarified the rationale, and presented the
statement of the problem, aims and objectives of the study including the key
research questions. The chapter also briefly elaborated on the research
methodology chosen including the justification for the study. The chapter further
indicated that the main aim of the study was to highlight the role that indigenous
games play in enhancing learning when applied in teaching of early childhood
education learners in schools. Chapter One has equally highlighted the theories that
would guide the study, namely, indigenous knowledge systems (IKS), Piaget’s theory
of play and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. The three theories play a complementary
role in showing the role that indigenous games play in enhancing early learning in

preschool learners in Chibombo District of Zambia.

The current chapter examined relevant related literature on the role of indigenous
games or traditional games in enhancing early learning in preschool children. The
chapter gave a rigorous review of the literature on indigenous games and how they
have a defining pedagogical significance in all developmental domains needed by
Early Childhood Education (ECE) learners. The review of literature also elaborated
on key aspects of play such as, the role of play in learning, the nature of play and the
importance of play in supporting teacher enthusiasm for achieving desired learning
outcomes such as emergent literacy and numeracy in ECE learners. It finally
affirmed how indigenous games promote the development of cognitive, social, and
physical skills in preschool learners. Emphasis was placed on making connections
between indigenous games with the development of literacy and numeracy skills in

preschool learners.

2.2 PLAY AND INDIGINEOUS GAMES IN ECE

In this section, play and indigenous/traditional games as experienced in ECE by both
teachers and learners were discussed in detail. Play has been discussed in its
general usage in ECE worldwide and placing emphasis on African societies for

socialisation and learning. Indigenous/traditional games were also discussed by

37



showing how they apply to enhancing learning in preschool children. The section
closed by making a connection between play/games and their pedagogical

application in early learning classrooms and curricula.

2.2.1 Play and games in early childhood education

Play in Early Childhood Education (ECE) is a very broad topic that continues to
generate thoughtful discussions and debate. Concepts such as ‘play’ (Bruce, 2018,
p. 61) have remained topical over a long period across the world from the medieval
era to modern times (James & Prout, 2015). Over the years, scholars have
consistently argued that play cannot be separated from early childhood education as
the two are intertwined (Bruce, 2018; Pyle, Poliszczuk & Daniels, 2018). As such,
early childhood practitioners are encouraged to create an environment that promotes
learning through playful activities (Bruce, 2018; Lungu & Matafwali, 2020b; Moloi et
al., 2021; Tachie & Galawe, 2021). The play activities suggested by scholars include

indigenous games that this study is advocating.

The argument that children learn through play has often encouraged those who are
opposed to play in education to dismiss it because the idea seems too broad and
vague to be a valid and useful basis for teaching and learning in schools (Anders &
Rossbach, 2015). Anders and Rossbach (2015) argued that it does not help when
ECE programmes claiming to be play-centred lack a thoughtful rationale for their
play policies and practices or when low-level, unchallenging activities called ‘play’
abound in their indoor and outdoor environments. This argument threatens the place
of play in ECE by inviting misguided attacks on it and by encouraging educators to
devalue play’s importance as a context and medium for development during the
early years of children in schools. Indigenous games, however, should be well
planned, appropriate for the age of learners and respond to the area that needs to be

addressed in a lesson.

Despite the arguments against play-centred learning (for instance Anders &
Rossbach, 2015), play in ECE has historically been regarded as a mode that
encourages and fosters early learning for young children (Froebel, 1887/1896;
Pestalozzi, 1894/1915; Piaget, 1970; Vygotsky, 1978) and future child development.

Schools and communities across the globe have used games and play to teach
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different concepts to learners. For example, Hafina, Nur and Malik (2022) show that
play and games have been part of the school system in Asia and Australia for many
centuries. For this reason, games have continued to be supported by education
stakeholders across the education spectrum, including Zambians. This study also

strongly advocates for use of games in teaching and learning in preschools.

The Ministry of Education in Zambia for instance, in its school curriculum and
syllabus stipulates that formal and structured academic work for children should take
40% while play activities should amount to 60% of all the allocated time (MESVTEE,
2013/2014). Even though the curriculum has given guidance on the amount of time
that teachers can involve learners in games on a school day, implementation has
largely been problematic. | have observed lessons in ECE centres that apply a
stand-alone lesson format for each subject area in ECE. Teachers are made to
prepare independent lessons for each learning area and deliver lessons similarly to
primary school teaching approaches for older children. Only when the subject
content for the day has been covered, that is when teachers allow learners to
engage in free play which is usually unguided by adults. This approach often defeats
the very essence of using what learners love most — play, to teach various concepts

in mathematics and language among others.

Nakawa (2020) found that teachers in Lusaka, Zambia were finding difficulties in
incorporating playful activities in their teaching and learning as they separated the
subject content from play-based activities. This approach adopted by most teachers
in Zambian schools created an atmosphere that portrayed play to be trivial and less
important in the teaching and learning process. Nakawa (2020) further shows greater
concern which seems to exist, that play in ECE is slipping away and that vigorous
response is required to protect its important role in helping learners acquire skills
necessary for holistic development. As such, the use of indigenous games in a play
pedagogy is necessary in order to have a smooth process of teaching and learning

using what is familiar to the learners and the teachers.

Scholars in Australia, Scandinavia and USA for instance, strongly support the use of
play in teaching and learning of ECE learners. This is evidenced in studies by
Bodrova and Leong (2015), Parker et al. (2022) and Pyle et al. (2018) who
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emphasised the importance of play in teaching kindergarten learners. Bodrova and
Leong (2015) for example, emphasised the need to use play that deals with
children’s zone of proximal development in managing tasks independently or
assisted by a more competent peer or adult. Such use of play-based teaching
approaches help learners to develop higher order mental functions smoothly. Parker
et al. (2022) provide evidence on how play supports the acquisition of literacy skills
such as sounds, sentence construction and vocabulary. Pyle et al. (2018) equally
suggested that play is essential for teaching of mathematical concepts such as
seriation, numbers, notation and measurements. Play therefore plays a significant
role in developing children’s skills in a holistic manner. In line with the above studies,
playful teaching and learning using traditional games is of significant value in Zambia
for similar results to be obtained.

The integration of play in the teaching and learning approaches in African countries
is equally taking shape. In Ghana, Acharibasam and McVittie (2020) identified
cultural games and support systems from communities that were vital for teaching
and learning in ECE provision. The local games in communities were found to be
integral in the development of preschool learners’ cognitive, social, and motor skills.
The integration of play into the school curriculum allowed learning to take place in a
more relaxed manner using familiar games and materials. In Kenya, Wadende et al.
(2016) worked with pastoral communities and helped communities realise that their
culture and way of life were key in supporting early the learning of their children even
before formal education could begin. Similarly, Ejuu (2019) mobilised knowledge and
skills on the appropriate use of indigenous games in teaching literacy, social studies,
science and mathematics to preschool learners in rural Uganda. In this study,
specific attention was placed on indigenous games/play that support the
development of numeracy and emergent literacy skills. The reason for this focus was
to ascertain whether using indigenous games in Chibombo District would bring out

similar learning outcomes as those obtained in Ghana, Kenya and Uganda.

In South Africa and Zimbabwe, evidence from scholarly works suggests a very
strong appreciation of games and play in teaching preschool learners. Moloi (2020)
argued that through games such as diketo (a coordination game) played in Qwaqwa,

South Africa, learners were helped to solve “problems in mathematics” such as linear
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functions using play. Madondo and Tsikira’s (2022) study in rural Zimbabwe equally
pointed out the vitality of using games that help learners to develop language and
vocabulary skills at an early age. In Zambia, for example, Matafwali and Mofu (2023)
conducted a study on the use of play — indigenous games, to foster the acquisition of
skills in ECE learners using outdoor games in Lufwanyama District on Copperbelt
Province. The findings revealed that there is a significant improvement in learner
achievement when outdoor spaces are used for teaching and learning through
games. The results of play being part of the school curriculum and its application
promoted by all educators is very cardinal. The integration of play in the teaching
and learning of ECE learners remains a vital step that should be encouraged in
Zambian preschools. This study therefore found it necessary to investigate the role
of indigenous games in enhancing early learning in preschool learners of Chibombo

District in the Central Province of Zambia.

2.2.2 Children’s play, games and pedagogy

Children’s play, games and pedagogy are of significance in this study as shown in

the discussion below.

2.2.2.1 Pretend play or ‘Make Believe’

Mwanza-Kabaghe et al. (2015) and Nakawa (2020) support different forms of play
that include pretend play (make-believe), guided play and free play to be part of the
daily activities for learners in schools. Pretend play, according to Macintyre (2017),
involves activities that allow children to pretend to be someone they are not in the
real sense, such as talking to someone on what looks like a phone, “feed a doll”, “stir

a pot in the kitchen”, “buy fruits in a pretend shop” and caring for a baby who is sick
(p. 69-70). In pretend play, children take part in activities that they enjoy and choose
to be involved in as they imitate adult activities and create their own imaginary
worlds. It is important to notice that indigenous games are full of pretend play as
children assign each other roles during the play for the activity to be fun, enjoyable
and incident-free. Learners become leaders and lead the way in ensuring that the

game is played well to each one’s satisfaction.

By and large, this is a situation where children or learners assign action to symbolic

objects by taking on roles, assigning meaning to objects and transforming reality into
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a world that is easily understood by themselves (Bruce, 2018; Macintyre, 2017). This
type of play is often used by children in their real world and local setting which
makes indigenous games useful tools for knowledge building through local objects
familiar to learners in their communities (Ejuu, 2019; Moloi et al., 2021). Learners
also learn to support each other in ensuring that a task is completed to the
satisfaction of the members. The interest, therefore, should be ensuring that all who
take part in the classroom activities enjoy and participate fully through each other’s
support. Pretend play should therefore take place in a free environment with little or
no influence from adults or teachers. | find this important in building confidence and
leadership in learners through indigenous games that are familiar and locally

available to teachers and learners.

2.2.2.2 Guided and free play

Guided and free play are forms of play that are complementary rather than
independent of each other (Bruce, 2018). It is the form of play that children engage
in through direction and guidance from adults or teachers in the social environment
or learning space such as a classroom or outdoor area. According to Weisberg,
Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, Kittredge and Klahr (2016, p. 177), guided play refers to
“‘learning experiences that combine the child-directed nature of free play with a focus
on learning outcomes and adult mentorship”. Children in this case engage in
activities with little involvement of the teachers in their learning environment either
indoor or outdoor, while adults provide necessary support that enables the achieving
of set learning goals for a lesson or task (Macintyre, 2017). This approach allows
learners to be engaged in the play activity without them realising that adults have
planned the play activity and would like a certain outcome. It allows for freedom on
the part of children while giving a chance to the teacher to realise the much sought
for learning outcomes. The use of indigenous games to support the acquisition of
literacy and numeracy skills becomes vital as these games are familiar to the
learners and can be played with little influence from adults or teachers, thereby

enhancing early learning in preschoolers.

As postulated by Weisberg et al. (2016, p. 178), guided play has two forms that
include (1) teachers designing “the setting to highlight a learning goal while ensuring

that children have autonomy to explore within that setting” and (2) teachers “watch
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child-directed activities and make comments, encourage children to question, or
extend children’s interests”. The activities in guided play should therefore be two-fold
as shown in the argument by Weisberg et al. (2016) who have highlighted key areas
of support by teachers on children’s play activities. This allows learners to think,
create and re-create knowledge for the improvement of skills acquisition in preschool
children. Learners are more likely to engage in creativity and innovation when the

type of games played are local and known to them such as indigenous games.

A teacher in an ECE classroom with a goal of teaching the concept of addition and
subtraction to six-year-olds would provide stones, dig a smooth hole on the ground
and put children around the dug hole. Such a teacher would then initiate a game of
chiyato or nsolo and later leave children to continue as they sing and count the
stones removed from the hole, minus those remaining in the hole. As children play,
the mathematical concept of addition and subtraction would be taking place as
postulated by Moloi et al. (2021) and Munsaka and Kalinde (2017) as well as
Madondo and Tsikira (2022). The goal would have been met as set out by the

teacher in his or her lesson plan of the day.

The activities in guided and free play therefore remain vital in early childhood
education centres or schools in Zambia and beyond. Teachers in Zambia are
encouraged to “allow children to initiate their own play activities, sustain the play and
conclude it with minimal teacher influence or involvement” in order to intrinsically
motivate learners as suggested by Weisberg et al. (2016, p. 178). However, when
the opposite happens, children lose interest as they see adults or teachers as
intruders in their spaces of freedom. It is reasonable to therefore conclude that
guided play, encourages teachers and educators to ensure that children’s activities
are lively and fun for learners to fully participate in them. A balance must be struck
by teachers and parents in how much guidance one provides in order to allow for
innovation and creativity including independent growth to take root in learners from
an early age. Indigenous games therefore remain vital in sustaining the morale of

learners during class activities, indoor and outdoor.
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2.2.2.3 Exploration-based learning

Exploration-based learning is a very active learning approach used in most
kindergartens in various parts of the world. It involves learners learning through
activities that promote curiosity and enquiry during the lessons or activities of the
lesson (Loizou & Trawick-Smith, 2022). This means children can choose their own
activities while teachers support the learning in the chosen activities (Parker et al.,
2022). During such activities, children learn by first-hand experience, mostly by
actively engaging in or participating in or exploring various components of games at
hand, such as traditional games of nsolo, touch, chiyato or chiyenga and wider like

the games that the researcher played during his childhood.

In preschool centres, for example, traditional games that require exploring the
environment such as cidunu (a game of kicking a ball and hiding it) would allow
learners to search through the entire outdoor area (Grindheim, 2021; Munsaka &
Kalinde, 2017). The rules of a game such as cidunu stated earlier require a thorough
search of the environment being used as a playing area until one child finds the ball
that was hidden. The one who finds the ball first wins and receives a reward for
further play with the ball. This game motivates learners to be systematic in doing
assigned tasks and promotes resilience in children (Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017).
Children also show that they are active persons involved in the game and not
receptive individuals (Hedegaard, 2018). The indigenous game of cidunu therefore
brings learners together, to socialise, develop mental faculties and cultivate a

resilient spirit much needed beyond childhood.

The role of the teacher in exploration-based learning is to create materials that would
catch the attention of learners (Vogt et al., 2018). The materials to be used include
those proposed by Maria Montessori, which have different shapes, different colours,
varying sounds and different weight (Hedegaard, 2018; Vogt et al., 2018). According
to Hedegaard (2018), it is cardinal that play materials created for children’s use
should be those that prepare learners for mathematics, reading and writing in
schools as well as helping children to navigate through their environment daily with
less difficulty. This could be achieved through fantasy and role-play if applied in

teacher lessons daily using local games. Vogt et al. (2018) therefore, encourages
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teachers using indigenous games to be creative and use games appropriately in

order to get maximum benefits from the games.

Play is therefore more response-oriented, where personal meaning is more
important than adjusting to external reality (Bruce, 2018). This argument is amplified
by hypothesising play and work as aspects that function together in serving the child
in adapting to and learning from daily community and classroom experiences. This
demands that ECE activities have a structure and plan that allows for play to co-exist
with work or lesson tasks that promote the realisation of specific learning outcomes

envisaged by teachers during lesson planning.

Since early childhood is concerned with the development of young children (Follari,
2015), a question that begs answers is how play can be of positive influence. To
answer this question demands that play be appreciated as a complex and highly
differentiated phenomenon. With the definition of play being highly problematic in
scholarly circles, teachers and researchers often must decide whether chosen play
activities would have a positive effect on intended learning outcomes or not. It
becomes imperative therefore to distinguish play from work, routines, rituals, and
play-related behaviour like exploration-based learning as argued by Bruce (2018)
and, Pyle and Daniels (2017). The teacher is also better placed in deciding
appropriate interventions for play using indigenous games or otherwise in schools in

order to bring about positive learning outcomes.

2.2.2.4 Play pedagogy

Pedagogy is an encompassing term concerned with what a teacher does to influence
learning in others (Hedges & Cooper, 2018). Pyle et al., 2018) posit that pedagogy is
the instructional technique and strategy that allow learning to take place. Fesseha
and Pyle (2016) also suggest that playful learning is the interactive process between
educator and learner as applied in a learning environment. Pedagogy as such
informs both curriculum (all the interactions, experiences, activities, routines and
events planned and unplanned) and teaching as a practice. Early years’ pedagogy
as argued by Fesseha and Pyle (2016) is an extremely complex phenomenon

comprising a wide variety of practices underpinned by principles acquired through
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training and as a result, professionally, it should be viewed as a whole rather than as

an aspect taken in isolation.

Pedagogy in educational phraseology has gained currency as a substitute for
methods of instruction or techniques of teaching. Based in part on the misperception
that teaching is a technical activity, this instrumental understanding of pedagogy
rationalises and reduces the work of teaching to a universally applicable skill set
(Bubikova-Moan, Hjetland & Wollscheid, 2019). As a result, the scientific pursuit of
pedagogy often excludes the intimate choices and interactions that ultimately
constitute instruction such as play (Hedges & Cooper, 2018). However, considering
that teaching is a situated and reflexive activity requiring teachers’ judgement in
apprehending events of practice (Altun, 2018; Smith & Chao, 2018), the way
curricular and instructional decisions are made remains a serious matter of
discussion (Altun, 2018; Fesseha & Pyle, 2018)). | therefore posit that teachers who
endeavour to apply local games to their lessons in ECE often obtain better learning
outcomes from their learners as this study shows.

Whether philosophically at the centre or included peripherally in the curriculum, play
remains a common and significant feature in programmes for preschool children
(Altun, 2018). Some scholars have suggested that activities to be included in the
ECE programmes should aim at providing educational play that is result-oriented
academically, and not play for enjoyment only. For example, the implementation of
specific play pedagogical techniques in ECE programmes is another way that Altun
(2018) advocates for, where play pedagogy refers to using methods to stimulate,
monitor, and evaluate educational play in young children in ECE. Therefore, this
study concluded that the inclusion of activities in a play pedagogy that are
indigenous and familiar to learners in a community so that both teachers and
learners find it easy to navigate through tasks that promote positive learning

outcomes in preschools remains vital.

2.3 INDIGENOUS GAMES

There is an increasing body of knowledge which shows how children’s play relates to
learning and development. Play in African societies just like other parts of the world

has been heavily associated with indigenous or traditional games or locally familiar
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games to a community (Wadende et al., 2016). Indigenous games or traditional
games are games, songs and play activities that are native to a locality or area
(Moloi, 2020). As children play, different traditional games, learning takes place and
skills are acquired by children (Tachie & Galawe, 2021). Depending on the type of
game, the skills or concepts acquired academically also vary (Kejo, 2017; Nxumalo
& Mncube, 2019; Wadende et al., 2016). It is interesting to note that play is heavily
connected to cognitive development as well as other developmental milestones
needed for a child’s holistic development as shown by various scholars. This entails
that teachers should not underestimate the importance of using indigenous games in

their lessons.

In Zambia for example, children play traditional games such as chiyato or chiyenga,
pada, wider and nsolo (Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017, p. 62) during their play in the
community. It is interesting to learn that educators have not paid serious attention to
the value that is in indigenous games. Similar games are known to be played in
Uganda (Ejuu, 2019), South Africa (Nxumalo & Mncube, 2019; Ogunyemi &
Henning, 2020), and Zimbabwe (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022), but are significantly
ignored in Zambian early childhood education centres as shown by Mwanza-
Kabaghe et al. (2015) and Lungu et al. (2021) who found teachers using didactic
teaching methods that are only appropriate for primary school learners in ECE
classes. This study advocates for the appropriate use of indigenous games in
preschool lessons in Zambian schools in order to obtain similar learning outcomes

as the ones presented in studies conducted in Uganda, South Africa and Zimbabwe.

In view of the foregoing, traditional games are particularly of interest in this study as
they are a cornerstone of envisaged learning in early childhood, especially in rural
and poor urban African neighbourhoods that cannot afford expensive toys that are
unfamiliar to the children of these communities. This knowledge is of significance to
learners and the communities they live in as it helps children learn to cooperate with
others economically and socially for sustainable development, as well as promoting
skills development of all domains (Smith, 2017; Wadende et al., 2016). Hence, for
active learning to occur and the development of children’s skills, teachers should
prioritise incorporating indigenous games into their diverse classes. The next section
discusses traditional games that support the acquisition of emergent literacy.
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2.3.1 Indigenous games: Emergent literacy skills development

Emergent literacy was introduced by Marie Clay at the time when she discovered
that children begin to use language as soon as they are introduced into the
environment and long before they enter school (Jahnke, 2019). According to Jahnke
(2019), emergent literacy is defined as “reading and writing behaviour that precede
conventional literacy” (p. 21). The reading and writing behaviour or emergent literacy
does not end with a child entering school, it prolongs throughout preschool and
primary school until a child masters the skill of reading and writing with little or no
difficulties at all (Norling et al., 2015). According to Norling and Lillvist (2016),
children start engaging themselves in language and literacy knowledge from the time
they are born. Research shows that children’s emergent literacy skills include
aspects such as oral language, phonological awareness, print knowledge, and

identifying letters, sounds and words (Kenanoglu & Duran, 2021).

Literature has suggested that there is a strong connection between the child’s ability
to read and write at a tender age and the socio-economic status of the family such a
child is born into (Jahnke, 2019; Kenanoglu & Duran, 2021; Parker et al., 2022).
Children born from poor families or low-income communities are at risk of not
acquiring emergent literacy skills as they have little or no awareness of print material
such as picture books that are readily available in urban and affluent families
(Kenanoglu & Duran, 2021; Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017). Such inequalities make it
challenging for children growing up in rural communities such as Chibombo District
in Zambia without electricity, sometimes no phone network and long distances to
preschool centres. For this reason, educators and parents in rural communities and
low-income communities should endeavour to make good use of indigenous games
that are at their disposal in their communities. In this regard, the researcher argues
that indigenous games should be used appropriately to enable children to acquire
skills such as sounds, phonological awareness, phonics, speech development and

sentence construction.

48



2.3.1.1 Games and emergent literacy

Indigenous games have for a long time played a very pivotal role in helping children
acquire emergent literacy skills as well as other developmental milestones at an
early age (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022; Matafwali & Mofu, 2023). Sulistyaningtyas and
Fauziah (2019) argue that traditional games played by children can improve
language development that “encourages the use of new vocabulary [including
enhancing the ability for] children to socialise with others” (p. 432). Socialisation in
this regard plays a very important role in helping learners acquire emergent literacy
skills useful for the current and future education of children.

Evidence of acquisition of emergent literacy and other skills in children through
traditional games can be seen from Ghana (Acharibasam & McVittie, 2020) Kenya
(Ng'asike & Swadener, 2015), Uganda (Ejuu, 2019), South Africa (Moloi et al.,
2021), and Zimbabwe (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022) as well as other indigenous
communities such as those in Indonesia (Hafina et al., 2022), Turkey (Kenanoglu &
Duran, 2021) and New Zealand (Ramayenda, 2020). Traditional games that are
accompanied by dancing and singing are of interest in this study as they promote

emergent literacy in children.

Children are known to often identify environmental print such as labels on shops,
streets and food outlets even before they begin to recognise written print material
(Parker et al., 2022). In Zambia for example, urban children can easily identify
certain prominent food outlets such as ‘Hungry Lion’, ‘Shoprite’ and ‘Choppies’ by
following the shape, colour and features that are familiar on the food items or play
items purchased from such shops. Jahnke (2019) supports this argument by
showing that, when teachers and significant others support the development of
literacy skills of children in preschools by using familiar objects and items for
learning, children are poised to become more successful in reading and writing in
their future academic endeavours (p. 23). | argue that the familiar items and objects
should then be those in the environment such as posters, books in homes, if
available and oral language that can be promoted through traditional games and

songs for a community, as the next section will show.
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2.3.1.2 Play and emergent literacy in ECE classes

Play and learning in early childhood classes have been cited as two components that
can improve learner achievement in schools if well applied. Educators, policy makers
and researchers have continued to urge governments to implement learning through
play in all teaching and learning programmes for ECE classes. In Zambia, a few
studies have emerged in the last eight years on the importance of applying play-
based learning in early grades such as ECE. Among the few, Serpell (2019), has
shown serious impediments that teachers face in implementing appropriate teaching
and learning strategies that support early childhood learners. Mwanza-Kabaghe et
al. (2015), for instance, found that teachers in Lusaka, were unable to teach using
ECE teaching strategies because teachers were ill-trained and unqualified for ECE.
Lungu and Matafwali (2020b), equally found that teachers were aware of the
importance of teaching using play-based approaches but lacked skills and
knowledge on how to use this approach in their lesson delivery. Therefore, this study
endeavoured to engage teachers and implore them to use indigenous games due to

the potential benefits that are embedded in them when applied appropriately.

As argued by Parker et al. (2022, p.1), the children’s ability to “learn through natural
enquiry process of play” in the early years of schooling cannot be overmphasised. It
is vital to note that deprivation of play in children can seriously affect child
development including weaknesses in the ability to solve classroom problems that
affect learning and socialisation. This demands for lessons that are designed to
apply skills and strategies that energise learners and teachers to engage in play-
based teaching methods. Kejo (2017) emphasises and agrees with Parker et al.
(2022) that play-based teaching methods should be those that use indigenous
knowledge that is entrenched in a community where the school is located.

As eatrlier stated, research suggests that play and literacy are not mutually exclusive,
but rather interlinked (Jahnke, 2019). Clarke (2020) also argues that the need for
children to actively engage in play right from the time they are born cannot be
overemphasised. This requires that games played are indigenous in nature and
familiar to children in a society. As children play, emergent literacy skills are also

acquired including other developmental domains such as gross and fine motor skills
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which this study is advocating. | agree with Pyle and Daniels (2016) who add that
play-based learning should be one that meets the needs of children both
developmentally and academically. As such, through play-based learning, literacy
skills should be developed and enhanced for current and future education

endeavours of children in preschools using indigenous games.

Literacy is a vital aspect of education and learning in any education system. Lungu
and Matafwali (2020) argue that children are expected to learn how to read and write
by the time they reach primary education. The learning of reading and writing skills
should therefore start at an early age, preferably while a child is in the womb.
Emergent literacy is expected to prepare learners for the huge task of reading,
writing and success at higher level of education in future, that is, primary, secondary
and tertiary education (Parker et al., 2022; Pyle, Pyle, Prioletta & Alaca, 2020). The
literature suggests that learners who engage in games that involve scribbling,
vocalisation and singing, become better writers, speakers and confident than their
counterparts without such exposure during childhood. For this reason, the
researcher believes that advocating for use of games from an early age, especially
indigenous games that are familiar and available in rural communities is paramount
to children’s ability to successfully become literate before entering primary school

level.

Scholars have suggested games and methods that teachers can use in schools in
order to enhance the acquisition of literacy skills as well as overall cognitive
development in preschool learners. The suggested games and methods include
songs such as the one used to teach letters of the alphabet (Mulenga et al., 2021).
According to scholarly evidence, the effectiveness of the ‘a’, ‘b’, ‘c’, ‘'d’, ‘e’, f'... song
in teaching all the twenty-six letters of the English alphabet might not seem apparent
(Kalinde, 2016). However, songs are known to help children learn the alphabet much
quicker and easier in a funnier and more enjoyable manner as seen in studies by
Ejuu (2019) and Kalinde (2016). Songs and games indeed support the development
of positive peer relationships and all developmental domains in children which this

study promotes.
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Emergent literacy remains a key component of any early learning programme that
children undergo throughout their preschool years and primary education. It is the
future of educational achievement that an individual can aspire for (Jahnke, 2019).
Emergent literacy requires the use of games for the development of skills useful for
future education prospects (Kenanoglu & Duran, 2021). Key skills that make-up
emergent literacy is “oral language, phonological awareness, letter recognition,
vocabulary skills and print concepts” (Clark, 2020, p. 4). Teachers should in this
respect, be given time to plan lessons that would make it easy for them to enhance
the acquisition of emergent literacy skills using traditional games. When such

lessons are planned and used correctly, the results can be interesting.

The unfortunate part is that most school administrators, parents and other education
stakeholders put teachers under immense pressure to have all children learn the
letters of the alphabet, rhymes and phonemic awareness within months of being
enrolled in schools without regard to stress on children (Clark, 2020). This leads to
significant reduction in the time that teachers can plan and allow play, especially free
play, to take place in schools (Bruce, 2018; Bodrova & Leong, 2015; Grindheim,
2021). It should be noted that allowing free play and guided play (Bruce, 2018) using
familiar games would lead to significant achievement of learning outcomes such as
children acquiring emergent literacy skills by the time, they graduate to Grade 1.
Weyer and Casanres (2019, p. 1) add that children who usually drop out of school in
high school are mostly those who were found to be “non-proficient in reading by the
end of the third grade”. It is vital therefore, that traditional games are applied from the
onset of preschool for children to acquire this important skill before they reach 6

years of age or before entering primary school.

As earlier alluded to by Jahnke (2019), literacy skills are the “foundation for children
to acquire knowledge in content areas” (p. 23). Teachers can support this aspect by
including literacy activities that are practical and locally familiar (Matapo, 2021) in all
lessons or indeed daily routines. The weekly forecast, for example, can have as
many traditional games as possible that support the acquisition of literacy skills
(Bruce, 2018; Clark, 2020). In fact, it is also argued that through the planning for so

many literacy activities in preschools, teachers can teach several other aspects of
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the school curriculum (Nxumalo & Mncube, 2019) such as mathematics, social

studies and expressive arts among others.

A study by Grindheim (2021) on children in Scandinavia revealed that outdoor play-
based learning is the most popular among children as they feel free from adult
dominance. Bruce (2018) equally elucidates how children feel when they are allowed
to make their own decisions on what to do and what not to do. Children feel
comfortable when adults around them give them an opportunity to be deciders in
play activities, thereby leading to higher levels of achieving desired learning
outcomes (Clark, 2020). The same is true, in preschool centres across Africa, as
children like to explore their environment (Ogunyemi & Henning, 2020; Tachie &
Galawe, 2021). It is for this reason, that local and familiar games have been
championed in this current study as a pinnacle of fruitful learning for preschool
learners in Zambia. Outdoor play-based learning can be taken into cognisance by
the teachers in various centres as they make children to become independent. As
children interact freely, their language develops.

Lungu and Matafwali (2020b, p. 357) sum it up by arguing that all “language games”
and indeed any other games that support emergent literacy should help learners to
develop academically, socially and emotionally. This suggestion by Lungu and
Matafwali (2020) is also supported by Banda and Banda (2016), Kenanoglu and
Duran (2021), and Parker et al. (2022) who posit that all games, including traditional
games, that children in preschools are engaged in should promote the acquisition of
literacy, social and motor skills including learning of early childhood mathematical

concepts that the next section delves into.

2.3.2 Indigenous games: Early childhood mathematics

Early childhood mathematics or pre-mathematics is one of the key components of
learning that takes place in preschools in Zambia as provided for in the national
syllabus and curriculum for the Ministry of Education (MESVTEE, 2013/2014). The
Ministry of Education strongly believes that for children to develop cognitively, the
pedagogical approach to be used in schools should be well-defined (Nakawa, 2020).
The national curriculum framework of Zambia has stipulated the pedagogical
approach that all schools are required to implement (MESVTEE, 2013/2014).
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According to Nakawa (2020), the Ministry of Education policy on early childhood
mathematics and indeed other learning areas such as social studies, language and
literacy, expressive arts and environmental science must be taught through play-
based strategies. The argument from scholars is of great value to me as | equally
agree that teaching mathematics through games to preschool learners would be
ideal as children love play. | also argue that numeracy skills such as counting, and
sorting can easily be taught while learners are playing rather than using conventional
methods that sometimes intimidate the learners.

Preschools countrywide are thus expected to apply teaching approaches that would
promote the acquisition of mathematical concepts through play. The curriculum and
syllabus spell out how mathematics should be taught in schools (MESVTEE,
2013/2014; Nakawa, 2020). The national curriculum framework has emphasised the
need to have all learning in a playful manner considering the efficacy of this
approach and the results it has shown in countries where play-based teaching and
learning have been implemented successfully. However, the application of teaching
and learning methods stated in the curriculum is a matter that begs for serious
discussion among stakeholders in early childhood education as most teachers fail to
apply learning through play approaches as evidenced from studies Mwanza-
Kabaghe et al. (2015) and Nakawa (2020).

Vogt et al. (2018, p. 589) argue that “early mathematical competencies are highly
relevant to later education outcomes” for children throughout the academic pathway.
It is, therefore, vital to state that the development of skills in mathematics for children
in their early years needs due diligence and careful planning by all actors in
education. One of the ways of enhancing the acquisition of early mathematical
competencies is by applying traditional teaching methods using local games as a
foundation for early education outcomes. This study supports this approach as it
provides early learning opportunities that would be playful, engaging and interactive
in nature. In addition, the study posits that learners are likely to feel at ease when
learning mathematical concepts such as measurements if the teaching approach

uses familiar games that the children play at home.
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The Ministry of Education in Zambia recognises the importance of developing
mathematical competencies in ECE right from the start of schooling (Nakawa, 2020).
However, the matter that solicits sombre interrogation is the pedagogical approach
that would bring the best outcomes in learners. As noticed by Tachie and Galawe
(2021) in South African schools, the use of Eurocentric teaching methods has not
been of great help to children in primary and secondary schools for indigenous
African learners. In Zambia, Nakawa (2020, p. 3) learnt that “preschool teachers
were able to use different types of traditional games/guided play activities, but
lacked, activities that were mathematics-focused as they implemented learning
through play”. Most activities that teachers gave their learners in Zambian
preschools were general in nature without a specific focus on mathematical
competencies and concepts that are in the curriculum (Nakawa, 2018; 2020). The
limitation of most teachers stems from their inability to innovate and create materials
and learning environment that use traditional games to support the development of
specific mathematical skills. The researcher concluded that the reason for this
limitation seems to stem from the type of training they underwent which lacked

pedagogical approaches for ECE.

Research has further shown that teaching and learning mathematical concepts using
curriculum developed using a Western eye does not motivate learners to engage in
meaningful knowledge creation from an early age (Madondo, 2022; Moloi, 2020;
Moloi et al., 2021; Tachie & Galawe, 2021). It therefore becomes logical to argue
that curricula and syllabi in African countries need to be reoriented to respond to the
needs of societies that they hope to serve by involving experts who understand
societal needs of each traditional society. This would lead to decolonisation of the
curriculum (Nxumalo & Mncube, 2019) by incorporating indigenous games in the
teaching of specific early mathematical concepts leading to the development of

numeracy skills in children.

According to Nakawa (2020), the aim of pre-mathematics or early childhood
mathematics is to promote the development of “children’s mathematical knowledge,
skills and values” for use in their daily livelihoods. Teaching and learning of
mathematical competencies should be through the manipulation of objects in a
practical manner as espoused by Moloi (2020) as well as Nakawa (2020). This can
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take the approach of selecting specific traditional games that are well known to
learners and that can be used to teach algebra, numbers, geometry, measurements
and commercial arithmetic as guided by scholars. | endorse Nakawa's (2020) and
Moloi's (2020) suggestion that early childhood mathematics be promoted through
hands-on item manipulation. It is for this reason that agree that for children to
develop mathematical knowledge, abilities and values, early childhood educators

must stress the value of experiential learning.

Traditional games can, by and large, be used by educators in preschools to teach
early mathematical competencies and or concepts to children (Hunter & Hunter,
2018; Smith & Chao, 2018; Vogt et al., 2018). As children play, they do not realise
that they are also learning, thereby achieving a threefold success story in ECE
classrooms (Hunter & Hunter, 2018; Parker et al.,, 2022). Learners also acquire
cultural knowledge as well as learning to socialise with their peers from different
cultural backgrounds without prejudice (Ng'asike & Swadener, 2019; Tachie &
Galawe, 2021). Most importantly, children learn skills that are useful for the rest of
their lives as they engage with others in the communities of abode. The success of
the play-based approach to teaching of early childhood mathematics largely depends
on the skills and perceptions that teachers have of mathematics (Anders &
Rossbach, 2015; Hunter & Hunter, 2018; Smith & Chao, 2018). The strategy assists
children in gaining socialising skills and cultural understanding in addition to
mathematical ideas. This highlights the value of an all-encompassing educational
strategy that incorporates social interaction and cultural awareness in addition to
academic study. The section that follows discusses teacher perceptions of pre-

mathematics or early childhood mathematics in schools.

2.3.3 Teacher’s perceptions of pre-mathematics

Play in early childhood classrooms around the world is seen by educators as vital for
teaching various subject areas including science, emergent literacy, social studies,
expressive arts and mathematics (Hunter & Hunter, 2018; Wirdze, 2021). The way
teachers or educators perceive the teaching of pre-mathematics through play-based
teaching methods to early childhood learners has generated mixed feelings (Anders
& Rossbach, 2015; Hunter & Hunter, 2018). Some teachers hold the view that pre-
mathematics should be taught in more conventional methods for learning to take
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place (Anders & Rossbach, 2015; Nakawa, 2020; Wirdze, 2021). This
characterisation of teaching of pre-mathematics and indeed mixed feelings is largely
on personal beliefs and ideas rather than on research as demonstrated by Anders
and Rossbach (2015). In the teaching of pre-mathematics, both traditional methods

and play-based approaches are essential.

Anders and Rossbach (2015) for example, argue that teachers might not be very
enthusiastic about teaching mathematics to preschool children through play-based
methods because of their own feelings and attitudes especially if they experienced
mathematics negatively during their own education process. Other educators might
feel that mathematics has no fun part as it is usually associated with problem solving
in a didactic manner (Hunter & Hunter, 2018; Vogt et al., 2018). In fact, according to
Nakawa (2020) who studied mathematics education in Zambia, most teachers, do
not take keen interest in developing lessons that are playful in nature so that learners
are captivated to learn mathematics at an early age. Research shows that teachers
are still struggling to understand how children in Zambia learn mathematics as few
studies have been conducted to explain this aspect in the country. Therefore, this
study comes in handy in suggesting ways of teaching mathematics to preschool

learners.

The current study argues that teachers in ECE classrooms need to take time to
prepare and create teaching tasks that call for learner engagement in mathematical
computations or problem solving as they play. Smith and Chao (2018, p. 5) believe
that as children experience mathematics in day-to-day lessons, they create for
themselves “authentic spaces, contexts and conversations” that can be used to solve
or deal with important and vital issues that affect child development. Children’s
interests and materials that are made available for teaching and learning thereby
play a vital role in uplifting teacher views on the successful use of traditional methods
in teaching mathematical concepts in ECE learning environments (Smith & Chao,
2018; Vogt et al., 2018; Wirdze, 2021). This study finds value in scholarly evidence
and arguments that when the teaching and learning environment is conducive for
learner achievements in early childhood mathematics, the likelihood that children fall

in love with learning pre-mathematics is very high. The researcher therefore urges
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teachers to use initiation and creativity in preparing lessons that are involving and

stimulating for children by using traditional games.

Tachie and Galawe (2021, p. 4350-4351) have highlighted aspects that have
affected the performance of children in the acquisition of mathematical concepts in
rural South African schools. Among issues that emerged in the study by Tachie and
Galawe (2021) was the use of foreign or Eurocentric teaching methods that seemed
to be more likeable by teachers in the education system as opposed to indigenous
teaching approaches. It is my shared view that Eurocentric teaching approaches
tend to undermine the use of indigenous teaching methods such as use the of
traditional games when teaching mathematical concepts. The argument by several
scholars with whom | agree has been that teachers are untrained in using traditional
methods and that they do not find them appealing to learners (Tachie & Galawe,
2021). As such, | argue that teacher training institutions need to innovate and ensure
that the ECE training programme captures indigenous knowledge such as the use of
traditional games in lesson delivery. There are also other concerns about the
possible negative effects of Eurocentric teaching methods. | strongly emphasise the
need to shift towards incorporating indigenous teaching styles to advocate for a more
inclusive educational approach. Furthermore, it would be important to emphasise the
value of traditional games as effective mediums for teaching mathematical concepts,

especially in the context of Africa's distinct cultural and educational traditions.

2.3.4 Approaches to pre-mathematics teaching and learning

The play-based approach in teaching various learning areas of ECE or ECD invites
several suggestions on appropriate practices. It is vital that teachers are aware of the
knowledge that children bring into the classroom from home where they begin
applying numerical skills on several issues long before they enter preschool.
According to Munsaka and Kalinde (2017), “children use various numeracy
strategies [from an early age such as] seriation, patterning, measurement, geometry
and number concept” (p. 82) in their daily activities. Children start arranging things
such as toys, cups and other items at home from age two or less and continue doing
so into their formative school years. On the other hand, children who come from poor
families are frequently exposed to nature and outdoor environments and might use

sticks, stones, or other natural objects in their play. This study agrees with other
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scholars that as children arrange various play items, and objects in their homes, and
engage in nature and outdoor environments, the concept of numbers begins to

develop and get engraved in their minds.

Considering the importance of mathematics in education from elementary to
university, it is vital that teaching of pre-mathematics or early childhood mathematics
is enhanced from an early age (Nakawa, 2020). This entails adopting approaches
that support learning and are easier to use by teachers in their planning of lessons
daily. Teaching and learning approaches would require teachers or educators to
make decisions on whether to provide an “instructional programme or free learning
environment or focusing on domain-specific competencies or indeed on a broader
approach” on mathematical skills acquisition (Vogt et al., 2018 p. 591). Play in
teaching early childhood mathematics therefore becomes a vehicle for appropriate
and innovative teaching approaches, as suggested by Smith and Chao (2018),
Tachie and Galawe (2021) and Wirdze (2021).

Smith and Chao (2018), Hunter and Hunter (2018), and Nakawa (2020) suggest that
innovative approaches to early mathematics are more poised to use play, such as
role-play, pretend play and board games to develop children’s mathematical
competencies. In traditional societies however, games can have several uses, such
as, fun, learning social life, health living, respect for adults, oral language and
indeed, counting and measuring things. This is in line with the argument advanced
by Moloi et al. (2021, p. 242) that mathematics is a “human activity that aims [at
building] relations between physical and social phenomena [as well as] mathematical
objects”. This means that, even rural children including those from poor communities
such as Chibombo District in this study and in urban areas can learn mathematics
through traditional games as these are deep-rooted into social and physical activities
engaged in daily. | argue that schools should ensure that games designed for play
and fun including cover aspects that support obtaining of desired learning outcomes

for each lesson.

In view of the foregoing, Gasteiger, Obersteiner and Reiss (2015) identified aspects
that are cardinal to play-based approaches for early childhood mathematics lessons.
The identified aspects include ensuring that the content that needs to be taught to
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learners in a lesson is covered in the game, is presented accurately, promotes
further learning and is appropriate for children’s learning trajectory (Gasteiger et al.,
2015, p. 233). Teachers are encouraged to use an array of teaching methods in
order to enhance learning in learners. The researchers suggests that teaching
methods and strategies such as board games, Kgati (a rope-jumping game), and
pada (a game where a court is drawn on the ground with numbered boxes in
increasing order) among others that have been discussed heavily in this study can
make a good resource for teaching mathematics to early childhood learners.

The approaches proposed by Gasteiger et al. (2015) show that the concept of play is
usually used differently by different educators and as such each teacher needs to be
sure that the games used in teaching early mathematics are helping learners acquire
certain specific mathematical concepts (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022) as opposed to
being used only for entertainment or fun (Smith & Chao, 2018; Wirdze, 2021).
Learning through play therefore helps teachers and learners to workout methods of
achieving intended goals without anyone of them losing focus along the way (Hunter
& Hunter, 2018; Parker & Thomsen, 2019; Parker et al., 2022; Wirdze, 2021). The
researcher is of the view that adopting and promoting learning play in ECE can allow
all parties involved in education to put play and learning in its right place without
disturbing one at the expense of another.

In ensuring that real learning takes place in classrooms, Munsaka and Kalinde
(2017, p. 83) advise that “children can be divided into groups of 4 or 5 learners and
given tasks of sorting locally familiar objects into categories of similarity” until the skill
has been fully mastered. The teacher should, however, be careful to avoid “taking
over’ the activity in case learners seem not to capture the required skills early
enough (Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017). Madondo and Tsikira (2022) also suggest that
through playful tasks such as the one presented by Munsaka and Kalinde (2017, p.
83-84) of sorting objects, children can support each other’s learning by “bridging the

gap between fast and slow learners” without so much struggle, a view | fully support.

Moloi et al. (2021) suggest that sorting and classification tasks such as putting bottle
tops of the same colour together, stacking sticks of similar length on one hip and
putting stones of similar shape and size together can be organised or prepared by

60



the teacher and used in any lesson anywhere regardless of the socio-economic
situation of a particular area or school. This is because such activities do not require
any sophisticated materials to be used in the lesson. According to Munsaka and
Kalinde (2017, p. 83), rural ECE centres, for instance, can look for materials of
“different shapes such as squares, rectangles, spheres and cylinders made from
clay” for learners to use in a classroom activity. The researchers argue that the
materials can be made at no financial cost. However, what would be required, would
be support from community members such as parents in providing clay for children

to use in making various objects as encouraged by this study.

Traditional games such as chiyato (a game of mathematics usually played by
children for leisure on the ground) and nsolo (two-player mathematical board game
played on the ground) (Lungu & Matafwali, 2020b) as well as pada (Tachie &
Galawe, 2021) and morabaraba (Moloi, 2020) are also very good examples of what
teachers can use in teaching numeracy skills such as number concept (Tachie &
Galawe, 2021; Moloi, 2020). In these traditional games, stones, sticks and strings or
ropes are used to enhance learning of mathematical concepts of quantity, balancing
and measurements in early childhood learners both in urban and rural schools,
including in affluent communities. As a matter of emphasis, these games require little
or no financial capacity to collect and use them in lessons as observed by scholars
such as Moloi et al. (2021) and Ogunyemi and Henning (2020). | equally support the
statement considering my experience of playing games such as pada, nsolo and
cidunu during my childhood in a rural area and seeing my children playing using
local materials today without any monetary costs.

Other activities that can be used in teaching numeracy skills or pre-mathematics are
songs, skipping and clapping games accompanied by dances. Traditional music can
also play a big role in enhancing learning in early childhood classrooms (Mulenga et
al., 2021). This is because music allows learners to actively participate in singing and
clapping, while counting, thereby exposing learners to skills of additions, subtraction
and division among others. The unfortunate part when it comes to “music as an
education tool” as expressed by Mulenga et al. (2021, p. 54) is the “little or no
support from education stakeholders” on its importance in enhancing learning in
Zambian schools. The concern is also shared by other scholars such as Kalinde
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(2016) who laments in a similar way on the lack of music education in ECE
curriculum in Zambia. The researcher therefore supports the need for inclusion of
this important aspects of teaching and learning in ECE using songs, games and play
in lessons especially the use of indigenous songs, games and play.

By advocating for the use of traditional games in teaching various aspects of ECE
(Madondo & Tsikira, 2022), this study is not in any way suggesting that all other
“direct methods of instruction” (Munsaka & Kalinde, 2017, p. 84) in early childhood
lesson delivery be abandoned. On the contrary, the study is advocating for the use of
direct methods of instruction in a play-based approach using indigenous games that
are familiar to the learners of a community (Moloi et al., 2022; Tachie & Galawe,
2021). This is encouraged by this study as play remains the most natural
preoccupation for children of both rural and urban communities including
disadvantaged children such as those living with disabilities, children in conflict

environments, those in detention facilities and low-income communities.

It is important that early childhood educators quickly realise the need for them to take
full advantage of children’s desire to play and make good use of play activities to
teach specific skills such as mathematical concepts (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022; Moloi
et al.,, 2021). Unfortunately, research in South Africa (Tachie & Galawe, 2021),
Zambia (Mwanza-Kabaghe et al., 2015; Nakawa, 2020) and Zimbabwe (Madondo &
Tsikira, 2022) shows that a few or no teachers make good use of this opportunity of
using playful teaching methods and indeed traditional games when delivering ECE
lessons. Therefore, this study is encouraging the use of traditional games or
indigenous games in enhancing early learning in Chibombo District of Central
Province, Zambia. Traditional games, when used properly for a specific focused
developmental domain, can bring about cognitive and social development in children

as discussed in the next section.

2.4 TRADITIONAL GAMES: COGNITIVE AND SOCIAL SKILLS DEVELOPMENT

Traditional games are said to have a strong impact on cognitive and social-emotional
skills development in ECE learners up to primary education and beyond (Moloi,
2020). As children play, they experience changes in their feelings towards others,

including inner self, which leads to intellectual, physical, social and moral
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development (Bruce, 2018). Hunter and Hunter (2018) posit that cognitive and social
development is the process that shows how children develop the ability to think and
socialise. Cognition essentially incorporates each mental procedure that might be
depicted as an affair of knowing (counting, seeing, perceiving, considering, and
thinking) and recognising things (Vygotsky, 2016). Munsaka and Kalinde (2017)
argue that, cognitive and social development is the description of how “children
develop the ability to use their mental faculties to make sense of the environment
around them” (p. 60). The environment includes people they interact with who
include family members and peers, and the school and what is found in it such as
rural communities like the ones in Chibombo District where this study was

conducted.

Parker et al. (2022) add that play exercises offer numerous open doors for
controlling, investigating and honing, and are hence profoundly suggested as a road
for cultivating the intellectual skills of youthful children. This is the more reason why
scholars advocate that ECE emphasises the use of playful pedagogy especially one
that uses indigenous games that are familiar to the learners (Nxumalo & Mncube,
2019). Through play, children should acquire information and skills that are crucial to

their cognitive and social development.

Research has shown vividly that active play in children provides enormous benefits
that are necessary for cognitive development (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022; Tachie &
Galawe, 2021). Madondo and Tsikira (2022) have identified the benefits of active
play as including learning new vocabulary, problem solving, decision-making, critical
thinking and imagination. According to Parker et al. (2022) play is hugely influential
in the development of a child as it helps in “fostering speech development, cognitive
processing, self-awareness and self-regulation” (p. 1). It is also known to heavily
support socio-emotional learning, creative thinking, global competence, innovation

and physical development as a measure of holistic skills development in children.

Since play is sometimes a “complex and difficult [phenomenon]” to define (Parker et
al., 2022, p. 2), it gives room to anti-play-based learning advocates to contest the
very essence of learning that is assumed to take place in ECE classrooms where
this approach is used (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022). Some scholars argue that play
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remains a “non-serious and non-work-related”, and as such cannot yield good results
in schools where teachers are “accustomed to more rigid curricula structures and
attainment targets” (Parker et al., 2022, p. 2). According to Parker et al. (2022), play
is said by anti-play-based learning advocates to only promote fun and enjoyment for
learners. However, it is important to state that play is only considered non-serious
and non-work-related when the teachers exhibit extreme limitations in its application

in their day-to-day teaching processes.

As shown by Lungu and Matafwali (2020), most ECE centres in Zambia are
preoccupied with activities that seem to foster cognitive development and are usually
summarised into literacy and numeracy skills development through didactic teaching
approaches. In fact, Munsaka and Kalinde (2017), also argue that parents equally
measure positive child development if they notice that their child can read and write
without difficulty as soon as they enroll in preschool. In addition, children are also
able to decontextualise the meaning of something by clearly treating substitute
objects as real objects (Parker et al., 2022) during play thereby showing their level of
cognition. This is seen in children’s use of any object around them as though it were
a car without allowing any external realities to hinder their play (Munsaka & Kalinde,
2017). This push for children to acquire cognitive skills such as reading and writing at
all costs without allowing play to take its course has serious ramifications on the
development of children. This study does not support educators and scholars who
argue for conventional teaching approaches that discourage learning through play
approaches. This is because the values of play and learning in children are highly
appreciated by the researcher.

To show that children are not only stimulated by Western or Eurocentric play
materials (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022; Moloi et al., 2021) such as video games,
puzzles, brain teasers among others, traditional games (Tachie & Galawe, 2021) can
enhance cognitive development as well. The games of chiyato, pada and nsolo, for
instance, presented earlier in this chapter show that children who engage in these
types of traditional games significantly improve their cognitive skills. The researchers
agree that traditional games such as the ones stated above involve high level use of

numbers, counting, measuring and balancing as the games are played. Also vital in

64



these games are accuracy and consistency which are highly cognitive in nature and

promoted in this study.

The evidence that has been presented above has shown that traditional games can
indeed enhance the development of cognitive skills in children of preschool age if
well applied. Scholars such as Lungu and Matafwali (2020b), Moloi et al. (2021),
Madondo and Tsikira (2022), as well as Munsaka and Kalinde (2017) have given
strong evidence and guidance on what games to play and how the games can bring
about cognitive development. As Munsaka and Kalinde (2017, p. 66) suggest, it is
the role of a teacher to look at the environment he or she is working in and use
appropriate games that are known to the learners of that locality. It would be unfair to
children of affluent communities to be subjected to traditional games that would be
unfamiliar to them when they are more familiar with computer games and puzzles
(Madondo & Tsikira, 2022). The same is true of rural children such as those in
Chibombo District who might not have access to Television and later required to play
computer games as shown by children of rural Zimbabwe studied by Madondo and
Tsikira (2022). Traditional games would, therefore, be appropriated for learners in
rural areas as they are familiar with such games in their community from childhood.
Since traditional games are played physically, they also support the development of
physical skills in children as shown in the proceeding section.

2.5 TRADITIONAL GAMES: PHYSICAL SKILLS DEVELOPMENT

Traditional games have a strong connection to the development of physical skills in
children (Smith, 2017). Tatira (2014, p. 156) discovered that children enjoy play that
involves games that have an aspect of performance and entertainment. It is further
argued that games such as traditional Shona games (Tatira, 2014) bring out
important aspects of life that sharpen cognition, including the physical fithess of the
children. As children engage in various forms of play, they develop both fine and

gross motor skills that are useful for daily activities.

Munsaka and Kalinde (2017, p. 52) have shown how play in its many forms allows
children to integrate different types of learning. Children work with peers and adults
in the classroom and outdoors in active play which enables learners to develop

increased strength and dexterity which is required for more complex activities. A
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child’s development of physical skills — gross motor and fine motor skills - helps build
confidence and self-concept in children (Matafwali & Mofu, 2023). Traditional games
therefore play a pivotal role in fostering physical development as most of them
require physical activities to play them. As such, traditional games are very ideal for
rural areas and poor urban communities that cannot afford to buy play equipment
such as swings and Mary-go-round that are in contrast to local games such as wider,
pada and skipping that are free of charge (Madondo & Tsikira, 2022).

Ejuu (2019) discusses indigenous games that Ugandan children play and are of no
financial cost to the communities. The indigenous games discussed by Ejuu (2019)
are heavily connected to Nsamenang’s (2013) sociogenic process, that guide the
expectations of the community from children’s developmental stages through cultural
tasks suggested by scholars such as Kejo (2017), and Robertson (2016). Traditional
games such as sokoto (like American baseball) and changachanga (a game of
running and sneaking on the pitch to avoid being touched by opponents) (Ejuu,
2019) help children to be actively engaged in physical play that strengthens their
muscles and fitness. This study therefore advocates for indigenous games due to
their ability to not only develop cognitive, linguistic and social skills, but rather, their

ability to build fine and gross motor skills in children.

Since the game of changachanga involves running and sneaking on the pitch from
one end to another to avoid being caught by opponents, it helps learners build
physical strength which can be used for other activities of life and schooling.
According to Ejuu (2019, p. 321), “physical agility is taught through running” as fast
as possible while being careful not to be caught or trapped by the opposing team.
Children playing this game learn tactics of dodging, sneaking, distracting or jumping
in order to escape the opposing team (Ejuu, 2019). This teaches children to prepare
and be ready to escape any life-threatening situation such as abduction and harm in

their playing environment or school, which | support as well.

In the traditional game of sokoto like American baseball mentioned earlier by Ejuu
(2019, p. 321), “an individual player competes against other individuals in a group”.
In this game, Ejuu (2019) gives details of how it is played, including the required
instruments. Ejuu (2019) further indicates that two sticks (1-metre-long batting stick
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and 4cm stick sharpened at both ends) are needed. The shorter stick is placed
across at the end of a channel-shaped hole carved in the ground and hurled away
using a longer stick. While one player stands on the starting side of play, other
players stand at a distance in front of the person hurling the short stick and must
make serious attempts to catch the stick before it lands on the ground. If the other
players standing in front of the one hurling the short stick catch it, t