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Abstract

:

Background: This study examined teacher educators’ perceptions of play-based learning in the context of university-based teacher education programmes in Palestine. Methods: Using a cross-sectional, multi-method design, we explored factors relating to teacher educators’ capability, opportunity and motivation to incorporate play-based learning into their practice. Thirty-six staff from four Palestinian universities completed an online survey and 17 were interviewed. Results: Teacher educators recognise the value of play-based learning and are motivated to apply this pedagogical approach. However, attempts to incorporate play-based learning into their practices is affected by insufficient knowledge and skills to apply play-based learning in practical contexts. Furthermore, social cues, cultural norms and physical challenges currently limit their opportunity to adopt play-based approaches. Conclusion: Our findings highlight that Palestinian teacher educators are motivated to embrace play-based learning as a pedagogical approach and recognise the importance of using play-based learning in educational practices. The findings can inform future professional development programs for teacher educators.
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1. Introduction


1.1. Value of Play-Based Learning


Over 50 years ago, Vygotsky [1] asserted that “play is the leading source of development in the preschool years” (p. 62). Play is a tremendous asset to the development of children; benefits include, but are not limited to, enhancing learning abilities, advancing socio-psychological skills and building self-concept [2,3]. Further, play is a crucial element of learning, especially in early childhood settings [2,4,5,6,7,8]. However, the great impact of play-based learning can also be seen in the progress of children later during formal schooling [5,7,9,10]. Play-based learning shifts the teaching process from teacher-centred education to student-centred education by which students can build constructive knowledge and skills [11,12]. While there is no firm consensus on the definition of “play”, recently Zosh and colleagues [13] proposed a multidimensional definition of play that creates a spectrum of play opportunities from free play through guided play to games and then playful direct instruction. Furthermore, they contend that guided play, where the adult arranges a context for learning, but the child directs the play within that context, “particularly harnesses active, minds-on thinking, engagement, meaning-making, joy, and iteration more so than other types of play, which helps it maximize learning” [13] (p. 4).



Key educational organisations, such as UNESCO, have argued that embedding play-based learning is one of the major modifications needed globally in education curricula [14]. Play-based learning is a source of learning and enjoyment when it is established in classrooms [15,16,17,18]. Several studies have shown that the integration of play and movement activities into the teaching of academic subjects is positively perceived by both students and teachers, with high levels of enjoyment and satisfaction noted [6,15,16,17,18,19].



Play is not only enjoyable but rather it is the child’s stimulator and motivational agent to creative thinking and cultural engagement [20]. There is growing evidence that teaching using physically active and playful approaches can enhance indicators of academic achievement [17,18,21,22,23,24]. A study with primary-school children in Ireland demonstrated that teachers reported enhanced student motivation for learning and increased engagement with academic content following the adoption of playful and movement-based pedagogies [25]. Similarly, the integration of physical activity into academic lessons led to higher effort and academic motivation for students in Crete [18,26]. U.S. students taking part in an “Active Science” programme reported enjoying the subject in addition to improving their alertness and focus for academic lessons [15]. While much of the research on play-based approaches has taken place in the U.S., Europe and Australia, Hammad and AlShaer [16] noted that Palestinian students’ low achievement in certain subjects may be enhanced by introducing play-based learning in Mathematics’ and Arabic language subjects. Recently the positive relationship between play-based learning and test scores in Mathematics has been demonstrated for Palestinian elementary school children [27].



In addition to the positive impact on academic achievement, play-based learning provides many benefits in terms of social and psychological behaviour, and health improvement [7,9,24]. Furthermore, through play children may develop their abilities to foster friendships and a sense of social competence, both of which are important for students’ motivation to participate and achieve in school. Play has been proposed [28] as a solid mediator of learning different skills over the life of a child, including cognitive abilities, language abilities and self-reflection [9]. In addition, it enhances children’s socioemotional skills, including the ability to reflect before acting, empathy, problem solving, cooperation with peers and interaction with teachers [22,23,29].



The successful enactment of play-based approaches is not without its challenges. Some of the constraints affecting the application of play-based pedagogy vary from one country to another but include inadequate resources for implementation, space constraints inside the schools, uncertainty about the teacher’s role in the play-based environment, curricula and associated teaching materials, and insufficient knowledge and skills about play-based learning [23,30,31].




1.2. Teacher Professional Development


Improvement in the quality of education is closely associated with sufficient professional development for teachers [32,33,34,35,36]. However, less attention has been given to the professional development of teacher educators [37] or to policies that would support their ongoing learning [38]. The relationship between learning needs and contextual factors varies from one country to another, depending on the policies, cultural setting of the society and schools’ situation of that country [26,32,39,40].



With respect to play-based learning specifically, much of the research has focused on teachers’ perceptions of the approach and the impact of teacher professional development in terms of student outcomes [21,41,42]. This work has largely focused on in-service teachers working in early childhood and elementary school settings. A paucity of research has addressed teacher educator professional development with respect to play-based learned and related approaches. Thus, the facilitators and barriers to further professional development in this area are largely unknown and formative research is needed to better understand the needs of teacher educators to support their learning.




1.3. Understanding Teacher Behaviour


Teacher behaviour may be influenced by many factors, and a greater understanding of these will enhance our ability to design professional development opportunities [43] to support the enactment of novel approaches such as play-based learning. COM-B is a system that identifies sources of behaviour (B), namely capability (C), opportunity (O) and motivation (M) [44]. The COM-B model represents the observation that a particular behaviour will occur only when the person has the capability and opportunity to engage in the behaviour and is more motivated to enact that particular behaviour than any other behaviours [45] (see Figure 1). Capability relates to the individual’s psychological and physical capacity to engage in the behaviour; opportunity includes all the factors that lie outside the individual that make the behaviour possible or prompt it and can be classified as social or physical; motivation is defined as all those brain processes that energise and direct behaviour, including reflective (conscious planning and evaluations) and automatic (impulses, desires, emotional reactions) processes [44,46]. Through a systematic “behavioural analysis” we can understand behaviour in the context in which it occurs and subsequently identify key levers to support behaviour change [44]. Since its first publication in 2011 [46], COM-B has been widely used to understand a wide range of behaviours such as postnatal physical activity [47], nutrition adherence [48], antibiotic use [49] and the uptake of open science [50]. Within the field of education, the COM-B model has helped researchers to design programmes to improve collaborative and peer-assisted learning [51], youth mentoring and positive behaviour support [52]. Thus, through embracing key tenets of behavioural science [53], educationalists can understand aspects driving teacher behaviour and subsequently develop professional development opportunities that will effectively support changes to practice. This represents a shift from merely providing training and other supports, to implementing behaviour change strategies that are specifically tailored to teachers’ capability, opportunity and motivation to engage in a given behaviour. A first step in this process is an in-depth analysis of the behaviour in question. In the present study, we consider teacher educators’ perceptions of incorporating play-based learning into their practice at Palestinian universities by exploring their capability, opportunity and motivation to incorporate these approaches.




1.4. Palestinian Context


The Ministry of Education and Higher Education in Palestine is tasked with developing the educational system and achieving high quality education, including teacher in-service training [54]. The concept of “play” is framed in the strategic plan of the Palestinian Ministry of Education and Higher Education as a valuable tool to be used for pre-schoolers and in kindergarten settings. Moreover, play is mentioned as a future challenge for the Ministry to be considered in developing educational policies [55]. However, the education system of Arab countries is still based on traditional teacher-centred learning and teaching [56]. Neither schools nor teachers have the authority to decide on the type of the curriculum or the amount of time allocated to various subjects. Thus, the lack of autonomy for teachers and head teachers is often cited as a key reason why the curriculum is not changed and has remained conservative, rigid, and subject-based [57].




1.5. Research Gap


Designing teachers’ education and professional development programmes often depends on the policies and socio-cultural setting of that country [32]. Usually, teachers’ professional development programmes in Palestine are funded by donors such as UN agencies, the World Bank and NGOs [54]. In addition, there is a need to assess and evaluate the current educational systems in Palestine for more effective professional development strategies and programme application [58]. The educational system in Palestine is centralised and has been facing huge challenges in terms of teacher education and teacher professional development [54].



The research team found a lack of published research regarding embedding play-based learning in teacher education and teacher professional development in the higher institutions within the Palestinian context. Existing research in this area has focused on the school settings and has mainly been conducted in USA, Australia and UK. Thus, our research also adds to the evidence by focusing on teacher educators working in the specific social and cultural context of higher education in Palestine.



This research includes participants from different disciplines in education, including physical education, English and Arabic education, psychological and inclusive education, science education, and curriculum and instruction. Moreover, the teacher educators are teaching not only early childhood and primary teacher education programmes, but also secondary education.




1.6. The Purpose


The purpose of this study was to investigate teacher educators’ perspectives about play-based learning. Specifically, we examined their capability, motivation and opportunity to change their behaviour towards incorporating play-based learning strategies in their practices at higher education institutions in Palestine.





2. Materials and Methods


We employed a multi-method design to address the research questions of this study [47]. This research was conducted during the second semester of the academic year 2020/2021; from March to June 2021. Ethical approval was received from the research ethics committee at Birzeit University. All participants provided informed consent. An online survey (using SurveyMonkey) and a semi-structured interview were designed based on the COM-B Model [44,46]. The reporting of this study follows the COREQ guidelines [59]. This research is part of a three-year research project investigating play-based learning and gender-responsive pedagogy teacher education in Palestine.



2.1. Participants


All participants were teacher educators working at universities in Palestine. Participants were recruited via an email sent through the Deans of Education at each university; the email included the informed consent details and a link to the online questionnaire. At the end of the online survey, participants were given the option to volunteer to take part in an interview at a future date. A total of 17 teacher educators from the four universities expressed their interest to be interviewed.




2.2. Data Collection


In order to explore participants’ perspectives on play-based learning, an online survey and a semi-structured interview were developed and used.



The online survey consisted of closed and open-ended questions. The survey included the 6-item brief measure of COM-B developed by Keyworth and colleagues [60] and was adapted for the behaviour of interest in this study. Acceptable validity and reliability of the measure has previously been demonstrated [60]. This measure includes one item for each of the following components: physical capability, psychological capability, physical opportunity, social opportunity, reflective motivation and automatic motivation. Participants were asked to respond on a Likert-type scale ranging from one (strongly disagree) to 10 (strongly agree). Additional open questions were used to ask participants about their knowledge and perceptions of play-based learning. Demographic information and data relating to teaching experience were also collected. The survey was translated to Arabic and piloted with seven participants. The final version of the online questionnaire was sent via email with a cover letter and a URL (linked to the online survey) to potential participants. A semi-structured interview was designed with open-ended questions framed by the COM-B model (Appendix A). The interviews took place via ZOOM due to the COVID-19 pandemic and lasted from 40 to 60 min each, and were recorded. The interview questions asked about the main COM-B components including capability, for example: What is your view/opinion of what play-based learning is? Explain in your opinion what is meant by play-based approaches in teaching and learning? In relation to opportunity, questions included: What do you think is needed to support you to use play-based teaching and learning approaches? Do you share information about your play-based practice with your colleagues, do you support each other? For motivation, questions included: Do you believe that there is value in developing play-based teaching/learning in teacher education programmes in the future? Do you have any plans to engage further in professional development in relation to play-based approaches?



We received a total of 36 responses using the online questionnaire from the four Palestinian universities (University (A): 10, University (B): 10, University (C): 10 and University (D): 6) and conducted a total of 17 semi-structured interviews (University (A): 6, University (B): 4, University (C): 4 and University (D): 3). The interviews were conducted by two female researchers: one postdoctoral researcher and one research assistant with an MSc qualification. The interviewers were experienced in conducting semi-structured interviews. All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim (i.e., in Arabic) for analysis.




2.3. Data Analysis


Data collected from closed questions in the online questionnaire were analysed using descriptive statistics in which percentages, means and standard deviations were obtained. We adopted narrative analysis for responses to the open questions in the online questionnaire in which similarities and differences were noted and summarised. For analysis of the semi-structured interviews, we followed the process of framework analysis as described by Gale et al. [61]. This involved transcription of the interviews, familiarisation with the interviews using the transcriptions and the audio recording, coding the data and charting the data onto the COM-B framework. Two researchers reviewed the transcripts and coded them independently. The resulting codes were compared and discrepant cases identified and reconciled. Codes were predefined and linked to the six components of the COM-B model: physical capability, psychological capability, physical opportunity, social opportunity, reflective motivation and automatic motivation. Through discussion with the author team, the categorisation of codes was refined. When the participants’ quotations are presented in the results, they are identified by a pseudonym in order to maintain anonymity.





3. Results


3.1. Participants


Characteristics of the 36 participants who completed the online questionnaire can be seen in Table 1. Overall, there was good representation from the four universities with only University (D) providing a relatively lower proportion of participants. The sample represents 35% of the total teacher educators at the four universities. A high proportion of female teacher educators took part in the study (64%); therefore, females are slightly overrepresented in the sample. The majority of participants held a PhD level qualification (75%) and had been lecturing at a university for more than 10 years (72%).



Seventeen participants (six females and eleven males) from four universities in Palestine submitted their informed consent for the agreement to be interviewed by the research team. The 17 participants have various academic specialties, namely Special Education (3), Curriculum Design (4), Physical Education (3), English Language teaching (2), Educational Psychology Education (2), Teaching Methods (2) and Science Education (1).




3.2. Results of Online Survey


A share of 88% of participants stated that they had heard of play-based learning previously, and 53% stated that they included play-based learning approaches when they lecture. Sixteen participants provided examples, and these included: free play and discovery, drama and role play, math games for learning fractions, number and shapes, and other games to support learning English. Seventeen participants explained that using play-based learning activities in their classes encourages student-centred learning and enhances students’ learning, knowledge, and skills. A share of 88.2% noted that they encourage pre-service teachers to include play-based learning methods in their practice. Details provided by the participants include: providing training workshops, practicum and specialised courses that include the application of play-based pedagogies; integrating traditional (cultural) games and design of interactive activities, in addition to real-life-based activities; and use of online videos, specialised websites and other available online games resources in teacher education. In addition, teacher educators reported including the ability to use play-based pedagogies as one of the criteria for evaluating teacher professional development.



Findings in relation to the brief measure for COM-B can be seen in Table 2. The highest scoring components were psychological capability (7.8 ± 2.2) and reflective motivation (7.8 ± 2.4). Both components relating to opportunity received the lowest mean scores: physical (5.2 ± 2.7) and social opportunity (5.4 ± 2.5).




3.3. Results of Semi-Structured Interviews


3.3.1. Physical Capability


No issues in relation to having the physical capability to engage with play-based learning were reported. All the participants were physically capable and active so they engaged in physical activities with pre-service teachers inside and outside the teaching classes. “I apply play-based learning activities with my students, and sometimes we go out and practice our activities in front of other university students and we feel enjoyment and excitement.” (X 17)




3.3.2. Psychological Capability


All the participants were involved in school teaching as school-based teachers at an earlier stage of their teaching career, before working at the education faculties at the universities. Prior experience of play-based learning was gained by participants through a variety of settings, including through teaching special courses at the university in play and education, from their PhD and MA studies, and from research visits and professional development programmes.



All the participants attended training for educational teaching methods during their time as a schoolteacher or a university lecturer. None of these prior trainings included a specific focus on play-based learning, but rather play-based learning techniques were part of general educational training and were mainly embedded with drama-based learning techniques. Play-based learning as a teaching method is not a major approach that is used by the teacher educators during their practice. The educators expressed that they had insufficient knowledge of play-based learning; moreover, all 17 participants expressed the need to enhance their abilities to design and plan play-based learning activities. All teacher educators claimed that they do not have the practical skills to apply play-based learning in their practices.




I’m trying to apply some games for my students, but I don’t have any previous professional development on play-based learning, so I think if I’m trained in play-based learning, my skills will be improved to allow a better application of play-based learning with my students. (X 8)





Three participants indicated that they have knowledge about the theoretical underpinnings of the role of play in educational practices, but they lack the knowledge to bring this theoretical framework as a practical experience for the university students. The play-based learning approach is not specialised as a unique approach in any of the education faculties in which the 17 participants taught. Five of the teacher educators reported that they teach some courses that include play-based learning activities such as Psychology of Play, Minor Games in Physical Education, Traditional Games, and Play for Special Education. Hence, the practices of the teacher educators vary when applying play-based learning in their teaching practices. Seven teacher educators use play-based learning as a theoretical framework. This includes giving the pre-service teachers the structure and roles of the game to be played without practicing it with them in class, and subsequently the pre-service teachers are expected to apply this learning in their practical teaching at schools. Moreover, three teacher educators reported using play-based learning as an icebreaker activity, such as an English teacher educator joining students while playing “Tongue Twister”, which enriches the pronunciation of English phrases. Seven other teacher educators noted practicing play-based learning activities along with the pre-service teachers for drama project-based learning (for example teaching the solar system through role-play).



Because our research took place during the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2021, all the participants expressed that their motivation towards using play-based learning activities was reduced due to an inability to teach face to face at the university campus. Nonetheless, teacher educators reported that they customised their practices while teaching online in order to integrate play-based activities by using different tools and strategies, such as using online games for ice breaking activities.



The teacher educators’ practices relating to play-based learning often depend on the educator’s interpersonal skills; in particular, how they approach the process of teaching and how they behave with students inside their teaching courses, while taking into consideration any variation in student’s psychological, social and physical capabilities. “Play in teaching is a psychological exit for our feelings where we laugh and enjoy, and where we build positive mental health in students who are able to learn with excitement.” (X 5)



It is interesting that the view of play-based learning varies between teacher educators and is affected by their pedagogical background. For example, educators with a psychology background felt that the role of play is to enhance psychological life skills and leadership of students including stress management, self -confidence and cooperation. Other educators with expertise in special education considered the huge impact of play to improve motor skills among students with disabilities. In addition, educators involved in language teaching believed that play is an effective tool to improve language skills such as English and Arabic. “During my English teaching course, I use Tongue Twisters and Translation Race to get their attention to English language special words which leads to enjoyment and learning.” (X 6)




3.3.3. Social Opportunity


Cultural norms and social cues were the major challenges relating to social opportunity for enacting play-based learning. Participants reported that both teacher educators and pre-service teachers face social challenges in the teaching and learning processes. Factors relating to social opportunity for teacher educators stemmed from colleagues and university management. Fifteen participants mentioned that colleagues are cooperative and exchangers of knowledge; however, only three reported that colleagues would actually support them in the implementation of new approaches including play-based learning. Five participants felt that university senior management is supportive of applying new teaching techniques or strategies, although they still sometimes face challenges from faculty administration members. “I need more freedom and support from faculty administration to apply play-based learning who sometimes don’t believe in play-based learning in teaching, especially as it contains movements, active learning and sharing with students.” (X 17)



Issues relating to social opportunity to encourage pre-service teachers to engage in play-based learning in their own education vary from acceptance to low awareness and sometimes refusal. Teacher educators stated that the majority of pre-service teachers enjoy practicing play-based learning activities during the learning process. However, some female students refuse to practice some physical activities in front of male staff or male students, whereas other females are more at ease while practicing physical activity. “Female students from socially conservative communities refuse to practice physical movements and activities alongside male educators and students.” (X 4)



All the participants stated that the key social supportive agent for pre-service teachers is the teacher educator. The teacher educator acts as a role model for pre-service teachers through her/his behaviour with them. The educator’s behaviour motivates and indeed convinces pre-service teachers to apply play-based approaches. The educators believe that if they convince the students of their practices in education, this will lead to future teachers who are adopting similar practices. “If I apply play-based learning in proper way, the students will be convinced and copy my practices in their future career as teachers.” (X 2). Teacher educators also believe that increasing awareness of play-based learning among pre-service teachers is also another supportive factor that enhances their acceptance to new play practices. This includes awareness inside the community, inside the schools, and inside the universities.




3.3.4. Physical Opportunity


Participants expressed different views about physical opportunity relating to play-based learning. Some participants noted encountering bureaucratic procedures within faculty administration regarding the logistical needs of the educators such as material, tools and budgeting. One teacher educator stated how the investment of time influences adopting new approaches, particularly regarding the administrative structure at the university.




If I need to apply new techniques such as play-based learning, I need strong justifications and a proposed plan to convince the dean of faculty and the head of department about my new practices and to gain their agreement to apply it. (X 2)





All participants agreed that the university space for applying play-based learning is not suitable for most activities due to the high number of students inside the classes, insufficient open space (especially for Physical Education students), and the structure of the classes, which are not conducive to conducting play-based learning activities. Furthermore, they commented that shortage of time and lack of educational materials and tools inside the universities makes it difficult to use play-based learning activities. All participants confirmed that providing space, tools and materials, adequate time, and specialised courses in play-based learning would support embedding play-based learning strategies in Palestinian higher education institutions. “Our practices depend on the availability of tools and materials, so when we don’t have these tools, we don’t apply the activities.” (X 14)



All 17 participants stressed that the university courses are an important factor that influenced physical opportunity when applying play-based learning. The views of the participants regarding the courses are that either the courses focus on theoretical knowledge (five participants), or courses do support applying play-based learning partially hence, the educator could adapt the course to embed play-based learning strategies (nine participants). By comparison, three participants claimed that the course itself is not the driving factor for applying play-based learning strategies, but rather applying play-based learning strategies depends on the educator’s philosophy, whereas two participants indicated that applying play-based learning strategies depends on the content of the course and the inclusion of special play-based learning units inside the course. “The educator is the main agent in teaching any courses, the courses can be used as the educators’ vision and belief of teaching.” (X 13)



All the participants were previously schoolteachers and have experience in the school context. They commented that school management, mainly the principal, is the key person who determines whether play-based learning is applied inside schools. Our participants felt that in-service teachers face challenges with the schools’ management regarding the application of new techniques because they are required to follow the school’s supervisors and principal’s evaluation criteria. All participants indicated that school curricula are not flexible enough for modifying or embedding new strategies such as play-based learning. “It is difficult to change or modify the school courses because its content is built by the curriculum committee at the Ministry of Education and Higher Education for all schools in Palestine.” (X 12)




3.3.5. Automatic Motivation


The main factor mentioned by the 17 participants relating to automatic motivation was their enjoyment and excitement when applying play-based learning in their teaching classes. “I feel the time is passing quickly when I apply play-based activities in my classes, which leads to that everybody enjoying themselves; students and I.” (X 13). Older teacher educators who we interviewed showed less desire to apply play-based learning than their younger counterparts. Teacher educators that have been lecturing for less than 10 years were enthusiastic to learn new strategies.




3.3.6. Reflective Motivation


Overall teacher educators’ perspectives towards play-based learning were positive, with many noting the beneficial future value to all levels of education from early childhood to primary school level, secondary school level and university level. Applying this approach may depend on the extent to which educators’ value play-based learning as a pedagogical strategy, with one participant noting, “I believe in the importance of play-based learning because it helps me to achieve my educational goals. I believe that play-based learning is a proper strategy for all levels in education.” (X 10). Participants believed that engaging pre-service teachers in play-based learning provides excitement and a joyous atmosphere in the learning process, in addition to an adding motivational factor to learning. “Play-based learning is essential because it motivates students and raises their attention to learning; also it increases word processing and analysis in the memory.” (X 16)



Some teacher educators have no clear strategies for play-based learning, which may explain why this approach is not utilised in their teaching practices. Many participants desired a clear strategy and policy for the application play-based learning. “There is no clear vision of play-based learning strategies or how to apply them inside the university, and I hope that there will be a policy for the inclusion for play-based learning.” (X 16)



Teacher educators show hesitation towards applying play-based learning because they do not want to take responsibility in front of the faculty for applying new strategies. In contrast, other educators desired to improve their career in the future through adopting new strategies. “I desire that all education in future would be on play-based learning.” (X 7)



All participants were highly motivated to learn more about play-based learning; when asked if they would like to engage in further training all responded positively.






4. Discussion


This study used the COM-B model [46] as a framework to better understand teacher educators’ dispositions towards play-based learning at higher education institutions in Palestine. Findings were mapped to the COM-B components of teacher educators’ capability, opportunity and motivations that would support enactment of the behaviour in their teaching practices. Our findings from both the online survey and semi-structured interviews indicate that social opportunity is the most salient component that would need to be addressed in order to support teacher educators to embed play-based learning in their practice. The importance of interpersonal influences has been noted in previous research with teacher educators; specifically, the important role that colleagues play in professional development [62] and the value of teacher educators learning through collaborative activity with each other [63]. Cultural norms were also found to be particularly relevant within the Palestinian context, where gender situations are extremely diversified—depending on the group attributes, experience with migration and community locations, the gender situation and issues of specific groups vary greatly [64]. This further exacerbates the challenges for teacher educators as they try to navigate the gender norms among an often diverse group of pre-service teachers. In relation to social opportunity, support from management and senior administrators was also identified as an influencing factor. The “bureaucratization” of universities [65], including increased managerialism [66], has been highlighted with reference to influences on an academic’s day-to-day work. It is evident that this also extends to the adoption of novel pedagogical approaches in higher education, such as play-based learning, and these influences must be considered during attempts to support teacher educators in their professional development.



The capability component of COM-B—the physical or psychological capacity to perform a behaviour—helps us understand the ability of the teacher educators to apply play-based learning activities in their teaching practices. The participants from the online survey and semi-structured interviews have the required physical capability, including physical skills, strength and stamina, to engage in the play-based learning activities. No specific issues related to physical capability were raised by any of the participants.



Our analysis revealed insights into the psychological capability of the teacher educators, including their knowledge, professional identity, interpersonal skills and perspectives of various educational practices. The survey results indicated that 88% of the respondents had heard of play-based learning previously; however more in-depth examination of this in the interviews showed that all the participants felt that they had insufficient knowledge due to a lack of professional development in play-based learning among teacher educators. In general, teacher educators in Palestine gain their educational knowledge from undertaking Master’s and PhD degrees while studying the theoretical aspects of educational strategies including play-based learning, from prior experience in school teaching, either primary or secondary, and finally from professional development opportunities. Although all participants had prior experience in school teaching and they mentioned in the interviews that their understanding of play-based strategies was built on that experience, this perceived lack of knowledge came from the fact that the educators did not have sufficient specialised courses in their academic study, or prior experience and professional development specifically regarding play-based learning. Teacher educators’ identity and self-concept have been shown to be major influencing factors on their practices [37,67], which suggests that teacher educators’ behaviour is driven by their psychological capability through having the ability to engage in an appropriate manner of attention and decision-making processes [46].



All participants stressed that student-centred learning was of high importance when applying play-based learning, as has been previously demonstrated [11,12]. The results of the online survey and interviews assured that applying play-based learning is a source of enjoyment for both students and teachers, as has been noted in previous research [6,15,16,17,18,19,68]. In addition, the findings demonstrated that the teacher educators believe that play-based learning is a motivational factor for learning [2,3]. The interviewees cited that a range of skills are developed by the pre-service teachers when applying play-based learning, including socio-psychological skills, self-reflection, self-confidence, cooperation, stress management and language abilities; this is consistent with previous studies [9,10,22,23,29].



Both social and physical opportunity played a role in influencing teacher educators’ behaviour in implementing play-based activities. Opportunity is an attribute of the environmental system that, together with capability, makes a behaviour possible or facilities it; the COM-B model contends that opportunity influences the relationship between motivation and behaviour [45]. As mentioned above, social opportunity for the participants was important with respect to colleagues inside the university and university managerial support. Participants are motivated when sharing new approaches with their colleagues, and these colleagues are supportive and affirming of their innovations; however, this does not translate into changing the practices of the other colleagues in the faculty. The findings showed visible university managerial support for teacher educators in the implementation of play-based activities; however, traditional teaching methods are still the dominant structure of the university. Participants’ perceptions relating to social opportunity included social cues and cultural norms, and how it reflects the teacher educators’ practices [69]. Moreover, Goh et al. [41] noted that teachers are role models and that their personal behaviour plays a role in influencing their students.



Physical opportunity is concerned with the opportunity afforded by the environment involving time, financial and material resources, location, cues, and physical “affordance” [44]. In the online survey, physical opportunity (5.2 ± 2.7 on a 10-point scale) was the lowest mean score of all six COM-B components. The results from the interviews clarified these results. Time, educational materials, tools, space, place and courses were stated by all the participants as the physical challenges associated with implementing play-based learning approaches. The participants from the semi-structured interviews reported that the availability of essential learning materials and tools inside the university would encourage them to apply play-based learning in their practices. Conversely, they reported that the university bureaucracy and time required for approval of new initiatives is a barrier to implement changes in their practice, such as play-based learning. University space and adequate place were reported by the teacher educators as the major physical environment barriers that reduce the implementation of play-based learning activities and the engagement of the students; these observations are aligned with research in the school setting, with Bennet et al. [30] and Goh et al. [41] noting that limited space was a constraint for using play-based activities and movement integration inside the classroom. Minimum standards, in relation to space, heating/ventilation and lighting, for facilitating active classrooms in Palestine have been proposed [70]. It is feasible that these standards can be adapted to cater for the spaces used by pre-service teachers.



The findings from the online survey and interviews regarding automatic and reflective motivation are consistent. Reflective motivation scored particularly highly (7.8 ± 2.4), indicating that participants in both online survey and semi-structured interviews were consciously motivated to incorporate play-based learning into their practice. This was tied to their beliefs that the integration of play-based learning in education is valuable and crucial for all levels of education, which aligns with recent research by Lee and Blanchard [43], who noted that a teacher’s motivation is influenced by his belief in the value of adopting new approaches and practices. Although the participants in our study placed a high value on play-based learning, they commented that many other teacher educators have neutral or negligent feelings about applying play-based activities in their educational practices. This may be explained by the fact that their colleagues do not have a clear vision about this approach, whereas the study of Dengerink et al. [71] examined that teacher educators mainly like to learn from their conversations with colleagues. Therefore, teacher educators reported that the need for professional development on play-based learning approach is essential for them to adopt play-based learning strategies.



This study has a number of limitations. Firstly, only teacher educators were interviewed and it may have been useful to also include pre-service teachers to capture their perceptions about the teacher educators’ practices and behaviour. Secondly, it is noticeable that the participants from the online survey who volunteered to be interviewed showed higher mean score for automatic motivation (7.0 ± 2.2) than those who declined the invitation (5.7± 2.6); our findings may have been different if those who were less motivated to engage in play-based learning volunteered to be interviewed.



Despite the limitations of this study, it was the first study to assess Palestinian teacher educators’ perceptions about play-based learning, and it takes into accounts the effects of the cultural and social differences of the community of the study. Moreover, this research was the first to use COM-B framework to investigate the educational behaviour of teacher educators.




5. Conclusions


In this study we found that teacher educators’ behaviour of incorporating play-based learning into their teaching practices is affected by a lack of knowledge and skills in play-based learning. Nonetheless, teacher educators are motivated to apply this pedagogical approach. Furthermore, social cues, cultural norms and physical challenges currently limit their practices of applying play-based learning.



Our findings in relation to psychological capability, social opportunity and physical opportunity provide a useful starting point for those wishing to enhance the adoption of play-based learning in this cohort. Professional development and other supports are required to bolster these components of COM-B, in order to support teacher educators to successfully incorporate play-based learning into their practice at higher education institutions. Shortcomings in physical and social opportunity may be overcome through environmental changes, whereas improvements in psychological capability can be achieved through imparting knowledge or understanding, training emotional, cognitive and/or behavioural skills, or through enabling interventions [46]. Therefore, developing a professional development programme will require more than simply the education/training traditionally seen in this space. Our findings can therefore be used to develop future teacher education and professional development programmes based on their unique needs. Our study also highlights that teacher educators are motivated to embrace play-based learning as a pedagogical approach, and that they recognise the importance of using play-based learning in educational practices in Palestine.



Future research should explore the impact of teacher education and professional development programmes on the practices of teacher educators at higher institutions, and their pre-service teachers. Moreover, future research should explore the impact of embedding play-based learning approaches in education in Palestine.
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Appendix A


A. General



	
What is your field of specialisation and experience in university teaching/teacher education?



	
Describe your role in the teacher education program that you are teaching? (philosophy of teaching “or your own concepts/views on teaching and learning”, titles and numbers of courses that you are teaching, since when, provide sample of course descriptions and resources if possible). Which aspects of your teaching do you like it mostly, and you want to keep doing it?



	
What kind of teaching and assessment practices are you using mostly in your teaching those courses?



	
How did those practices (of teaching) change during the COVID-19 pandemic?



	
Are you as educator enrolled in any training regarding education? What, with whom? Are you introduced to new educational tools, approaches? Examples?



	
What do you want to modify in your future teaching? Or new ideas?






B. Play-based pedagogy



B.1. Capability (skills and knowledge)



	
Have you heard of play-based learning?



	
What is your view/opinion of what play-based learning is? Explain in your opinion what do we mean by play-based approaches in teaching and learning?



	
Do you ever use it in your practice? Can you provide examples of embedding those (Play-based learning) in your practices in teacher education, if any?



	
Have you ever been in trained regrading Play-based learning? If yes, when, with whom, any curricula changes, any influence in application?



	
What are the challenges that are related to Play- based learning in teacher education?






B.2. Opportunity (physical and social)



	
Do your colleagues incorporate play-based strategies? If yes, do you cooperate, exchange knowledge about it?



	
What do you think needed to support you in teaching a Play-based teaching?



	
How might university-level courses assist student-teachers in enhancing Play-Based learning/teaching practices?



	
What support would teacher-educators need to do this?



	
What support would student-teachers need?






B.3. Motivation (conscious planning, desire, need)



	
Would you be interested/motivated to learn more about play-based learning?



	
What do you want to modify (the completely educational process) in case of developing Play-based approach, explain?



	
Do you believe that there is value in developing play-based teaching/learning in teacher education programmes the future?
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Figure 1. The COM-B model [46], https://doi.org/10.1186/1748-5908-6-42 (accessed on 11 October 2021); Reproduced under Creative Commons Attribution License 2.0. 
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Table 1. Characteristics of participants that completed the questionnaire (n = 36).
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	Variable
	
	%
	n





	Current employment
	University (C)
	27.8%
	10



	
	University (D)
	16.7%
	6



	
	University (A)
	27.8%
	10



	
	University (B)
	27.8%
	10



	Gender
	Female
	63.9%
	23



	
	Male
	36.1%
	13



	Age
	<25 years
	0%
	0



	
	25–34
	2.9%
	1



	
	35–44
	28.6%
	10



	
	45–64
	62.9%
	22



	
	65+
	5.7%
	2



	Highest qualification
	Bachelor’s degree
	0%
	0



	
	Master’s degree
	25%
	9



	
	PhD
	75%
	27



	Years lecturing at university
	<3 years
	2.8%
	1



	
	3–10 years
	25%
	9



	
	More than 10 years
	72.2%
	26



	Previous teaching experience
	Primary school
	52.8%
	19



	
	Secondary school
	47.2%
	17
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Table 2. Responses to the brief measure for COM-B (n = 34).
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Component **

	
Sub-Component

	
Mean *

	
SD






	
Capability

	
Physical capability

	
7.4

	
2.3




	
Psychological capability

	
7.8

	
2.2




	
Opportunity

	
Physical opportunity

	
5.2

	
2.7




	
Social opportunity

	
5.4

	
2.5




	
Motivation

	
Reflective motivation

	
7.8

	
2.4




	
Automatic motivation

	
6.2

	
2.4








* Ten-point scale with 1 as strongly disagree and 10 as strongly agree.** Definitions [46]: Physical Capability, Physical skills, strength or stamina; Psychological capability, Knowledge or psychological skills, strength or stamina to engage in the necessary mental processes; Physical opportunity, Opportunity afforded by the environment involving time, resources, location, cues, physical ‘affordance’; Social opportunity, Opportunity afforded by interpersonal influences, social cues and cultural norms that influence the way they we think about things; Reflective Motivation, Reflective processes involving plans (self-conscious intentions) and evaluations (beliefs about what is good and bad); Automatic motivation, Automatic processes involving emotional reactions, desires (wants and needs), impulses, inhibitions, drive states and reflex responses.
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