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Research Topic: How pretend play can develop language skills for children in early years 
Literature review 
Pretend play is important for early years children as it can help them develop many skills on their own such as communication, listening and understanding and overall language skills (National Literacy Trust 2024). This is due to pretend play naturally creating situations where interactions with peers is required as well getting children to use their imagination (Keough 2024). Developing language skills is necessary as it affects social skills and relationships as a key requirement of socialising is good communication, it also affects confidence and development in literacy which can impact future academics (Wieczorek et al. 2025). Social interactions between children are one of the best methods for children to develop their language skills. Pretend play can help children practise their language skills in a realistic manner even if the situations are imaginary and they are in pretend roles (Nat et al. 2026).
Young children that participated in more complex or high-quality pretend play typically showed greater social skills, such as improved peer interaction and communication. A study done by Smits-van der Nat et al. (2024) discovered a stronger correlation between children's social competency and the quality of their pretend play than with the quantity of time they spent playing. However, it is clarified that it was challenging to demonstrate that pretend play directly led to improvements in social competence because the majority of the studies employed cross-sectional methodologies so the children were studied at a single point in time and not at any further points in time which could have potentially shown improvements in social interactions. Smits-van der Nat et al. (2024) overall conclusion was that, although additional long-term research is required, pretend play is a crucial aspect of early childhood development and may help children's social and communication ability.
Communication and language are one of the core elements of the early years foundation stage framework making it very important for practitioners to implement pretend play into the activities that are provided (DfE 2025). Practitioners should provide materials to encourage pretend play such as toy kitchens and dolls, cosplay outfits like doctor, police, firefighter uniform etc. and craft materials for children to create their own pretend play and use their imagination. Practitioners are expected to model pretend play to introduce these scenarios and community roles as language skills are influenced by the behaviours adults promote (Gibson et al. 2021); an example of this could be the practitioner role playing a doctor and examining the child and then switch roles and encourage the child to be the doctor and the practitioner or another child be the patient. 
Lve Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory supports the importance of pretend play for the development of language skills as he asserted that cognitive growth is done through social contexts (Lockman and Tamis-LeMonda 2021). Within his theory language is on of the essential mediating tools as it is the bridge for social communication and interactions and is the core for individual opinions and thoughts which is something that is required for pretend play making pretend play a key mediator for language development (Intikhab Ahmed Panhwar et al. 2025).
Pretend play and developing language is a key element of early years practice since most early year settings use approaches that involve play-led sessions as a learning tool (Riska Sitorus et al. 2025). Practitioners create environments for play to encourage children to speak to other children, express their thoughts and ideas and develop their vocabulary as they will pick on words and phrases they have not heard of before from other children as well as practitioners (National Literacy Trust 2024b). Pretend play is heavily linked to the development of children’s communication and language development, their creativity skills and social and emotional development which is usually developed in early years practise and practitioners are usually responsible for supporting children’s development and skills (Whitebread et al. 2019).
Lillard et al. (2013) looked at the potential effects of pretend play on language development, creativity, problem solving skills, social skills, emotional awareness, and cognitive abilities. The researchers discovered that while numerous studies indicate that pretend play is associated with favourable developmental outcomes, there is insufficient solid evidence to demonstrate that pretend play actually contributes to these gains. Lillard et al. (2013) contended that other elements, such as supportive people and learning environments, may also contribute to children's development because there was conflicting evidence, particularly with regard to language development and social skills. Overall, pretend play is beneficial for young children, but further extensive studies are required to completely comprehend its effects on development for language skills (Lillard et al. 2013). 
Paes and Ellefson (2018) investigated how pretend play can help young children, especially those who use English as a second language (EAL), enhance their language skills. According to Paes and Ellefson (2018), pretend play allows kids to practise communication skills through role-playing, storytelling, social engagement, and creative scenarios. The researchers emphasised that pretend play fosters early literacy skills, vocabulary growth, and phonological awareness, which are key elements for future reading and academic success. A pretend play intervention for kids between the ages of four and five was also included in the article. The intervention incorporated role-playing exercises using story-related props with group storybook reading. Before engaging in pretend play activities, children learned vocabulary and phonological awareness skills including rhyming and sound identification during the sessions. By posing questions, modelling language, and promoting more imaginative play, teachers helped the kids learn. According to the research, pretend play can help kids develop their language skills by enabling them to use language in relevant social situations. The article came to the conclusion that including pretend play into early childhood education can serve the learning objectives of the Early Years Foundation Stage framework while also fostering the development of social, literacy, and communication skills (Paes and Ellefson 2018).

Methodological considerations
There are a few different ways others do research on the impact of pretend play on language skills. A common investigation method is observations, during sessions while children are pretend playing, the researcher could record a number of different things such as what children pick to role play, the conversations children heave deciding what to do and while they are role playing, the number of words they use, any interesting words or phrases they say, how many children are socially interactive and how many aren’t and how adults are supporting the children (Veraksa et al. 2025). Another way of investigating could be interviews, where researcher could interview a few different people such as practitioners and parents on their thoughts on pretend play and whether they think it makes an impact on the children’s language development and what aspects of it makes the most impact and how it changes the way children communicate (DeCosta et al. 2023). The researcher could also interview children as well although this may be more difficult as it depends on the child’s age and the interview questions would have to be in a child friendly way and answers received from children would not be detailed, the accuracy of the child’s answers could be questioned too as they may not tell the truth and say what they think is expected of them (Wylie et al. 2021). 
By reviewing the literature, researchers can also look into how language is developed through pretend play. A literature review entails reading, evaluating, and contrasting current scholarly sources, including books, journal articles, government papers, and earlier studies on pretend play and early language development (Paré and Kitsiou 2017). To make sure the data is current, pertinent, and not out of date, researchers typically choose sources that have been published within a fair amount of time. Researchers might find recurring themes, trends, hypotheses, and gaps in the body of current research by examining a variety of sources (Wickham 2020). Because literature reviews don't directly involve children or vulnerable people, they are regarded as a more ethical study strategy. In addition to avoiding problems like safeguarding concerns, confidentiality hazards, or interference with children's regular routines, this lowers the possibility of causing physical, emotional, or psychological harm (Serim-Yildiz et al. 2026). For small-scale research efforts, literature reviews are also more manageable and less time-consuming while yet offering important data from a variety of earlier investigations (Heath et al. 2021). One drawback, though, is that instead of gathering their own primary evidence, researchers are depending on secondary data, so the results are dependent on the calibre and dependability of previously published studies so the literature review may not directly answer the chosen research topic of whether pretend play influences language skill development (Tripathy 2013). Another research technique for examining the contribution of pretend play on preschoolers' language development is the use of questionnaires.
In order to collect data on children's speech, social interaction, and pretend play behaviours, researchers may send out questionnaires to parents or early childhood educator and practitioners. Closed questions, like rating scales, and open-ended questions, which require more in-depth answers, are frequently seen in questionnaires (Ranganathan and Caduff 2023). Example questions could be, ‘on a scale of 1-10 how well do you think pretend play improves children vocabular’ or ‘do you think pretend play develops children’s social skills/communication? And if yes, why?’. Questionnaires have the advantage of being quick, affordable, and enabling researchers to quickly get data from several individuals. Additionally, they can offer quantitative information that is simple to compare and evaluate (Mcleod 2023). But questionnaires are not without their limits, because participants could misinterpret questions or give socially acceptable replies, responses might not always be correct (Ranganathan and Caduff 2023). Furthermore, researchers must rely on the opinions of adults rather than speaking with children directly, and surveys may not offer as much detail as observations or interviews due to not being in direct contact with children although it is more ethical than doing observations (Hunleth et al. 2022).
Research by Kızıldere et al. (2020) on how children develop their pretend play and language skills, the research method they used was observations of the same children over a long period of time to monitor how their language skills develop through pretend play. The researchers investigated 119 children ages 3-5 years old at two different points in time, with a year apart from each date. Kızıldere et al. (2020) assessed language skills by measuring the vocabulary that has been repeated and how complex their speech was. The data collected was quantitative as Kızıldere et al. (2020) was measuring and scoring and then used statistical analysis to identify the correlation between pretend play and development of language skills. Overall, it was found that early years children’s language development and pretend play are closely related. Children were more likely to participate in sophisticated pretend play, such as role play, symbolic play, and imaginative situations, if they showed stronger language skills, such as larger vocabularies and improved narrative ability. Additionally, because pretend play and narrative language both entail organising concepts, seeing scenarios, and interacting with people, the researchers discovered a substantial correlation between the two. Since the study was carried out over time, the researchers were able to determine that certain pretend play skills were associated with later language development, indicating that pretend play may aid in the development of future communication skills. The study found that giving young children the chance to engage in imaginative play could help them develop their language and communication skills.
The chosen research method for this will be observations as it will allow for a deep insight into the natural behaviours of children in situations and scenarios they create, observations will also be useful as interviews would not give the same detail since an interview would most likely be from an adult’s perspective as children would struggle to answer questions in depth (Dahl and Turiel 2019). Observations can provide a detailed account of social interactions and pretend play, and nothing will be missed out of everything that is required is noted down. However the limitations for observations is that if children know that they are being observed they may act differently due to being under pressure or wanted to at the best they possibly can in front of an adult (Lee and Song 2024), observations can also be time consuming as a whole day of different pretend plays would need to be observed to ensure a fair accurate test is done as well as doing it long enough to see different types of interactions as some children take longer to ease up (Watson and Fawcett 2016). Another limitation is that the interpretation of children’s language skills and the analysis could subjective and biased, so to counterattack that a weighted score system could be used when noting down the children’s observations. For example, an observation checklist can be used and every time a child does something on the list while pretend playing, a point could be added to the child’s overall score.
An example observation checklist could be:
· Complex language used
· Role playing a character
· Speaking to another child or adult during the pretend play
· Questions asked
· Being able to respond to questions asked to them
· Telling a story
· Explaining their role play to other children or adults
· Involving and inviting other children or adults
· Making use of the materials and equipment provided
· Being imaginative
The chosen sample size will be of 10 children aged 3-5 at a creche session during normal play sessions to ensure children are in their natural state and will not change their behaviour if they are in an unfamiliar environment. A sample size of 10 children has been chosen due to the small size allowing for detailed observations to be done since observing too many children may be difficult and not all actions of the children can be noted, however it is still enough to identify any correlations between pretend play and the development of language skills. In addition to being easier to handle within the research project's time constraints, observing a smaller group enables more close attention to each child's interactions and communication. Children between the ages of three and five have been selected since this developmental stage is crucial for both language learning and pretend play (LYYTINEN 1991). Children frequently participate in imaginative role play, storytelling, and social contact during these formative years, all of which support language and communication development (Feldman 2019). Pretend play is very prevalent and developmentally important during the early years, making this age group significant and relevant to the study's objectives. 
For this study, quantitative research was selected because it makes it possible to assess and compare language and pretend play in an organised and impartial manner. It is feasible to track how frequently children exhibit particular behaviours during pretend play, such as communication, storytelling, vocabulary use, and role play, using quantitative techniques like observation checklists and scoring systems (Rothstein et al. 2021b). This method makes it easier to spot trends and compare children's outcomes. For this topic, quantitative research was thought to be more appropriate than qualitative research since it offers quantifiable data that can be methodically evaluated, reducing researcher bias and enhancing reliability (Leung 2015). It is also helpful when monitoring young children, who might have trouble vocally expressing their ideas and experiences in conversations.
Using many research methods, sources, or types of data in a study to increase the validity, reliability, and correctness of the results is known as triangulation. Triangulation is a technique that can be used by researchers to evaluate data gathered in various different ways to determine whether comparable outcomes are discovered (Valencia 2022). For instance, a researcher might incorporate questionnaires, interviews, and observations into one study. By obtaining data from several different viewpoints, triangulation aims to lessen researcher biased views and feelings and increase the reliability in the findings (Carter et al. 2014). Since this research study primarily focuses on gathering quantitative data through structured observations and observation checklists during pretend play sessions, triangulation was deemed unnecessary for this research topic. It is possible to measure behaviours related to language development uniformly across all participants by using a single, unambiguous procedure. Using extra techniques like surveys or interviews might have made the research more challenging to manage because of the project's time constraints and small sample size. However, by integrating observation data with practitioner or parent opinions of children's language development and pretend play experiences, triangulation may offer a deeper understanding of the subject in future research.
Ethical considerations 
Using observations of children's pretend play as a method of research can raise the notion of several important ethical considerations. It must be ensured that the study is carried out in such way that protects the child's privacy, wellbeing, and all the rights of a child, this is observed and is guaranteed by the researchers. Ethical practice is highly important in early years research, since young children are considered to be a highly vulnerable group (UK Research and Innovation 2023).
Gaining informed consent is one key ethical consideration, consent just be obtained before observing a child, and taken from their parents or guardian. However, that is not enough alone, a strong issue of consent is required from the child themselves. Since young children cannot express themselves verbally to give refusal to participation, the researcher must pay close attention to the behaviour and body language carefully (Shah et al. 2024). For example, if the child becomes withdrawn, and starts avoiding the researcher it may indicate that they do not wish to participate so they should be withdrawn from the study. Additionally, participants or parents of participants will be free to leave the study at any moment without facing any repercussions (Gordon and Prohaska 2006). The goal of the study is to watch children engage in normal pretend play behaviours without upsetting, embarrassing, or stressing them. It should be a non-intrusive, seamless investigation, allowing children to play as they would usually, and without any pressure.
Researchers should also avoid using children’s real names in anything they note down. Labelling the children as numbers or clear pseudonyms should be used instead. Any details that can reveal identification to the child, the nursery itself, or their family should not be noted. This is important because children can express their family situations, and personal experiences through play. So therefore, confidentiality and anonymity must be protected (Askari et al. 2024).
Observing pretend play in children is usually a low-risk study since it takes place in a familiar environment, from an ethics standpoint, all measures should still be taken to reducing risk and harm. The researchers must ensure them being there does not disrupt the child's emotional security and routines. Bias must also be reduced by remaining objective and take thorough records of their observations to avoid making conclusions without factual support (NSPCC 2023).
The UK data protection act and General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) must be adhered to, by storing data securely under ethical guidelines. Everything should be password protected, such as notes, audio recordings and videos. And should also be accessed only by authorised personnel (UK Government 2025). The data will first be input into excel and then one drive and once the data has been analysed the data will be deleted to ensure the data does not get leaked anywhere or anyone else accesses it.
One of the main principles of research is to "do no harm," which means that participation in the study should not cause participants any physical, psychological, emotional, or social harm (Buchanan and Warwick 2021). Since children are seen as a vulnerable group, ethical questions are especially crucial because this study covers young children between the ages of three and five. Therefore, in order to guarantee the safety, welfare, and rights of every participant during the study, this research project will adhere to the ethical standards established by the British Educational Research Association and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David ethical framework.
Safeguarding protocols must always be adhered to because the research involves children. Any safeguarding issues found throughout the study must be reported in accordance with the setting's safeguarding policy, and the researcher must make sure that all interactions remain appropriate and professional (Department for Education 2023). Assuming anything or categorising kids unfavourably because of their language skills or play behaviours must be refrained from doing. To prevent unjust judgement or stereotyping, all observations should be courteous and objective as this is what will make the research a fairer observation and study (Al-Hendawi et al. 2025).
Because young children are seen as a vulnerable group and could not completely comprehend the research process, ethical considerations are especially crucial in early years research. Therefore, it is the duty of researchers to safeguard children's rights, privacy, dignity, and well-being during the study.
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