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Abstract: This article elaborates the theoretical foundations for cultivating tolerance in primary school learners 
through children’s play folklore. Anchored in socio-cultural, ecological, play, social learning, and intercultural 
competence theories, the paper conceptualizes children’s folklore—ring games, counting-out rhymes, role and 
chase games, circle songs, and cooperative challenges—as a culturally embedded pedagogical medium that 
enables perspective-taking, rule negotiation, norm internalization, and prosocial behavior. Drawing on Vygotsky’s 
zone of proximal development and guided participation, Huizinga’s ludic culture thesis, Sutton-Smith’s ambiguity 
of play, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems, Bandura’s social learning, and intercultural competence frameworks 
by Byram and Deardorff, we synthesize how play folklore structures support tolerance as a value, a social skillset, 
and a classroom climate. Methodologically, the paper offers a conceptual analysis of canonical research and 
practical models for classroom implementation that treat folkloric games as “micro-societies” where learners co-
construct norms, practice inclusion, and resolve conflicts. We discuss mechanisms of impact—cooperative goal 
structures, distributed agency, language of rules, symbolic distance, and ritual repetition—alongside design 
principles for lesson organization, assessment approaches (observational rubrics and dialogic self-reports), and 
culturally responsive adaptation. The article culminates in an integrative framework that aligns curricular aims, 
teacher mediation, and ecological supports to embed tolerance within everyday school life through play folklore. 
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Introduction:  Across contemporary education policy 
and practice, tolerance is approached simultaneously 
as an ethical principle, a communicative competence, 
and a lived relational habitus within school 
communities. The UNESCO Declaration of Principles on 
Tolerance specifies tolerance as respect, acceptance, 
and appreciation of the rich diversity of world cultures, 
forms of expression, and ways of being, translating to 
concrete expectations for equitable participation and 
non-discrimination in schooling. Within primary 
education, where socio-emotional development 
accelerates and group norms begin to crystallize, the 
challenge is pedagogically practical: how to materialize 
tolerance as routine patterns of cooperation, listening, 
and fair turn-taking rather than as slogans or episodic 
events. 

Children’s play folklore offers a distinctive route to this 
materialization. Unlike adult-designed games, folkloric 

play emerges from child culture—locally transmitted, 
orally scaffolded, and cyclically renewed. Counting-out 
rhymes determine turns; ring and cooperative games 
model inclusion; role and chase games test boundaries 
and rule compliance; circle songs ritualize group 
coordination. As living cultural forms, these games 
enact social order through concise, memorable rules 
and rhythmic language. Their structural and symbolic 
features yield a naturally differentiated space in which 
learners experience otherness, negotiate fairness, and 
practice empathy within a safe ludic frame. The central 
claim of this paper is that—properly mediated—
children’s play folklore can function as a robust 
medium for shaping tolerance in the primary 
classroom. 

The theoretical problem is therefore twofold: first, to 
articulate how established theories of learning and 
development explain the tolerance-building potential 
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of folkloric play; and second, to propose a coherent 
framework that aligns these theories with feasible 
classroom practice, assessment, and curricular 
integration. 

This is a conceptual-analytical study. We conduct an 
integrative review of canonical works in play theory 
(Huizinga; Sutton-Smith), socio-cultural learning 
(Vygotsky; Rogoff), ecological development 
(Bronfenbrenner), social learning (Bandura), social 
cognition and perspective-taking (Selman), cooperative 
goal structures (Johnson & Johnson), and intercultural 
competence (Byram; Deardorff), alongside scholarship 
on playground folklore (Opie & Opie). Sources were 
selected for their theoretical centrality, influence on 
subsequent educational practice, and relevance to 
primary-age socialization. Rather than aggregating 
effect sizes, we synthesize constructs and mechanisms, 
then translate them into design principles and 
assessment suggestions appropriate for early school 
years. 

Analytical procedures included: (1) mapping constructs 
of tolerance (respect for difference, inclusive 
participation, conflict resolution, and prosociality) onto 
the structural affordances of children’s folkloric games; 
(2) identifying mediational roles for teachers in line 
with zone-of-proximal-development scaffolding; (3) 
situating classroom enactments within ecological 
layers (microsystem classroom, mesosystem school-
family links) to anticipate contextual facilitators and 
barriers; and (4) articulating a model for iterative 
assessment that privileges dialogic reflection and 
observable behavioral indicators over reductive 
checklists. The unit of analysis throughout is the “play 
episode,” treated as a micro-society where rules, 
identities, and values are negotiated. 

Huizinga’s thesis that culture unfolds within play helps 
explain why folkloric games carry moral force without 
didactic overburdening. The ludic frame suspends 
everyday hierarchies and invites participants to accept 
“as-if” rules. Within this frame, tolerance becomes a 
functional necessity: no game proceeds without agreed 
fairness, shared attention, and turn-taking. Sutton-
Smith’s “ambiguity of play” further clarifies that play 
supports multiple developmental rhetorics—progress, 
identity, fate, power—allowing diverse learners to find 
meaning and status through different competencies 
(rhythm, speed, memory, mediation), thus reducing 
dominance of a single valued trait. 

Opie and Opie’s documentation of playground folklore 
highlights the rule-minimalist elegance of children’s 
games. Rules are few, transparent, and collectively 
enforced; infractions invite immediate, low-stakes 
repair through the language of the game itself (e.g., re-

counts, re-starts, swaps). Such transparency creates a 
laboratory for fair process. Counting-out rhymes 
distribute roles by chance rather than status; ring 
games visually inscribe inclusion; chase games encode 
safe boundaries; cumulative songs create shared 
memory. These structures naturally exercise the 
building blocks of tolerance—respectful listening to the 
rule prompt, willingness to accept outcomes, and 
recognition of others’ turns—within a meaningful, self-
propelled activity. 

Vygotsky’s view of play as a leading activity in which 
children operate above their average age level 
reframes the teacher’s role from referee to mediator. 
When teachers “speak the rules,” scaffold negotiation, 
and model justification (“Why is this fair?”), they 
convert procedural compliance into value-laden 
reflection. Rogoff’s guided participation clarifies that 
the pathway to internalization is shared problem-
solving in authentic tasks; a teacher’s subtle revoicing 
of children’s proposals preserves agency while 
sharpening criteria for fairness. Over time, learners 
shift from other-regulation (obeying because the adult 
says so) to self-regulation (sustaining the game because 
fairness preserves meaning). This internalization is the 
heart of value formation. 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological lens reminds us that the 
classroom micro-society is nested: messages about 
diversity and fairness arrive also from family, media, 
and community. Folkloric play, precisely because it is 
familiar at home and on the street, can bridge school 
and community values. Inviting families to share local 
variants of games legitimizes multiple cultural funds of 
knowledge and prevents the school from imposing a 
monolithic play canon. 

Bandura’s social learning theory predicts that tolerance 
emerges when learners observe models receiving social 
reinforcement for inclusive behavior. In play episodes, 
peers immediately reward fairness with continued 
participation and positive affect; exclusion tends to 
trigger group repair or withdrawal of reinforcement. 
Explicit teacher commentary can amplify these natural 
contingencies without moralizing: “Notice how you 
invited her back in; the circle moved more smoothly.” 
Selman’s developmental model of perspective-taking 
suggests that repeated role reversals within games 
accelerate movement from egocentric to mutual and 
societal viewpoints. Cooperative goal structures 
(Johnson & Johnson) embedded in many circle and 
team folkloric games make prosocial choices 
instrumentally rational, not merely virtuous. 

Tolerance in diverse classrooms requires moving 
beyond co-presence to competence. Byram’s model 
delineates savoirs (knowledge), savoir-être (attitudes 
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of curiosity and openness), savoir-comprendre (skills of 
interpreting/relating), and savoir-apprendre/faire 
(skills of discovery/interaction), culminating in critical 
cultural awareness. Deardorff’s process model 
emphasizes attitudes (respect, openness), 
knowledge/skills (listening, analyzing), and internal 
outcomes (adaptability, empathy) that yield external 
outcomes (appropriate, effective behavior). Folkloric 
play operationalizes these by (a) juxtaposing variants of 
the “same” game from different cultures, (b) 
encouraging children to articulate rule differences and 
underlying reasons, and (c) inviting adaptive blending. 
The comparative act normalizes difference as a 
resource and cultivates interpretive charity—key to 
tolerant dispositions. 

Five tightly coupled mechanisms explain transfer from 
game to character: 

Cooperative goal structures. Many folkloric games 
require coordinated success (e.g., ring stability, 
cumulative chanting). Cooperation makes inclusion 
instrumentally valuable; learners experience diversity 
as enabling rather than threatening. 

Distributed agency. Roles rotate quickly (via counting-
out), flattening hierarchies. Even shy or novice children 
occupy central roles transiently; temporary power 
trains empathy for off-stage positions. 

Language of rules. Games carry compact, rhymed, 
often humorous linguistic frames. Revoicing rules in 
child-friendly metalanguage (“What counts as a fair 
start?”) builds a classroom lexicon for fairness that 
transfers to non-play conflicts. 

Symbolic distance and safety. The “as-if” nature of play 
externalizes tension: disputes about fairness are about 
the game, not identities. This safety permits practice 
with disagreement without stigmatization. 

Ritual repetition. Daily, brief play episodes ritualize 
tolerant conduct. Repetition stabilizes norms; minor 
variations keep curiosity alive. 

Integrating folklore risks over-structuring. The design 
challenge is preserving spontaneity while aligning with 
curricular aims. Three design principles follow from the 
theories above. First, minimal sufficiency: teachers 
intervene just enough to ensure safety and reflective 
learning but leave rule-making and enforcement 
primarily to children. Second, cultural plurality by 
design: curate multiple variants of the same game 
across languages or regions; position learners as 
experts of their home traditions. Third, reflection as 
narrative: close play with short storytelling—what felt 
fair, who helped whom, how rules changed—linking 
experience to values. 

Assessment should remain formative and dialogic. 

Observational rubrics can track indicators such as turn-
taking without prompts, spontaneous invitations to 
peers, acceptance of counting-out outcomes, and 
language used in repairs. Brief child self-reports (“I felt 
included when…”) and peer appreciations reinforce 
prosocial scripts and make tolerance visible. 

Not all learners enter the classroom with the same 
familiarity with local folklore. Equity requires pre-
teaching minimal rule language and using visual cues so 
newcomers can participate quickly. Physical or sensory 
differences may require adaptation—larger circles, 
slower tempos, or alternative roles that retain social 
centrality. Teachers must monitor for subtle exclusions 
(e.g., persistent assignment of peripheral roles) and 
counteract them by rotating responsibilities and 
narrating inclusive moves. When tensions arise around 
cultural variants, the comparative frame should be 
valued over adjudication; teachers can position 
difference as a topic for inquiry (“Why does this version 
start with two taps?”) rather than as a problem. 

Synthesizing the above, we propose an integrative 
framework for shaping tolerance through play folklore 
in primary education: 

Aims. Cultivate attitudes (respect, openness), skills 
(listening, negotiation, perspective-taking), and 
behaviors (inclusive participation, fair conflict repair) 
consistent with intercultural competence. 

Mediation. Teachers scaffold within a zone of proximal 
development: modeling the language of fairness, 
prompting justification, and gradually releasing 
responsibility to peer governance. 

Ecology. Align classroom practice with family and 
community by inviting game variants from home, 
communicating to caregivers the value of folklore for 
social learning, and ensuring the playground and 
schedule afford daily repetition. 

Assessment. Use observational indicators and child 
narratives to document growth; prefer descriptive 
feedback over numeric scoring in early grades. 

Sustainability. Institutionalize brief, daily play rituals; 
rotate student “game stewards” to democratize 
leadership; periodically refresh the repertoire to reflect 
the classroom’s cultural composition. 

This framework is not a scripted program but a set of 
interlocking commitments: respect for child culture, 
faith in the formative power of play, and disciplined 
teacher mediation oriented to values rather than mere 
compliance. 

Children’s play folklore is a culturally resonant, 
structurally elegant, and developmentally appropriate 
medium for shaping tolerance in primary education. 
Within the ludic frame, tolerance is not merely 
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preached but enacted through cooperative goals, 
rotating roles, transparent rules, symbolic safety, and 
ritual repetition. Socio-cultural theory clarifies how 
teacher mediation converts procedural fairness into 
internalized value; ecological theory situates play 
within broader community contexts; social learning 
and perspective-taking research explain prosocial 
modeling and cognitive growth; intercultural 
competence frameworks provide outcome targets 
beyond mere co-presence. 

Effective practice preserves the spontaneity and 
ownership inherent in folklore while gently orienting 
reflection and assessment toward inclusion, empathy, 
and fairness. When embedded daily and supported 
across classroom, school, and family ecologies, folkloric 
play becomes a living curriculum of tolerance—one 
that children co-author and carry beyond the circle and 
the rhyme into the wider social world. 
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