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voices of practitioners

“Do You Want to See 
Something Goofy?”

Aaron Neimark

In the play-based preschool where I 
taught in San Francisco, one priority is fos-
tering children’s social development through 
play activities. It is never an easy task for 
children to play cooperatively without 
teachers’ assistance, but what kind of sup-
port should teachers offer?
  Looking back on my six years of teaching 
preschool and three years of teaching kinder-
garten in a public school, I reflected on how 
teachers can help children play together. My 
thoughts and questions led me to explore 
how children attempt to enter peer group 
play. Experience told me that the strategies 
a child uses to gain access to a group of chil-
dren playing together can affect the dynamics 
of the play and determine whether the child 
is accepted or rejected by the group.

Peer Culture in the 
Preschool Yard

Aaron Neimark, MA, teaches kindergarten at 
Dianne Feinstein Elementary Schoool in San 
Francisco, California. For the past 12 years, he 
has taught preschool and kindergarten, and he 
recently began conducting teacher research 
about children’s peer cultures and about reflec-
tive practice.
  Aaron thanks Professors Barbara Hender-
son, Daniel Meier, and Rebecca Kantor for their 
encouragement and guidance. He is indebted 
to the children, staff, directors, and parents at 
Buen Dia Family School who made his research 
possible.

Greg and Jamal are tossing their hats 
in the air, trying to get them stuck in 
the trees ond on top of the climbing 
structure. Edgar, who is also wearing a 
hat, joins in by throwing his hat up the 
slide. This activity goes on for about 
fifteen minutes, with the children com-
menting humorously about what their 
hats can do and frequently calling out, 
“Look at my hat!”

This article is a wonderful example of a 
teacher researcher looking carefully at the 
sometimes hard-to-see foundations and 
benefits of young children’s play. At a play-
based preschool, Aaron Neimark collected 
data on children’s invented games and looked 
closely at how the formation and playing out 
of the games reinforced the children’s sense 
of a social peer group. Over the course of 
three months, Aaron collected data on whom 
the children played with, their choice of 
games, and the manner and kind of materials 
and props they used. He was influenced by 
particular studies and ideas from the research 
literature on children’s play groups.
  If, in early childhood education, we are to 
return to seeing and valuing play as a true 
hallmark of excellent teaching, then we will 
need more teacher research studies like this 
one. Through the efforts of teacher researchers 
like Aaron, we can reclaim play as a founda-
tion for children’s growth and learning during 
their earliest school years.

— Daniel Meier 
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  This article is based on a teacher research project I conducted at the preschool 
in spring 2005 to examine the relationship between the peer culture in a preschool 
class and the children’s ability to gain access to the collaborative play of other chil-
dren in the school yard. At the same time I wanted to learn something new about my 
teaching. As part of the teacher research project, I examined how my teaching meth-
ods changed as I took into account the children’s peer culture. Thus, this study was 
also an action research project—a project involving teachers making changes in 
their practice based on what they discover through inquiry (Hatch 2002).
  I addressed three questions in the study:

• How do children attempt to gain access to collaborative play activities in the play 
yard on their own, without teacher assistance?

• How does a child’s understanding of the peer culture help him gain access to 
other children’s play?

• How can teachers intervene more effectively by learning about the children’s peer 
culture?

Peer culture knowledge and using a sociocultural perspective

  In my inquiry I used William Corsaro’s concept of peer culture to examine how 
children interact while playing outside in the yard (1985, 2003). Corsaro sees chil-
dren as active agents in making social meaning from their play. Through their play 

activities, children construct their own peer culture, which he 
defines as “a stable set of activities or routines, artifacts, val-
ues, and concerns that kids produce and share in interaction 
with one another” (Corsaro 2003, 37).
  The research of Rebecca Kantor and her colleagues also in-
fluenced my approaches and my research questions (Kantor,  
Elgas, & Fernie 1993; Fernie, Kantor, & Whaley 1995; Kantor 
& Fernie 2003). In their study of a preschool peer group, they 
found that peer culture was established by the children at the 
whole classroom level and in “several distinct, stable and en-
during friendship groups … each with its locally constructed 
peer culture patterns” (Kantor, Elgas, & Fernie 1993, 127).

  I used a sociocultural perspective to learn more about children’s peer cultures. 
Kantor and colleagues explain that “sociocultural researchers seek to understand 
different types of contexts … but distinctly define contexts as cultures; conse-
quently, social interactions are viewed as having cultural meanings and, in turn, the 
group culture is seen as framing ongoing interactions” (1993, 129). This approach is 
relevant to teachers as they help children improve their ability to join collaborative 
play and connect with one another during self-directed play.

Methods

Participants and data collection

  My main source of data was the children engaged in social play in the play yard 
and those attempting to join in others’ play activities. The study involved 30 chil-
dren ranging in age from 3 years and 3 months to 5 years and 2 months old. Most 
were from middle-class families, with 33% receiving some form of financial assistance. 

Through their play activities, children 
construct their own peer culture—
routines, values, and concerns that 
they produce and share in interaction 
with one another.
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Their ethnicities in-
cluded European Amer-
ican, Latino, African 
American, German/Pe-
ruvian American, Asian 
American, and Indian/
Pakistani American.
  The majority of the 
data was observations 
of the children’s in-
teractions with each 
other, collected dur-
ing outdoor play after 
lunch. The play yard 
has two climbing struc-
tures: one is  a jungle 
gym and the other is 
a large wooden struc-
ture with stairs, a slide, 
and a steering wheel. 
Toward the back of the 

yard, two tire swings are partially covered by vegetation encroaching from a neigh-
bor’s yard. There are also monkey bars and a small basketball hoop. The yard has 
areas of sand. When the children are outside in the yard, they may play in any part 
of the yard as long as they stay in observable areas. There are general rules for 
safety and to guide interactions, such as no hitting and asking others before touch-
ing something they are using.
  Over 10 weeks, I observed three times a week during the afternoons, after my 
work shift ended. Following the approaches of Corsaro and of Kantor and her col-
leagues, I noted the cultural processes going on between the children and the set-
ting, not solely individual children’s behavior.  I watched closely to see what activi-
ties the children were creating on their own, without teachers’ assistance. I wanted 
to understand the group dynamics 
and what rules they followed. For ex-
ample, I learned about the important 
role the children’s object use played.
  In addition to my formal observa-
tions of the outdoor play sessions, I 
also wrote down insights and infor-
mal observations while I was teach-
ing in the morning. I kept my obser-
vational journal handy to quickly jot 
down what I had seen. I also recorded my thoughts and questions in a reflective 
teaching journal. This helped me recognize how my research question changed as 
the study progressed. I wrote research memos adapted from my reflective journal. 
The memos included events that I thought to be noteworthy from my observations, 
such as how one child appealed to other children by placing a plastic cone on his 
head in the same way they were doing. During the time I was conducting my re-
search, I was also a graduate student at San Francisco State University. Colleagues 
in my university seminar and I frequently shared our research memos to gain other 
perspectives and to help clarify our own views.

DATA WERE COLLECTEd THROUGH

1.  Observations in the outdoor play yard

2.  Reflective teaching journal

3.  Research memos of noteworthy events 

I wanted to under-
stand the group 
dynamics and 
what rules the 
children followed.

yard photo 

cones

Courtesy of the author



�Aaron Neimark / Voices of Practitioners 9 (2008)

Photos courtesy of Buen Dia Family School



�Aaron Neimark / Voices of Practitioners 9 (2008)

Data analysis

  At the conclusion of the study, I had conducted thirty one observations of play ses-
sions. I read each observation shortly after collection and sorted them into catego-
ries based on the strategies children used when attempting to join a play group. As 
the study progressed I indexed my data to reveal the instances in which a child who 
was attempting to enter a play group demonstrated that she understood the way that 
particular peer group played and interacted. Children did this in different ways, and 
one such way was by using objects according to the roles assigned by the group.
  In analyzing the data, I looked for all of the incidences of object use and indexed 
them according to which play sessions they were from and under what circum-
stances the objects were used. I sometimes asked other teachers for their interpre-
tations of the data I had collected. I found this to be of the utmost importance, as 
they sometimes offered different perspectives on the same raw data. These voices 
proved helpful in my own understandings, and the teachers I consulted felt invest-
ed in the project as collaborators.
  I received some validation of my data analyses from discussions with other staff 
at the preschool and my colleagues at San Francisco State University. Because of 
the interpretive nature of the study, I found their input useful in helping me clari-
fy my perspectives and offer them in more realistic and insightful ways. When ex-
amples occurred that did not seem to fit my theoretical framework, discussion with 
others was extremely helpful in shedding light on some aspects of play.

Findings and discussion

  Two general findings stood out in the data. First, I learned that the ways that chil-
dren used objects in the yard was an important element in the peer culture of some 
of the play groups. In many instances, the children used the objects in “goofy” 

ways—creative and imaginative ways rather than the objects’ typical or 
expected uses. My findings about a locally constructed “goofy culture” 
became essential to my study of peer culture in the yard.
  Second, for some children it seemed to be more difficult to find ways 
to enter peer group play activities in the yard than in the classroom. Out-
door play can send ambiguous messages to children about what they are 
expected to do (Perry 2001). There are not always clear areas outdoors 
that define for children what or how they may play, unlike the art area, 
block area, or dress-up corner, which are usually found indoors. This is 
partly why many children in the preschool created such interesting and 
inventive games.
  I offer below brief descriptions of seven of the fourteen activities the 

children created that highlight peer culture play patterns. Then, I analyze three epi-
sodes from a peer culture perspective. The third episode includes my own interven-
tion as a teacher. As I learned more about the social significance of the children’s 
unique activities, I began to interact and intervene differently. The seven activities 
include the following:

Jewels—Children used colored juice tops as “jewels” and barred other children 
from their activity.

Power girl—A “power girl” chased around boys, who expressed both fear and 
excitement.

Goofy brooms—A child joined two other children in hanging toy brooms on the 
basketball hoop (using the toy brooms in unusual ways that defied the teachers’ 
intended uses).

The children used the objects 
in the yard in “goofy” ways—
creative and imaginative 
ways rather than the objects’ 
typical or expected uses.
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Conehead—A child attempted to gain ac-
ceptance from a group of children by bang-
ing a plastic cone on his head to show an 
understanding of the group’s humor.

Instant monster—Children spontaneous-
ly took up roles of monster and runners 
to collectively share both excitement and 
fear (as in a power girl chase).

Basketball babies—Children pretended that 
basketballs were babies and placed them 
in a double stroller.

Rings—Children used plastic rings, intended for ring toss, in other ways, such as 
rolling them down ramps. Another child hid them to entice others to join his game.

  I discuss here only the play episodes I feel are the clearest examples of the vi-
brant and unique peer culture in the preschool yard. For a further discussion of 
some of these episodes, see Meier and Henderson (2007, 66–73).

Jewels: Children Protect Their Interactive Space

Sara and Molly are playing with jewels (colored juice tops from the art 
area) on the top of the climbing structure. After a few minutes, anoth-
er child, Cathy, starts to climb the structure to join the two girls. Molly 
shouts, “No, you can’t come up here! We’re playing here!” As Cathy be-
gins her descent, another child climbs up and is also barred from entry.

  Most early childhood educators will recognize this scenario and would intervene 
in different ways and with positive intentions. Certainly the children’s behavior can 
be seen by adults as uncooperative or selfish, raising concerns about the effects of 
exclusion on children (see Paley [1993] and Katch [2004]). Before I conducted this 
research, I would have aggressively intervened, finding ways to “make” Molly and 

Sara allow Cathy and other children to join their activity. However, some-
thing socially significant is happening here, beyond two children excluding 
another child. In the past I did not always pay close attention to the games 
children were playing, how well they related to one another, or the develop-
ment of fledgling friendships. Through my observations in conducting this 
field study, however, I began to see children’s behavior during free play dif-
ferently. I thought about all the times children showed this kind of protec-
tion of their play from others. Corsaro (1997) contends that “this tendency 
is directly related to the fragility of peer interaction, the multiple possibil-
ities of disruption in most preschool settings, and the children’s desire to 
maintain control over shared activities”(p. 140).
  On the one hand, I came to view this aspect of peer culture—children ex-
cluding others from their play—as crucial in deepening the social connec-
tions of the children engaged in play, as they try to control their commu-
nal activities. In the jewels episode, the creativity of using an art material in 

a different way perhaps helps Molly and Sara bond. They may feel that their play—
and maybe even their friendship—must be protected from others, which may be 
why they feel the need to exclude other children. On the other hand, this behavior 
presents challenges to the children who attempt to gain access, as the above exam-
ple with Cathy illustrates.

yard photo 

cones

I came to view this aspect 
of peer culture—children 
excluding others from their 
play—as crucial in deepen-
ing the social connections 
of the children engaged in 
that play.

Courtesy of the author
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  At times, these activities provided a way for children to join in, who otherwise 
might have had difficulty doing so. Goofy brooms is an example of an activity estab-
lished by two children in which another child—a child who often had difficulty so-
cializing—was able to participate:

Goofy Brooms: Children Resist School Rules  
and Change Objects’ Meanings

  Greg and Juan take turns hanging child-size 
brooms on the basketball hoop. They laugh, 
and then Juan purposely falls on his bottom, 
exclaiming, “Ow, my butt!” He promptly re-
ceives laughing approval from Greg.
  Allen sits on a nearby bench watching, per-
haps aware that he is not a usual member of 
the group. Juan makes a joke about Allen’s 
sunglasses but soon follows with the inquiry, 
“Do you wanna see something goofy?” Before 
Allen can answer, Juan quickly knocks over a 
small chair and sits on the back of it. All three 
children laugh.
  Allen then prances over to the basketball 
hoop and hangs a broom. He finds a soccer 
ball and another broom and uses them as a 
hockey stick and puck. The three boys contin-
ue these goofy performances for the next few 
minutes.

  “Goofy Brooms” was a spontaneous play episode evolving from previous play ses-
sions in the yard. The particular goofiness had been established over many months. 
Children set unwritten rules requiring a type of unique physical humor that other 
children had to learn in order to be accepted. The appeal of goofy brooms is part-
ly based on the resistant nature of the play, the way the children do the wrong thing 
with the objects (brooms, basketball hoop, soccer ball, chair). Corsaro (1985, 2003) 
found that through such resistant peer culture play, children show their awareness 
of the adult world’s restrictiveness as compared to their own imaginative and cre-
ative worlds. They are merely finding an avenue for expression of such awareness 
as they also find their own ways to socially connect.
  As I observed children’s outdoor play, focusing on how children try to gain ac-
cess, I found that children frequently use objects to try to connect with one anoth-
er. Fernie, Kantor, and Whaley (1995) discuss how objects in a preschool classroom 
can serve an affiliation purpose and be “entry vehicles” for children attempting to 
gain access. The children in “Goofy Brooms” reinterpreted the meaning of objects 
in ways that made sense to them. They may have first considered sweeping sand 
off the pavement with the brooms or sitting on the seat of the chair, but this would 
possibly be less socially significant to their peers. It also might not have provided 
an entry point for Allen to join.
  As I reflected on this episode and others like it, I thought about the ways I had 
tried to help Allen socialize with others, with varying degrees of success. Allen 
was very interested in adult discussions with teachers and had a harder time play-
ing with children. In joining goofy brooms play, Allen showed social competence 
by knowing what to do to be accepted by Juan and Greg. He had learned about the 
goofy culture of the group and showed his peer culture knowledge by abiding by 
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the group’s goofiness. Allen did not use the typical teacher-pro-
moted query, “Can I play?” to try to get in. From my teaching ex-
perience and observations, asking is not a guaranteed method of 
joining others who are already playing, especially if they are feel-
ing protective, as in the jewels episode.
  I concluded that there was something very important about al-
lowing peer culture play in the yard. The fact that the children be-
lieved they were resisting the rules was a significant part. I began 
to talk to other staff about my new perspective. The more I ob-
served yard play, the more I began to understand how to be more 

effective in my interventions (besides just recognizing the importance of this kind 
of child-directed play).
  The next example again illustrates peer culture play with objects. A child who at-
tempts entry in an intelligent way is ignored, and I find a way to intervene within 
the context of the play.

Rings: An “Outsider” Uses Objects to Join Others

  Matthew and Jay are playing with plastic rings (from a ring toss 
game), creating their own game by rolling them down the slide. Al-
though there is a 
general rule about 
not rolling things 
down the slide, I 
want them to con-
tinue their peer cul-
ture routine. I sug-
gest that they build 
ramps with plas-
tic blocks and roll 
the rings down the 
ramps. They agree 
and begin the play. 
Another child, Ray, 
apparently finds 
this game appealing 
and easily joins in.
  On the other side of the yard, Marc is also using rings. He puts them 
in trees (maybe because of a past activity where children put hats 
in trees) and buries them in the sand. After a few minutes, Marc ap-
proaches Matthew, Jay, and Ray and asks in a soft, high-pitched voice, 
“Who wants to do a scavenger hunt?” He is completely ignored, per-
haps because the three boys are protecting their new ring routine or 
maybe because he annoys them. Whatever the reason, Marc has just ex-
pressed interest in joining the play, and I want to help him gain access.

 Early childhood teachers can be effective interpreters to help children connect 
with one another and gain more social competence (Kemple & Jalongo 2004.) Adult 
intervention is especially important in the yard, because this is a place where chil-
dren are often left to their own devices. I was becoming increasingly aware of how 
some children need teachers to help them connect with others. I believed that Marc 
was trying to connect in his own way, and if the others knew about his creativity 
with rings, they would be interested in playing with him.

Allen had learned about the goofy 
culture of the group and showed 
his peer culture knowledge by 
abiding by the group’s goofiness.

Courtesy of the author
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I explain to Jay, Matthew, and Ray in the simplest terms what I think 
Marc is asking them: “It sounds like Marc is asking if you want to look 
for rings that he is hiding.” Matthew looks at Jay, and they drop their 
rings. Ray follows as they run over to other side of the yard, where 
Marc has hidden several rings. I ask a teacher in that area if he will 
help with the logistics of the scavenger hunt, and the hunt begins.

  Later, as I wrote in my notebook about what had transpired, I thought about the 
way goofy peer culture had been transmitted through the children’s use of rings. 
My intervention helped Marc communicate his intentions and his understanding 
of the group’s peer culture. I asked the other teacher how the scavenger hunt had 
gone, and he said that the children enjoyed the game and Marc liked taking a lead-
ership role by hiding the rings.
  I did not believe that this activity would instantly transform Marc into a com-
pletely socially competent child, able to join any group of children. However, he 
showed an awareness of other children’s play that I had not noticed before. My new 
perspective on children’s play and on intervening had helped bring Marc’s social 
awareness to my attention and ultimately caused me to intervene.

Implications and reÿections

  The three play episodes in this article showed me that there was a real-life basis for 
the peer culture theories of Corsaro, Kantor and her colleagues, and others. I learned 
how valuable a new perspective could be for me as a teacher. As I continued to ob-
serve children playing, my understanding of their perspectives developed further 
and I became better able to communicate my findings to other staff and parents.

The value of using a 
peer culture lens

  I believe that when teachers 
are mindful of children’s peer 
cultures, they will be more ef-
fective. Hubbard and Power 
(2003) suggest that when teach-
ers conduct their own research, 
they gain power over their 
practice. For me, this power in-
volved bringing the theory of 
peer culture perspectives into 
the classroom and changing my 
methods of intervening to rec-
ognize the importance of peer-
established routines, values, 
and beliefs when supporting 
children’s social interactions. 
Introducing these ideas to oth-
er teachers at my school made 
me feel that I had truly made 
a connection between theo-
ry and practice. My research 
had inspired me to change how 

Courtesy of Buen Dia Family School
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When teachers know more about 
the ways the children naturally re-
late to one another and the ways 
they establish their own routines, 
teachers can make wiser decisions 
about how to negotiate the pres-
ence of peer culture within the 
classroom and the school.

I taught, and I felt empowered as I discussed these ideas with my 
colleagues. Ultimately, I presented my findings at education confer-
ences, and I continue to do this type of classroom inquiry today.
  Teachers in various school settings can look more closely at 
their own practice and learn more about it by learning about 
the peer cultures of their students. They can examine the ways 
the children’s peer cultures are recognized and given space in 
the context of the classroom culture. When teachers know more 
about the ways the children naturally relate to one another and 
the ways they establish their own routines, teachers can make 
wiser decisions about how to negotiate the presence of peer cul-
ture within the classroom and the school.
  The following example shows how a teacher negotiated with 
the children to make space for a strong peer culture addition to 
the traditional celebration of children’s birthdays:

On days when we celebrate a child’s birthday, the class bakes a cake. 
At group time, before we display the cake and sing “Happy Birthday,” 
a teacher asks who helped make the cake and which ingredients they 
added. After a few children state that they put in eggs, flour, or bak-
ing powder, children begin to excitedly shout things like, “I put in the 
whole school!” or “I put in Michelle’s [a teacher] head!” or “I put in 
the whole Aaron [me]!” The children and the teachers then share a 
laugh, abiding by the peer culture.

  Sometimes it seems like the children’s creative remarks go on long enough for the 
birthday candles to completely melt. However, the humorous peer culture practice 
of making silly comments about the cake has become part of the circle time rou-
tine at children’s birthday celebrations. The teachers accepted this variation initiat-
ed by the children, and they negotiated a space for it in the birthday routine, even 
though they expected the children to name the actual ingredients they put in the 
cake. The children became more invested in participating in group time on days like 
this, something all teachers desire.
  Many of the examples I discussed in this article are typical in early childhood set-
tings. My particular interventions 
may not be applicable to other situ-
ations, but teachers can benefit from 
considering children’s play behav-
iors in new ways. Teachers can re-
flect on approaches they use that 
may be less effective than they had 
thought them to be, such as the way 
they approach exclusion.

Conclusion

  Do our imposed solutions when facilitating social interactions really foster peer 
competence in children? Allowing children more space to develop their own au-
thentic ways to interact can be more effective in strengthening collaborative play 
and building their social competence with peers. Teachers should use children’s 
peer culture to teach social skills more effectively and to help create a more harmo-
nious balance between school culture and peer culture.

The teachers accepted this vari-
ation initiated by the children, 
and they negotiated a space for 
it in the birthday routine.
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