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Abstract. This study investigated the effect of three play strategies on academic performance of low
achieving Basic 1 pupils in primary schools in Oyo State, Nigeria. A quasi-experimental research
design using pretest, posttest, control group was adopted where pupils screened to have low achieve-
ment scores were selected from schools randomly assigned to treatment groups. Participants met on
different treatment strategies for eight weeks of two contact hours each. Academic performance was
assessed before and after treatment with data analysed using Analysis of Covariance. Results indi-
cated that the three play strategies are effective in improving pupils’ academic performance (F 3 124)
= 310.566; p <0.05). Based on the findings, it was recommended that any of the play strategies could
be effectively utilized in improving the academic performance of low achieving pupils.

Keywords: Teacher mediation in play, Mixed-sex play, Gender-segregation in play, Academic
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Introduction

Primary education is the basic and fundamental level in the Nigerian educational system. This is the
framework on which the structure of the secondary and tertiary educational levels is built. A very strong
foundation for the super structure has therefore been advocated. Despite the fact that learning is not
limited to the cognitive aspect of education alone, academic performance of pupils is a major yardstick
with which the achievement of educational goals is measured. Academic achievement of pupils at the
primary educational level is therefore of importance. Efforts are therefore required to make certain that
no pupil is left behind by ensuring that low achieving pupils are assisted to perform at maximal level.
Play has been identified as a veritable tool in early childhood education (Shoaga, 2011). Play is an
activity that is universally engaged in at the childhood stage and as a result cannot be overlooked (Barbu,
Cabanes, & Le Maner-ldrissi, 2011; Goncii & Gaskins, 2007).

Research and recommendations from professional organisations like National Association for the
Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and the National Association of Elementary School Principals
(NAESP) revealed that with the help of playful learning, the child’s confidence can be reinforced. Play
is an active, adventurous and communicative way by which things are done but all the same enjoyable
as play is exciting and full of fun. Play such as make-believe or role play, playing games with rules as
well as engaging in resourceful outdoor play have all been identified to enhance knowledge, promote
positive attitudes toward learning and schooling as well as improve skills. Play has also been identified
to help children who have issues with self-regulation become improved and able to control their emo-
tions, behaviour and ideas. The teachers’ role in incorporating play activities that are well conformed to
the educational standards set, help in promoting positive outcomes for the children. However, play
serves as a pathway through which learning is achievable (NGA Center & CCSSO, 2010).

It has been observed that children benefit from play therapy because it is developmentally appropriate
(Stutey & Wubbolding, 2018; VVan Horne, Post, & Phipps, 2018) and it allows children to speak in their
native language of play (Stutey & Wubbolding, 2018). Play therapies have been implemented on chil-
dren with autism spectrum disorder (Guest & Ohrt, 2018), trauma (Gonzalez & Bell, 2016; Guest &
Ohrt, 2018; Olson-Maorrison, 2017), maladaptive perfectionism and anxiety (Akay & Bratton, 2017),
high disruptive behaviour (Cochran & Cochran, 2017; Ritzi, Ray, & Schumann, 2017), Attention-
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Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (Robinson, Simpson, &Hott, 2017), behavioural difficulties
(Winburn, Gilstrap, & Perryman, 2017) and externalizing behaviour and poor social skills (Meany-
Walen & Teeling, 2016).

Play therapies and strategies have been utilized to treat various psychological issues. For example,
using play therapy in treating chronic illnesses in childhood has the potential to promote children’s
development, increase self-control, and enhance a healthy parent-child affiliation which serves as the
bases for future health behaviours (Palmer, Pratt, & Goodway, 2017).

Play and games are significant in promoting learning and fostering development (Pui-Wah, 2010;
Pui-Wah & Stimpson, 2004). The justification for advocating for play lies in its manifold educational
benefits which include cognitive, emotional, physical and social advantages (Bergen, 2009; Meadows,
2014; Wood & Attfield, 2005). In the same vein, play provides rewarding learning opportunities for
children. Play affords adults to learn about children and their educational needs. Within the school con-
text, it means that teachers are able to understand where children, locate where they are both in their
learning and general development. This in turn provides educators with initial position for advancing
new learning in both the affective and cognitive domains (Moyles, 2010).

Learning through playing can be observed from children’s capacity to gain knowledge from using a
diversity of approaches, such as conceptualizing, reasoning and problem solving (Bransford, Brown, &
Cocking, 2000). Play offers several potentials for the development of strategies, especially when chil-
dren are encouraged to assume the position of expert. When assuming the role of expert, it is the belief
of children that they are at liberty to operate in accordance to their desires and understanding and they
are expected to thrive in their actions. Researchers (e.g. Hyvonen, 2011; Hyvonen & Kangas, 2010)
have noted that children appear to conceptually understand the essentials of suitable approaches. Chil-
dren can generate and solve problems as they seek original challenges (Bransford et al., 2000); they
expectedly do same so as to naturally advance learning in play (Hyvonen, 2008, Hyvonen & Kangas,
2007, 2010).

Learning through play also lies in embodiment, where the entire body is involved in play as well as
in learning processes. Embodiment is the process of combining a variety of physical actions with higher
cognitive activities like perceiving, reasoning, reflecting and thinking (Price & Rogers, 2004). Physical-
ity is seen as being significant for children’s wellbeing and academic attainment; for that reason, it is
suggested that physical approaches to learning be made applicable across the curriculum (DuBose et al.,
2008). Learning through play therefore, is not purely a cognitive but includes cultural, emotional, phys-
ical and social processes (Hyvonen, 2008).

Existing body of knowledge supports the various connections between play, learning and develop-
ment. Nonetheless, researchers indicate the lack of play and playful techniques in schools and early
childhood education (Bergen, 2009; Pui-Wah, 2010) especially when it is observed that there is a poor
integration of play to the curriculum (Lord & McFarland, 2010). With the insufficient integration, the
act of learning has far been much more of the focal point than the purpose of learning thus emphasis has
been on how children play rather than what they learn (Pramling-Samuelson & Carlsson, 2008).

The quality of play has always been put to question by researchers (Bergen, 2002; Hujala, Helenius,
& Hyvonen, 2010) and the prospects for playful learning atmosphere that have been not been achieved
(Maynard & Waters, 2007; Price & Rogers, 2004). Teachers’ epistemologies of play constitute a major
reason for both of these issues. Teachers mostly comprehend play and learning as dichotomous concep-
tions which are complicated to incorporate, either in practice or in thinking. Play therefore is often
recognized more as a mechanical, teacher-led activity. Teachers require innovative understanding and
insight for play and learning, since simply increasing possibilities for play in the classroom is not suffi-
cient in enhancing play and learning (Pui-Wah & Stimpson, 2004). New insight is required to relate
teachers’ pedagogical knowledge to play-based teaching, something which is currently limited. Teach-
ers’ pedagogical views about how they implement play are essentials as well (Hyvonen, 2011). If the
function of play in elementary school is to be understood, one must comprehend and note how play
activities are being organized, understanding of teachers’ roles, when and how play should be organized
as well as the groupings of sex of the participants should be of great concern to executors of play in any
school setting.

It is well established that a positive teacher-pupil relationship in any school activity or programme is
a developmental asset for children from pre-school to high school (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Crosnoe, John-
son & Elder, 2004; Hughes & Kwok, 2006) pupils whose relationships with teacher are characterized
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by greater closeness, lower levels of aggression, truancy, less conflict and other behaviour problems
(Birch & Ladd, 1998; Hughes & Kwok, 2006; Silver, Measelle, Armstrong, & Essex, 2005). They also
achieve at higher levels academically. More importantly, the quality of teacher-mediation or relation-
ship in pupils’ activities in the early grades has connotation for the future children’s academic, behav-
ioural, and social consequences (Hughes, Cavell & Willson, 2001; Hughes & Kwok, 2006; Ladd &
Burgess, 2001; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004).

The teacher stands as an affectionate and loving personality for little children, such that a safe, close
and sound bond with the teacher (Hughes & Kwok, 2006) especially during play or classroom learning
activities enables children to cope better with social and academic challenges in pre-school and the early
elementary grades (Hughes & Kwok, 2006; van ljzendoorn, Sagi, & Lambermon, 1992). Thus a child’s
social interaction with teacher inside and outside the classrooms, academic motivation, and academic
achievement constitute a shared and vibrant process by which early school experiences of children affect
their long term social and academic adjustment (Hughes & Kwok, 2006; Perry & Weinstein, 1998).

Strong and stable evidences are lacking about the benefits of single-sex, or mixed-sex schooling.
Nonetheless, a promising discovery is that the effects of single-sex or mixed-sex school on educational
achievement cannot be appraised in a vacuum exclusive of the consideration of the socio-cultural con-
text of the school. All the same, several promoters of co-educational schools are of the opinion that
mixed-sex schools are indispensable to the extent that girls and boys can gain knowledge by living and
working together. The common argument is that schools should reproduce life situations especially out-
of-school life. The society in the real sense of it is mixed; hence schools should also be co-educational
(Smithers & Robinson, 2006).

Little facts exist on the long term social outcomes of mixed-sex and single-sex education. Available
evidence reveals that there are no steady dissimilarities in the development of boys and girls in both-
mixed-sex and single-sex educational school types. There are convincing indications suggesting that
there are no compelling distinction between students who attend co-educational compared to those who
attend single-sex schools when ease of social adjustment to school life is considered (Bijlani & Utreja,
2016; Datnow & Hubbard, 2002).

Single-sex or single-gender or game-sex group is the same with gender-segregation (Kessels & Han-
nover, 2008). Studies have reported that single-sex classrooms and schools are linked to less gender
stereotyped academic attitudes (e.g. Kessels & Hannover, 2008; Stables, 1990). For example, findings
support that for self-concept of academic abilities, Mixed-Sex School (MSS) and Single-Sex School
(SSS) although male students had more positive mathematics and science attitudes whereas female stu-
dents had more positive attitudes about English. Single-sex school was linked to smaller gender gaps in
these attitudes (Sullivan, 2009).Gender segregation is a pervasive but predominant same-sex
grouping with readily obvious feature of children's playgroups (Serbin, Molla, Gulko, Powlishta,
& Colburne, 1994).

Two lines of analysis have been used by supporters of Single-Sex School (SSS) in supporting (SSS).
The first is that male and female students have expressively diverse learning techniques which are
grounded in the physiological and structural distinctions in the brains of boys and girls which require
different learning environment (Else-Quest & Peterca, 2015; James, 2009; Sax, 2006).

Evidence from neuroscience research concludes that there are few reliable differences between brains
of boys and girls relevant to education and learning (Elliot, 2011). Likewise, it has been sustained that
SSS reduces sexual disruption that arises from being in close proximity to or interrelating with members
of the opposite gender (Else-Quest &Peterca, 2015). There are arguments that teaching male and female
students in a same-sex situation develops the self-concept of their capability in school subjects which
are typically regarded as suitable for the other gender (Hoffman, Badgett, & Parker, 2008; Norfleet &
Richards, 2003). In a way, educating male and female students in separate spaces may allow them to
engage more liberally in subjects that are otherwise loaded with gender stereotypes (Else-Quest & Pe-
terca, 2015). Conversely, the abundance of SSS especially within the metropolitan schools has been
part of the larger movement towards improving academic performance of low-income students (Good-
kind, Shelbe, Joseph, Beers, & Pinsky, 2013; Mitchell & Stewart, 2003).

Variability in children’s gender-typed activity preferences have been investigated across numerous
preschool social contexts such as interactions with male peers, female peers, and both, solitary play, and
interactions with teachers. Children’s preferences for gender-typed activities differ by their own gender
and the identity of the partners they interact with. Female and male children have preference for gender-
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typed activities with female children having preferences for feminine activities while in solitary play but
activity preferences changed across social situations (Goble, Martin, Hanish, & Fabes, 2012).

With the array of empirical evidences on the benefits of play on various aspects of development and
learning, this study investigated the effect of teacher mediation in play, mixed-sex play and gender-
segregation in play significantly affected the academic performance of low achieving pupils. It was
hypothesized that there is no significant effect of teacher mediation in play, mixed-sex play and gender-
segregation in play significantly affected the academic performance of low achieving pupils.

Method

2.1 Design

This study adopted a pre-test, post-test, control group, quasi experimental research design. Four
treatment packages were employed in the study. These are:
(@) Teacher-mediation in play (TMP)
(b) Mixed-sex play (MSP)
(c) Gender-segregation in play (GSP)
(d) Conventional play style (method) (CPS)

2.2 Sample and Sampling Technique

There are thirty-three Local Government Areas in Oyo State. Four Local Governments Areas were
selected using simple random sampling technique. In each of the four (4) local government areas se-
lected, four (4) schools were selected using stratified random sampling technique, firstly along with the
school location i.e. rural and urban; secondly along with the school type or ownership i.e. public and
private. This list of schools according to school type and school location were collected from the local
inspectors of education (LIE)’s office of each local government area. One school each was selected for
urban-public, urban-private, rural-public and rural-private respectively. Therefore, papers were
wrapped with inscription “Yes or No’ and pupils will be asked to pick one. ‘Yes’ will be selected while
‘No’ will not. This was done to ascertain that all pupils will be represented. Meanwhile, 20 pupils in
each school were selected using stratified random sampling technique by sex which was 10 boys and 10
girls. This is because the population is heterogeneous. Therefore, the total number of 16 schools with
320 pupils was first sampled. The initial sample was administered with the Academic Performance Test
to determine those who are achieving low academically. From the results of pupils’ performance on the
test, a median cut of 12 was used to determine the low achieving pupils. Hence, the 129 pupils who
scored below the median score were screened to be low achieving and participated in the study

2.3 Instrument

Academic Performance Test

A 50-item multiple test in General Studies subject was developed by the researchers. The items
covered the expected curriculum to be mastered in General Studies subject. A table of specification was
drawn up for fifty (50) test items, while the cognitive domains measured were Knowledge and Compre-
hension, because of the pupils’ level of assimilation. Kuder-Richardson 20 (KR-20) was applied to the
scores in order to measure the internal consistency. This was done because it is being used to establish
reliability coefficient of dichotomously scored items such as multiple-choice items. However, twenty-
five (25) items were finally considered out of fifty (50) where the reliability coefficient level of 0.90
was obtained. The items with difficulty indices between 0.40 and 0.60 and with discriminating indices
of > 0.3 were finally selected and used.

Meanwhile, both pre-test and post-test were administered on the respondents before and after the
treatment. This was carried out to test the cognitive capability of the pupils on General Studies before
and at the expiration of the treatment to determine play effects on pupils’ academic performance.
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Table 1. Table of Specification

SIN Contents in General Studies Subject Area % Knowledge | Comprehension | Total
(60%) (40%) 100%
1 | Personal hygiene/cleaning of the environment 20% 06 05 04 01 10 06
2 | Identification of colours 20% 06 04 04 02 10 06
3 | Counting in child’s language of immediate environment 20% 06 02 04 01 1003
4 | Cultural heritage: dressing, language, occupation, andre- | 20% 06 04 04 02 10 06
spect, games, hairdo and music and dance

5 | Childs duties at home and school 20% 06 03 04 01 10 04
Total 3018 2007 50 25

The number of items by content and cognitive domain that were included in the final performance test are in

bold fonts

2.4 Procedure

Study procedure followed three phases:

Phase One: This entails pre-treatment session. Researchers visited the schools selected for the
study. The authority of each school was contacted before permission was obtained. Then, the research-
ers sought for the consent of the primary | teachers of all selected schools to serve as research assistants.
Through the teachers in selected classes, a short note of permission letter was sent to the parents of the
pupils. Researchers with other research assistants then agreed on the central venue used as a meeting
place to discuss on their interactions with the pupils. There was briefing on the activities such as pre-
test and post-test administration, and treatment packages administered on the participants. During pre-
test session, participants were subjected to pre-test to determine their entry behaviour.

Phase Two: Treatments. This phase was devoted to the treatment proper and it lasted six weeks.
Participants were exposed to treatment packages totalling six play activities for each treatment package.
Then the control group was exposed to different play activities as determined by them. No placebo was
rendered in this regard since they were familiar with the existing practices. Then, throughout each of
the selected four schools in all four local government areas; similar treatments were given without dis-
traction of any other different groups within the same school vicinity.

Phase Three: Post treatments. At the end of the intervention, post-test administration of the
Achievement Test was conducted. Participants were debriefed, appreciated and commended.

2.5 Method of Data Analysis

Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) was used to analyse the data. Results were also tested at 0.05
level of significance.

Results

3.1 Preliminary Analysis of Data

Descriptive statistics of mean, standard error and confidence internal were determined as shown in
Table 2.
Table 2.Mean, Standard Error and Confidence Interval
of Posttest Academic Performance Scores Grand Mean = 19.172

95% Confidence Interval
[Treatment Group N Mean |Std. Error | Lower Bound | Upper Bound
[Teacher-mediation in play 31 | 22.530% 0.361 21.816 23.245
Mixed-sex play 27 | 22.8932 0.387 22.127 23.660
Gender-segregation in play 42 | 21.827 0.311 21.211 22.443
Control 29 9.438% 0.373 8.700 10.176

a. Pretest academic performance appearing as covariates in the model was evaluated at 9.8837.
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The results in Table 2 showed that the three experimental groups had mean scores well above the
grand mean of 19.172 as against the control group which had a mean score of 9.438found to be lower
than the grand mean score.

3.2 Hypothesis Testing

Table 3. Analysis of Covariance of Posttest Academic Performance

Source Type 11l Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Corrected Model 3761.573% 4 940.393 233.163 | 0.000
Intercept 487.637 1 487.637 120.906 | 0.000
PreAch 7.657 1 7.657 1.898 0.171
Treatment 3757.728 3 1252.576 310.566 | 0.000
Error 500.117 124 4.033
Total 52983.000 129
Corrected Total 4261.690 128

a. R Squared = .883 (Adjusted R Squared = .879)

Results in Table 3 showed that mean scores of participants were not significantly different at the pre
treatment. However, significant differences existed at the post treatment assessment (F (3124y = 310.566;
p<0.05). The hypothesis of no significant difference was rejected. In effect, teacher mediation in play,
mixed-sex play and gender-segregation in play significantly affected the academic performance of low
achieving pupils. To determine the direction of differences, the pairwise comparison was conducted as
reported in Table 4.

Table 4. Pairwise Comparisons of Posttest Academic Performance

95% Confidence Interval for
Mean Difference | Std. Error | Sig.? Difference®
[Treatment Group Treatment Group Lower Bound | Upper Bound
Teacher-mediation in play |Mixed-sex play -0.363 0.529 1.000 -1.780 1.055
Gender-segregation in play 0.703 0.477 0.860 -577 1.984
Control 13.092" 0.519 0.000 11.701 14.483
Mixed-sex play Teacher-mediation in play 0.363 0.529 1.000 -1.055 1.780
Gender-segregation in play 1.066 0.498 0.206 -.270 2.402
Control 13.455" 0.537 0.000 12.014 14.896
Gender-segregation in play [Teacher-mediation in play -0.703 0.477 0.860 -1.984 0.577
Mixed-sex play -1.066 0.498 0.206 -2.402 0.270
Control 12.389" 0.486 0.000 11.085 13.693
Control Teacher-mediation in play -13.092" 0.519 0.000 -14.483 -11.701
Mixed-sex play -13.455" 0.537 0.000 -14.896 -12.014
Gender-segregation in play -12.389" 0.486 0.000 -13.693 -11.085

Based on estimated marginal means
*. The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
b. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni.

The results in Table 4 revealed that each of the play strategies had significant effect on academic
performance of low achieving pupils, over and above the control group. Pupils in the mixed play group
had higher performance than those in the teacher mediation in play and gender-segregation in play in
that order. This result is graphically presented in Figure 1. Descriptive statistics of data showing mean
scores of treatment groups are as presented in Table 2.
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Fig. 1. Chart of the Treatment Effect on Pupils’ Academic Performance
Note: Pretest Academic performance appearing covariates in the model was evaluated at 9.8837.

Discussion

This study investigated the effect of teacher mediation in play, mixed-sex play and gender-segrega-
tion in play significantly affected the academic performance of low achieving pupils. Results indicated
that the three play strategies are effective and provided gains significantly over that of the conventional
method of teaching the pupils. This led to the rejection of the hypothesis that there is a significant effect
of teacher mediation in play, mixed-sex play and gender-segregation in play significantly affected the
academic performance of low achieving pupils.

It is not surprising that findings of this study revealed significant effect of the three play strategies
on pupils’ academic performance. In fact, it would have been amazing if the strategies were not effec-
tive. First, play has been recommended in the Nigeria National Policy on Education (FGN, 2013) as a
means of instruction for children in early childhood.

Play therapies have also been noted to be used because of the perceived effectiveness, given the fact
that play therapy is the most developmentally appropriate approach to elementary school-age children
(Van Horne et al.,2018).This indicated that the application of the treatments was so significant on the
academic performance of the participants. It could be deduced from the finding that play significantly
contributes to pupils’ academic performances. Therefore, teacher-mediation in play mixed-sex play and
gender-segregation in play should be applied or adopted as instruments of improving primary school
pupils’ academic performance. Therefore, the mean score ranging from the highest which was teacher-
mediation, followed by mixed-sex play group and lastly gender-segregation play group was so closed
but very wide from the control group. This result was in line with the work of (Lau, Higgins, Geifer,
Hong, & Miller, 2005) that teacher-mediation has been associated with positive social interaction that
could arouse pupils’ positive attitude to learning and schooling and finally improving their academic
performance if carefully introduced into pupils’ play activities in a school setting. It has been reiterated
that mixed-sex group play can provide a safe place for learning about similarities and differences across
gender and for the development of skills (Hanish & Fabes, 2014; Mabagala, 2016). Meanwhile gender-
segregation also plays important roles in pupils’ academic performance which was in line with the idea
of that both boys and girls have different experiences and learn skills, competencies and interest in their
interactions with same-sex peers (Fabes, Martins, & Hanish, 2003). However, this contradicts the idea
that the boys tend to incur harsh criticism when they cross gender lines to play with girls (Cook & Cook,
2009).

Conclusion

It was concluded that teacher mediation in play, mixed-sex play and gender-segregation in play are
effective play strategies for enhancing the academic performance of low achieving pupils in primary
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schools. It was also concluded that while the three strategies are effective and could be used in improving
the academic performance of pupils, the mixed-sex play strategy was more effective than either of
teacher mediation in play and gender-segregation in play strategies.

Recommendations

By the findings and conclusion of this study, mixed-sex play, teacher mediation in play, and gender-
segregation are good play strategies. The play strategies could be varied since it has been established
that inconsistency are observed in children’s gender-typed activity inclinations. It is therefore recom-
mended that for the improvement in academic performance of low achieving pupils, any of the play
strategies could be applied.

Further studies could be conducted on play strategies as implemented by public and private schools
to determine if there are differences in the structure and style of play strategies as they affect academic
performance of low achieving pupils.
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