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Abstract 

 While research has suggested that pretend play can give children invaluable experience in 

such literary practices as story ideation, creation, and renegotiation, character development, and 

reading and writing rehearsal, it has yet to investigate the effects of omnipresent and 

commercially-given preschool media narratives on that potential. Some researchers argue that 

the integration of commercially-given narratives, pretend play, and literacy learning objectives is 

natural and rich with potential. Alternatively, critics who are skeptical of this integration argue 

that children lose narrative agency when commercial narratives take over, that young children 

are not capable of working through these often fantastical narratives in a meaningful way, and 

that these narratives are unforgivably problematic in message.  

This review analyzes and synthesizes relevant literature to address whether the 

commercially-given narratives which commonly infiltrate pretend play spaces in academic 

learning environments compromise the innate ability of those environments to cultivate literacy 

learning for learners ages three through five. This question is assessed from a dual perspective: 

1.) the effects that those narratives have on learners’ confidence and motivation to engage in 

literacy practices and 2.) the effects that they have on the formation of the ‘hard,’ assessable 

literacy skills that pretend play has been theorized to cultivate. Ultimately, this review defends 

the conclusion that commercially-given narratives are not necessarily obstruent to literacy 

learning in pretend play and, when integrated purposefully, respectfully, and knowledgeably into 

these spaces, can imbue students with a healthy sense of confidence and belonging in literacy 

learning environments while helping them to develop lifelong literacy skills. Suggestions for 

practice are subsequently outlined to support teachers who hope to capitalize upon this potential.  

Keywords: preschool media, literacy, pretend play  
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Where the Magic Begins: The Nexus of Commercially-Given  

Narratives, Pretend Play, and Literacy Learning  

In 2013, a study by Common Sense Media produced staggering statistics concerning 

media use in a large and diverse sample of American children, ages zero through eight. The 

report showed that the average American child spent approximately 2 hours every day on 

“screen” technology. While in previous years this term generally referred to the television and 

computer screens, by 2013 mobile devices were replacing traditional TV and computer usage in 

many homes. From 2011 to 2013, American children with access to “smart” devices at home 

jumped from 52% to 75% and the time that children spent using these devices during that three-

year period tripled, giving many children the ability to engage in “screen activities” anywhere 

and at any time (Rideout, 2013).  

Though the many apps, virtual games, television shows, and books with which children 

interact through these devices are diverse and produced by various companies, many of the most 

popular children’s media items are extensions of mega-stories told by a few media powerhouses. 

As of January 2016, four of the top five apps categorized as appropriate for “kids 5 and under” 

by the Apple App Store were created by such companies, including two apps by Nickelodeon, 

one app by Disney, and one app by Sesame Workshop, all featuring characters and extending 

stories best known through popular television shows (Apple Inc., 2016). Furthermore, children’s 

media and toy companies have ensured that these beloved narratives do not end when the 

televisions, tablets, and smartphones are put away. Children can continue to interact with these 

imaginary worlds through their favorite brand’s associated toys, posters, action figures, 

dollhouses, play sets, lunch boxes, pillowcases, band-aids, school supplies, and more (Deuk, 

2013; Wohlwend, 2009; Chaloff, 2013). Combined with time spent with these narratives in the 
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digital space, such associated products create opportunities for children to curate lives of almost 

uninterrupted immersion into the ‘commercialized supersystems’ (Clark, 1995, p.8) of Sesame 

Street, Dora the Explorer, Star Wars, and more.  

Changes in children’s pretend play are indicative of this simultaneously gradual and 

dramatic cultural shift. Studies show that these omnipresent commercially-given narratives, 

hereafter shortened to “CGNs,” do not so much trickle as flood into pretend play spaces 

(Wohlwend, 2009; Deuk, 2013). Although unsurprising, this finding has important implications. 

Research has suggested, with very little opposition, that pretend play is important for many 

aspects of child development, not the least of which is early-literacy skill formation (Vygotsky, 

1967; Bergen, 2002; Paley, 2005; Wohlwend, 2009; Möller, 2015). However, the current body of 

research has not fully explored how the introduction of highly commercialized and immersive 

narratives into children’s lives affects the ability of pretend play to cultivate these early-literacy 

foundations. As pretend play acts as such fertile ground for literacy development, and literacy 

development has such important implications for school readiness and achievement in future 

years, the effects of such a dramatic change in pretend play are worthy of serious study.  

This essay will synthesize current research and theories concerning this topic and 

ultimately support the position that CGNs are not necessarily obstacles to literacy learning in 

pretend play, but can be used consciously and strategically to engage children in early-literacy 

skill development and incite long-lasting enthusiasm about literary practices by affirming their 

identities as skilled and capable storytellers. After defending the case for the acceptance of 

CGNs in school contexts, I will also review practices and instructional strategies to enable 

educators to capitalize upon this potential.  

The Early Childhood Learner and Context  
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Theoretical Perspective.  

Because of its attention to the ways in which individuals and their contexts affect each 

other and produce learning outcomes together, I will approach this question from the situative 

perspective of learning (Brown, Collins, Duguid, 1989; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Bell et al., 2012). 

This perspective allows for a virtual anthropomorphization of CGNs, thereby affording them the 

same weight, responsibility, and agency as the learner. Essentially, all agents- CGNs, pretend 

play, literacy learning, the learner, and the learning environment- are treated equally. This 

affordance also highlights the tendency of each agent to affect and be affected by other agents in 

the space. As my guiding question could be reworded as, “How do commercially-given 

narratives, learners, and pretend play jointly produce literacy learning when they are together in a 

learning environment?,” this function of the situative lens is absolutely essential to a fair review 

and assessment of the topic.  

The Learner.  

Although people of all ages can engage in beneficial play behavior, this review focuses 

exclusively on research and theories surrounding the pretend play and literacy skills of learners 

ages three through five. This choice reflects the ages at which literature agrees is the “high 

season” of pretend play (Singer & Singer, 1992, p. 64; Leontiev, 1944; Elkonin, 1971; Elkonin, 

1978; Bodrova & Leong, 2011) as well as a critical window for early-literacy skill development 

(Brown, 2014).   

Early Childhood Pretend Play. Peter Gray (2015) defines play as that which is self 

chosen, and self directed, intrinsically motivated, guided by rules, imaginative, and conducted in 

an active, alert, but relatively non-stressed frame of mind. The overwhelming majority of play 

literature argues for the importance of regular play. Recent studies have proposed that, through 
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play, children can form the foundations of linguistic, mathematical, social, and scientific 

understandings (Eberle, 2011), build, challenge, negotiate, and re-negotiate their identities 

(Mears, 2005; Henricks, 2014; Gray, 2011), develop coping capabilities (Fiorelli & Russ, 2012; 

Gray 2011) engage in language study and practice (Weisberg et al., 2013) become more 

adaptable to changing and challenging circumstances (Pellis, Pellis, & Himmler, 2014), 

experiment with cultural norms (Wohlwend, 2009), develop the capacity for cohesive 

storytelling (Nicolopoulou et al., 2009), and engage in perspective taking, early-abstract thought, 

high-level cognition, self-regulation and complex social interactions (Bergen, 2002).  

Pretend play, defined as “the subset of play activities characterized by an ‘as-if’ stance…. 

(in which) a ‘pretense’ is layered over reality,” (Lillard et al., 2013, p. 2) specifically offers a 

flexible, low-risk, and simultaneously challenging space for young children to form these vital 

skills. They must not only balance the many and delicate relational components of pretend play, 

but at the same time engage in new and demanding developmental tasks, such as representational 

thought and causal reasoning. That young children engage in this multifaceted and demanding 

environment with such enthusiasm, frequency, and success is truly noteworthy.  

Early Childhood Literacy. Research shows that children ages three through five are 

constantly involved in important literary work as they deconstruct, reconstruct, analyze, and 

make sense of the processes involved in working with written and oral texts (Snow, Burns, & 

Griffin, 1998) Consequentially, children who engage in literacy-rich experiences in early 

childhood are more likely to develop robust literary skills later in life and those who do not have 

the opportunity to develop these skills in early years are more likely to struggle academically in 

later years (Barnett, 1995; Campbell & Ramey, 1994; Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; Kalmer, 

2008). These findings imply that, although the bulk of overt literacy curriculum may take place 
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in the early elementary years, early childhood years are absolutely vital for the foundational 

literacy skills on which later understandings are built.  

With this in mind, research has recommended familiarizing children with written text 

through classroom labels that are on their eye level (Nitecki & Chung, 2013), providing 

opportunities for students to play with language in interdisciplinary and sensory ways (Wolfe & 

Nevills, 2004), and purposefully designing pretend play areas to encourage the rehearsal of oral 

and written communication (Nitecki & Chung, 2013; Nueman & Roskos, 1992; Morrow, 2005). 

Each of these tasks focuses on the most basic building blocks of literacy: the ‘whats,’ ‘whys,’ 

and ‘hows’ of interacting with text.  

The Play-Literacy Connection. Many of the skills commonly developed through 

pretend play are foundational literacy skills. For example, pretend play experiences such as using 

a block as a teacup or a stick as a magic wand develop the symbolic understanding that is 

essential for reading and understanding written text. To successfully use a stick as a magic wand, 

a child needs to understand what constitutes a stick, what constitutes a wand, and that the stick is 

not a wand. Then, she must suspend that reality and impose a pretense in which the stick is a 

wand, all while storing the stick’s true identity as “not a wand” in a back, accessible yet currently 

out-of-the-way, part of her mind. Later, when this child has had experience with this process and 

encounters the written word “tree,” she is ready to understand that the combination of letters is 

not really a tree, but that it stands in for a tree in the same way that her stick stood in for a magic 

wand (White, 2012; Hanline, Milton & Phelps, 2010; Yawkey, 1983). 

Furthermore, pretend play acts as a space to experiment with plot construction, the 

innovation of story elements, the production of various responsive and creative texts, peer-

editing, communication skills, and character development (Paley, 2005; Wohlwend, 2009; 



COMMERCIAL NARRATIVES, PLAY, AND LITERACY 8 

Nueman & Roskos, 1992). Children also explore literary procedures, such as the situations in 

which people need to read and write, how to hold books correctly, how to open a book, and the 

direction to trace their fingers across a page while reading, in pretend play.  

The Learning Environment.  

School settings will act as the physical context for this analysis. This choice is reflective 

of the finding that dramatic play objects, time, and playmates of similar developmental stages are 

most commonly and consistently available for 21st century children in these contexts (Bodrova 

& Leong, 2011). Additionally, as children enrolled in early childhood programs spend a large 

portion of their waking hours in the classroom and research has supported play as vital to 

development, schools present an important area for play research (Miller and Almon, 2009). 

As this review specifically investigates the interaction of literacy learning objectives and 

CGNs within pretend play, pretend play will act as an equally important learning environment. 

This context is particularly unique because it is child-created and -directed and, therefore, as 

uncontrollable and unpredictable as the child’s imagination. As previously detailed, this context 

has the potential to cultivate innumerable skills in multiple domains, both academic and non-

academic.   

The interaction between these two learning environments is tense. Antiquated ideas about 

pretend play and the lack of a unifying theory detailing its importance have led to the decline of 

sanctioned playtime in classroom settings (Gopnik & Walker, 2013; Pompe, 1996). Many 

caregivers and educators are worried that if children are “only playing,” they are wasting 

precious time they could be spending on more valued academic and developmental learning 

tasks (Elkind, 1981). This is especially true in Title 1 classrooms, where pretend play is often 

considered a luxury and more rigid skills, such as the ability to adhere to classroom rules and ‘do 
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school,’ are paramount (Farran & Son-Yarborough, 2001). This declining regard for play in 

academic settings adds complexity and importance to the topic of this paper.  

Literature Review  

This review considers a possible nexus, or “intersection where practices link and 

strengthen each other,” (Wohlwend, 2009, p.30) within the early childhood experience. The first 

practice is play, “a great organizer of contemporary childhoods” (Deuk, 2013, p. 121). The 

second is early literacy learning, which acts as a curricular and developmental focus for children 

in early childhood learning contexts. The third is the CGNs that are delivered through 

contemporary early childhood media. For this review, I have chosen to investigate the effects of 

popular children’s media on the potential for pretend play, as a learning environment, to incite 

literacy learning as evaluated by two measures: 1.) learners’ enthusiasm and confidence in their 

own literacy through the cultivation of a storyteller identity and 2.) learners’ specific early 

literacy skill development. This choice reflects the theorized importance of both literacy identity 

formation as well as assessable literacy skills in early literacy curricula (Biancarosa & Snow, 

2006; Barnett, 1995; Campbell & Ramey, 1995; Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; Kalmer, 

2008).  

Incite Enthusiasm and Confidence in Literacy.  

The importance of enthusiasm and confidence in reading cannot be understated. One of 

the most difficult and important tasks of literacy learning is the formation of a storyteller 

identity, or the deep and personal belief that one is ‘good at’ storytelling (Seban & Tavsanli, 

2015). Even at this age, “literacy narratives,” or the experiences behind different learners’ 

literacy attitudes and habits, are diverse and sometimes problematic (Corkery, 2005). For 

example, a child could hear a parent describe reading as “boring” or “hard” and subsequently 



COMMERCIAL NARRATIVES, PLAY, AND LITERACY 10 

decide that she does not want to read or will not be a skillful reader. This becomes part of her 

literacy narrative and may partially determine her willingness to struggle through challenging 

texts later on, even into adulthood. Curricular decisions that aid children in constructing positive 

literacy narratives could disrupt this path and have lasting effects on a child’s lifelong literacy 

(Corkery, 2005).  

Whether because of love for their favorite characters, a desire to fit into peer culture, or 

excitement to share their expertise about the topic, the integration of beloved CGNs in classroom 

literacy activities have shown to positively impact students’ attitudes towards literacy (Marsh, 

2000; Wohlwend, 2012). Jackie Marsh found this in her 2000 study on the role of popular culture 

in early literacy learning, “Teletubby Tales: Popular Culture in the Early Years Language and 

Literacy Curriculum.” Knowing that her students had a particular love for the PBS Kids 

television series Teletubbies, Marsh created a set of literacy learning activities themed to the 

show. In one activity, learners made the teletubbies’ favorite food, ‘tubby custard,’ and were then 

invited to write their own recipes for tubby custard on a card. According to Marsh, the activity 

had an “electrifying effect” (Marsh, 2000, p. 123) on learners, who immediately toppled over 

each other with eagerness to begin making and writing recipes for tubby custard. Every teacher 

she interviewed noted that the learners were unusually excited about the project and that a few 

children who did not normally want to participate in classroom activities were just as eager to 

partake in the fun.  

However, many teachers remain uneasy and unconvinced of this potential, often citing 

problematic aspects of these narratives and doubting that they are worthy of learners’ excitement 

(Marsh, 2000, 2006; Green, Reid, & Bigum, 1998). Disney Princess stories, for example, have 

been notoriously accused of reducing their supposed heroines to dependent, passive and 
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sexualized “homemakers in waiting” (Wohlwend, 2009, p.8). Nickelodeon’s Dora the Explorer 

exclusively addresses problems that can be solved in three easy steps, giving little example of 

perseverance or complexity. Disney Junior’s Handy Manny portrays a simplistic and misleading 

characterization of the experiences of many Mexican American immigrants (Deuk, 2013). Deuk 

(2013) emphasizes the significance of this point, proposing that children engaged in pretend play 

commonly reproduce what they consume through media. If her assertion is true, then the 

implications are indeed worthy of serious consideration. How can encouraging something so 

commercial, controversial, and potentially confusing possibly bring out any positive outcome? 

Even if young learners can learn to craft pretend play narratives using examples given by 

popular media, how can we celebrate their enthusiasm for such problematic texts, regardless of 

potential literacy learning?  

Firstly, it should be noted that the popular canon of early childhood literature is not as 

perfect as literary purists might propose, especially in its almost exclusive attention to the 

experiences of the white, middle- and upper-class. For example, the main character of Goodnight 

Moon, a hallmark of American early childhood canonical literature, falls asleep in large, stately 

room with a cozy fire and a tiger-skin rug every night (Brown, 1947). The children of The Cat in 

the Hat by Dr. Suess have time to be bored and their mother has time to spend a day “out” 

(Geisel, 1957). Hardly any time-honored American children’s texts use non-white English 

dialects, such as African American Vernacular English or Spanglish, or give positive examples 

of alternative home cultures. While CGNs can fall into these same ethno- and class-centric 

leanings, they are slowly increasing in diversity and should not be considered inferior to older 

stories simply because of their youth (Ryan, 2010; Callahan, 2016; Grain, 2012). 
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Furthermore, it is possible that popular culture should be encouraged in pretend play 

spaces for the exact reason that it is problematic. Carrington (2003) argues for this perspective, 

proposing that society’s idealistic view of childhood, that it is innocent and needs to be protected 

from reality, ultimately harms children in that it neglects to equip them with true literacy, or the 

skills to be “an able navigator and manipulator of intertextual signs and the currents of power, 

knowledge and access that make up our increasingly glocalized society” (Carrington, 2003, p. 

97). If learners are to be “literate” in this sense of the word, they must not be indiscriminately 

shielded from any and all popular texts so much as equipped with developmentally appropriate 

skills to consider, evaluate, and potentially challenge them. Text comprehension and critical 

thinking, both highly valuable literacy skills, are notoriously challenging to cultivate (Terenzini, 

Springer, & Pascarella, 1993; Cornoldi & Oakhill, 1996), but Carrington’s proposal could give 

learners a scaffolded and developmentally appropriate introduction to these skills years before 

they are formally assessed. Wohlwend (2009) echoes this opinion, encouraging teachers to work 

with and through CGNs in the classroom, especially in play environments, rather than allow 

them to operate without mediation. It is possible that this learning objective is truly addressed 

best through play. When children put themselves in problematic roles in pretend play, it is easier 

for them to understand, question, and negotiate those norms in a low-risk setting. (Wohlwend, 

2012).  

To engage learners in early-literacy skill development.  

Arguments against the incorporation of CGNs in pretend play contexts also address the 

perceived inabilities of young children to interact meaningfully with fantasy texts and the 

possibility that CGNs rob learners of the opportunity to exercise true literary creativity in the 

pretend play space.      
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Child Development and Fantasy. Those who argue against the developmental 

appropriateness of CGNs in early childhood learning environments typically propose that these 

children are only ready to interact with realistic, purposeful, and culturally local narratives. They 

warn that stories based on fantasy, including so many CGNs, are necessarily confusing for this 

age group because many of these children are just beginning to discern between reality and 

fantasy, especially as communicated through screen technology (Rubin, 2011; Shortridge, 2015). 

Furthermore, incorrectly sorting which aspects of fantasy stories are applicable to real life or 

becoming confused by the attempt can cause young learners to virtually ‘quarantine’ concepts 

learned in fantasy stories, thus disqualifying those concepts from the possibility of future transfer 

(Richert & Smith, 2011). For example, a child may watch the 2013 Disney film Frozen 

religiously until she can repeat the entire script verbatim, but this practice is less likely to directly 

transfer into an internalization and transfer of the film’s values of adventurousness and sisterly 

love than if she interacted with a similar, yet realistic, narrative that did not involve such 

confusing elements as trolls, talking snowmen, and magical powers. This is not a measure of her 

personal preference or engagement, but of the cognitive load required to both sort out fantasy 

from reality and to transfer the elements she has deemed realistic onto other situations. 

Essentially, these critics do not believe that typical early childhood CGNs have the capacity to 

encourage pre-literacy skill development in any context because they often involve unrealistic 

story elements, which young learners often struggle to deconstruct, reconstruct, and transfer in a 

meaningful way. 

However, a large body of research disagrees, proposing that these children are actually 

quite skilled at distinguishing fantasy from reality (Flavell, Flavell, & Green, 1987; Morison & 

Gardner, 1978; Skolnick and Bloom, 2006; Woolley & Cox, 2007; Woolley & Ghossainy, 2013; 
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Gopnick & Walter, 2013), that fantastical thinking is a healthy part of early childhood cognitive 

development (Harris, 2000; Lillard, 2001; Nichols & Stitch, 2000; Taylor, 1999; Vygotsky, 

1978; Woolley, 1997), and that children who have more experience with fantasy texts are 

typically more skilled at distinguishing fantasy from reality (Richert et al., 2009; Sharon & 

Woolley, 2004). Furthermore, the tendency to quarantine elements of fantasy texts is only 

undesirable when it is indiscriminate or poorly discriminate. The ability to accurately quarantine 

fantasy from reality is a sign of maturity, and, like most skills, requires some level of trial-and-

error in order to develop (Richert & Smith, 2011). One might argue that a low-risk pretend play 

environment is the ideal space for literary experimentation with these concepts. Within the 

pretend play space, a child can safely fluctuate between non-fictional and fictional plots, 

consulting with peers and constructing communal knowledge about what is realistic and what is 

unrealistic. 

The Effect on Literacy Skill Development in Play. Research has shown that pretend 

play offers many, low-risk, and engaging opportunities for early-literacy learning (Paley, 2005; 

Wohlwend, 2009). Acknowledging this potential, one might react protectively, concerned that 

learners necessarily lose opportunities for creativity and agency when a setting, character, or plot 

is simply given to them. Whereas in less commercial days, children were tasked with creating 

entire worlds organically for their pretend play, contemporary media outlets now spoon-feed 

them those worlds and the rules for interacting with them.  

However, research proposes that these pre-constructed narratives can act more as literary 

scaffolds, giving young storytellers a context in which to situate their many ideas (West, 2010; 

Wohlwend, 2009). Proponents of this perspective cite the considerable and often hidden 

cognitive load inherent to pretend play. Vivian Paley (2005), recalling her attempt at 
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unsupported and unscaffolded pretend play as an adult, described the pretend play process as 

surprisingly challenging:  

“In time, we discovered that (pretend) play was indeed work. First there was the business 

of deciding who to be and who the others must be and what the environment is to look 

like and when it is time to change the scene. Then there was the even bigger problem of 

getting others to listen to you and accept your point of view while keeping the integrity of 

the make-believe, the commitment of the other players, and perhaps the loyalty of a best 

friend. Oddly enough, the hardest part of the play for us to reproduce or invent were the 

fantasies themselves.” (Paley, 2005, p. 2)  

While these are certainly not unsurmountable tasks and children have been successfully 

working through them for centuries, the lightening of this load has definite benefits. Had Paley 

been given the basic parameters of a world in which to situate her pretend play, she may have 

been able to to begin interacting with and challenging this world more quickly and decisively, 

and research continues to support that children do, in fact, challenge the worlds that they create 

and re-create from popular media (Wohlwend, 2009; MacGallivray & Martinez, 1998).  

Wohlwend (2009) discovered this in studying a group of three-year-old girls and their 

navigation of Disney Princess texts. She found that commercial characters come with 

“anticipated identities,” (Wohlwend, 2009, p. 6) or character attributes as infused by movies and 

associated products. However, she also found that children quickly acknowledged those 

identities and began boldly trespassing on them, using them more as a starting point for character 

creation than absolute doctrine. Research supports her view, complicating and problematizing 

the notion that children are “media victims and cultural dupes” (Wohlwend, 2009, p.8) rather 

than empowered storytellers and media manipulators (Dyson, 1997, 2003; Marsh, 2006).  
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Having this starting point and deciding to work within a context that all players know, such as a 

popular movie, app, or TV show, can add invaluable stability to the play environment, outfitting 

it with the potential for more complex literary activity (Luke, Carrington, & Kapitzke, 2003).  

Take, for example, a group of pretend players who decide, after reading J. M. Barrie’s  

book and watching a movie retelling of his story, to use Peter Pan’s Neverland as a context for 

their play. After pooling together their collective impressions of and experiences with Neverland, 

they will most likely come to operate under the assumption that they have landed on a generally 

warm, tropical island with beaches, lagoons, forests, lost boys, pirates, fairies, mermaids, 

tunnels, and buried treasure. They will have a list of basic characters to approve or improve. 

They will have all of the legendary adventures of the pirates and lost boys described by authors 

stored away as historical context for their characters. They can choose to throw out or alter any 

details they know about Neverland, but every detail they can keep or add increases the 

complexity and believability of those worlds. We know this as adults- the wildly popular Harry 

Potter, The Lord of the Rings, and A Song of Ice and Fire book series and associated media are 

lauded specifically because they are so saturated with such contextual details, which collectively 

create completely immersive and believable worlds. Furthermore, these contextually rich 

narratives are commonly adopted and adapted for fan fiction, which can be considered an adult 

form of literary pretend play (Thomas, 2006; Hills, 2002). Having these pre-made details 

available for use helps to fill-out our imagined worlds, allowing us to enter more and more 

deeply into these completely immersive play experiences. 

In fact, Nelson and Seidman (2010) propose that fantastical commercial worlds, filled 

with pirates, aliens, wookies, and warlocks, necessarily challenge learners to be even more 

creative than local narratives and everyday experiences. Children who do not interact with stories 
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outside of their communities will most likely rehearse exactly what they know and how their 

community operates in their pretend play. However, children at play within typically fantastical 

commercial worlds must transport themselves into unknown territory and empathize with the 

experiences of characters there. Learners may not know what it is like to live in Neverland, but 

the attempt to find out and recreate it is rich with literary possibility. In deciding what to do 

when they meet a pirate, where to sleep, how to talk to fairies, and how to build a ship, and what 

to do when an alien pizza monster shows up on the island, they are storytelling in a way that goes 

beyond practicing the known. In this way, they commandeer Neverland from J. M. Barrie and 

subject it to their own rules and narrative whimsy.  

Thus, while CGNs affect pretend play as a workshop for the development of hard literacy 

skills, they do not necessarily compromise it and can possibly enhance it (Paley, 2005; 

Wohlwend, 2009; Nueman & Roskos, 1992). Learners who situate their pretend play within 

CGNs have ample opportunity to innovate and experiment with literary practices. Among these 

are:  

●      Inventing new adventures for characters (i.e. When Angry Birds land on a planet  

made of broccoli)  

●      Merging worlds (i.e. When Dora the Explorer takes her friend, Boots, to Doc  

McStuffins for a check-up)  

●      Plot innovation using concepts relevant to their realities (i.e. When the Power  

Rangers go to the dentist)  

●      Inventing new characters within a commonly known and stable context (i.e. When  

Big Bird meets a mermaid on Sesame Street)  

●      Trespassing on character identities and experimenting with the repercussions (i.e.  
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When Cinderella makes a touchdown to win the Super Bowl)  

●      Modeling literacy (i.e. When Squidward reads SpongeBob’s diary)  

●      Story Revision (i.e. What if Scooby Doo was the bad guy?)  

●      Easily accessible ideas for creative text production (i.e. J.M. Barrie wrote  

everybody’s Neverland is a little bit different- what does your Neverland look  

like?)  

By lightening the cognitive load required to create and engaging and cohesive pretend 

play scenario and establishing an agreed-upon and universally known context, CGNs can allow 

learners to focus more quickly and confidently on these and more complex literary tasks.  

Practical Implications  

Play offers a myriad of literacy learning opportunities, and teachers can help to cultivate 

confidence in and enthusiasm for literacy learning by purposefully integrating student-valued 

CGNs into pretend play spaces. This integration requires that educators prepare themselves, the 

physical environment, and the curriculum to enrich learners’ interactions with CGNs.  

Preparing Ourselves.  

Gloria Ladson-Billings promotes the idea of culturally-responsive teaching, or 

responding to the diverse “local, national, racial, cultural, and global identities” within each 

classroom (Ladson Billings, 1995, p. 25). She argues that teachers absolutely cannot address the 

needs of students if they see knowledge as static doctrine to be imparted without compromise 

onto the necessarily unlearned. Instead, culturally-responsive teachers view each student as an 

able contributor to communal knowledge, bringing with her unique perspectives and experiences 

for sharing. If the cultural experiences of students are valued in this way, power shifts from 

teachers, previously gatekeepers of knowledge, to students, now co-constructors of knowledge.  
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Popular early childhood culture is a true culture, and in our urgency to ensure that our 

students are literate in the ways that we value as educators, we must not forget to become literate 

in they ways that they value. I use the word “literate” here intentionally, recalling Carrington’s 

(2003) broad and dynamic definition: the ability to act as an “able navigator and manipulator of 

intertextual signs and the currents of power, knowledge, and access” (Carrington, 2003, p. 97). 

Being an ‘able navigator’ of popular preschool CGNs goes beyond knowing the name of a 

popular TV show or character. It means developing cultural fluency and treating its artifacts with 

validity and respect, even if its most dedicated participants are too small to demand this 

treatment.   

Teachers who pursue true literacy in early childhood peer culture not only equip 

themselves with the tools to interact meaningfully with CGNs in their classroom, but also to 

interact with their students. Early childhood learners, like anyone else, are steeped in culture and 

often respond best to those who value that culture. When a teacher who openly values early 

childhood culture says that reading is fun, her opinion comes from a trusted source. These 

teachers also communicate to students that each of them has important and unique funds of 

knowledge to share. To have valued expertise and be invited to share that expertise with peers in 

the school context is an extremely powerful experience that shifts power from teacher to student. 

Possible exercises for becoming more literate in early childhood culture include: 

•   Watching the movie, watching few episodes of the TV series, or playing the game that 

students currently value with an open mind, 

•   Staying up to date on beloved CGNs and being able to discuss them fluently, 
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•   Accessing beloved CGNs from multiple entry points (i.e. Watching a few modern 

episodes of Sesame Street, playing a few of the online games, exploring the app, and 

reading an e-book),   

•   Engaging in this media with an eye for opportunities to integrate student expertise into 

the curriculum, 

•   And asking students, the true experts, about their favorite characters and CGNs. 

Preparing the Physical Environment.  

As all play must be free (Huizinga, 1955; Rubin et al., 1983; Gray, 2015), possibly the 

simplest way to encourage literacy learning and involve popular culture in pretend play is in the 

design of the play environment. This could involve providing pretend play objects that encourage 

literacy-rich play, such as paper, books, pencils, and clipboards, and that are responsive to valued 

CGNs.   

Carefully designed and themed play spaces that attend to student peer culture can be 

incredible tools for motivating literacy learning in pretend play. For example, learners who value 

the Doc McStuffins CGN may benefit from a hospital-themed play space outfitted with pencils, 

notepads, and clipboards. The CGN offers stability, confidence, and motivation to engage in this 

possibly challenging play space and the play objects scaffold the tasks of filling out forms, taking 

notes on symptoms, and communicating with each other about health (Nitecki & Chung, 2013; 

Nueman & Roskos, 1992; Morrow, 2005). Teachers are encouraged to further scaffold these 

experiences with questions and prompts, such as asking “Why don’t you look in my file to see 

what sicknesses I have had this year?” or “Can you write down the medicine I need so that I 

don’t forget?” Research suggests that access to these literacy materials and experiences 



COMMERCIAL NARRATIVES, PLAY, AND LITERACY 21 

encourages learners to incorporate literacy themes into their pretend play and can accelerate 

literacy learning (Christie, 1991; Christie & Enz, 1992).  

However, designing play environments that value peer culture firstly requires allowing 

valued CGNs to enter. Research has suggested that children sort through their experiences in 

pretend play in order to understand the world, its culture, and their place in it (Fein, 1981; Mears, 

2005; Marks-Tarlow, 2010; Paley, 2005). Therefore, if CGNs present a new or interesting 

concept to a child, it will most likely reappear in her pretend play. Allowing this to happen 

without disparaging remarks, rebukes, or attempts at redirection is a simple way to value early 

childhood culture and allow her to work through her experiences, unhindered by self-

consciousness or doubt.  

Preparing the Curriculum.  

Teachers, and especially pre-service teachers, can become easily overwhelmed at the idea 

of harnessing popular culture for mediated integration into academic curricula and pretend play 

spaces (Marsh, 2006). This anxiety is often augmented by the lack of research detailing 

classrooms that successfully implement this practice. However, designing for literacy-rich and 

playful experiences that value peer culture need not be overwhelming. In fact, the small yet 

valuable body of relevant research seems to suggest that this implementation requires more a 

loosening of grip than a tightening.   

Karen Wohlwend and colleagues (2013), who have conducted multiple studies on the 

nexus of popular culture, pretend play, and literacy, promotes the institution of a “literacy 

playshop,” in which young learners are tasked with the integrated text production of a story that 

they value. This project consists of representing a favorite or relevant story through books, 

artwork, dramatic works, movies, pretend play and more, giving learners the freedom to 
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approach the same narrative from a variety of access points. Wohlwend and colleagues (2013) 

believe that this approach broadens and enriches their understanding of their chosen narrative as 

well as the structure of narrative literature in general, all while giving them a sense of agency and 

expertise. For example, creating a storyboard of events allows learners to visualize the 

progression of time in their story and directing a movie rendition of their story helps them to 

identify and rectify problems in the plot.  

Marsh’s (2000) “tubby custard” activity is another example of successful integration of 

playful literacy activities and CGNs. In re-designing and re-theming traditional literacy activities 

to invoke student expertise, the teachers in Marsh’s study gave learners the confidence and 

motivation to tackle challenging tasks such as approximating spellings (Marsh, 2000; 

Wohlwend, 2011).  

Teachers can also assist students in reclaiming popular and sometimes problematic CGNs 

from their companies that produce them. Carrington’s (2003) analysis of the highly gendered 

Diva Starz dolls that were popular in the early 2000s lends itself to this task. The dolls come with 

recordings focusing mostly on being “bored” the desire to “go shopping.” However, when it is 

time to visit the playground, the educator might ask learners if the dolls want to play, if they have 

on good shoes for running and playing outside, and if the children could find or design better 

shoes for her. She might invite the children to show off their talents and hobbies to an audience 

of dolls so that they can all learn about new activities they might want to try. She might 

temporarily replace classroom centers focused on shopping with pretend play centers that focus 

on other activities or settings, subtly encouraging learners to broaden their ideas about what their 

dolls can do.  
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Again, allowing children to play with minimal intervention, bringing in whatever themes 

they so choose, is often just as or more beneficial than even the most purposeful mediation 

(Sutton-Smith & Sutton-Smith, 1974). For example, the teacher in Logue’s and Detour’s (2011) 

study changed her classroom rules to allow villain play and observed remarkable complexity in 

their moral negotiations. Although uncomfortable with this theme at first, she recognized through 

her experiment that the children in her classroom were actually seeking a space to work through 

the concept of morality. All they required from her was permission to play.    

Future Research.  

A major limitation of this review is the scarcity of research considering the specific nexus 

of pretend play, literacy learning, and CGNs within early childhood academic learning 

environments. This means that the conclusions of this review are mostly drawn logically from 

the findings of multiple, distantly-related studies.  

Thus, the first task of research in this area is to further investigate the proposals made 

here. Teachers would also greatly benefit from the broadening of research on this topic. The 

decision to stray from canonical texts, time-tested practices, and the treatment of popular culture 

as absolutely taboo is not an easy one, nor is it easily defended. Teachers who take on this 

challenge need support and research to back up their seemingly radical decisions.  

Subsequently, research could investigate which features of CGNs lend themselves most 

strongly to literacy learning, the challenges and results of incorporating particularly problematic 

CGNs, and how learners who work through literacy concepts in play with CGNs compare to 

their peers in literacy skills later in life.  

Conclusions 
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This review has argued the case for integration of CGNs into the literacy-rich space of 

pretend play, and has highlighted three specific proposals:  

•   CGNs can act as a scaffold for story creation, analysis, and negotiation, especially in 

young learners for whom the task of completely organic story creation may be 

particularly overwhelming. In providing the basic formula for narrative story writing, a 

world in which to situate pretend play, and optional details for concretizing that world, 

CGNs lighten the cognitive load inherent to story creation and springboard players into a 

space where they can engage more critically, and perhaps more meaningfully, with their 

play, story creation, and CGNs. 

•   Allowing beloved and familiar CGNs into literacy activities, including pretend play, 

gives learners the confidence to engage in those sometimes intimidating tasks with 

confidence, expertise, and a confident storyteller identity. This integration can disrupt 

negative literacy narratives which may already be at work on a child’s confidence and 

motivation. By giving learners experiences of indisputable success with literary practices, 

these activities can create a firewall against negative events in their lifelong literacy 

narrative.  

•   Many arguments against the incorporation of CGNs in the classroom, which claim that 

children are mindless media victims or incapable of sorting fantasy from reality, are 

countered by modern media and child development research. Moralist claims that CGNs 

should be banned simply because they are problematic have been similarly countered. As 

Wohlwend (2009) has noted, ignoring, rejecting, and condemning CGNs does not 

eliminate them. It only takes us out of the conversation.   
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Through purposeful and mediated integration of CGNs in pretend play and literacy spaces, 

teachers can communicate to students that they and their interests belong in literary practices, 

positively affect motivation and confidence in literacy activities, scaffold and enrich pretend play 

environments to host experiences that challenge and grow students’ zone of proximal 

development, and remain a relevant and trusted resource for their students. Fear of straying from 

canon or working with problematic texts should not keep these texts, rich with possibilities for 

student confidence- and skill-development, from the classroom. 
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