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PLAY DURING
EARLY CHILDHOOD
IS NECESSARY IF
HUMANS ARE TO
REACH THEIR
FULL POTENTIAL
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INTRODUCTION
Play, games and entertainment have occupied
my research and writing, to say nothing of my
leisure time, for the 40 years that I have been
a psychologist. One happy result of my
interest in these pleasurable pursuits was an
invitation from Toy Industries of Europe (TIE) to
prepare this review of recent research on play.
What drives my professional activities is the
belief that people would not devote so much
of their lives to entertaining and enjoying
themselves if these did not serve some
greater purpose beyond their intrinsic merits.
Recent developments in biology, psychology
and neuroscience lend credence to the
importance of play in human evolution and
development. Play may even be the
cornerstone of society because it requires
communication and cooperation among
people playing different roles and following
agreed-upon rules. My research has focused
on how our leisure activities can be put to
good use in education, business and
medicine, and to improve the quality of life for
children and adults (see References).
Developments in science and technology
have broadened our views of play. The
flourishing of ‘cognitive neuroscience’ (the
study of the relationships between brain
activity, thinking and acting) has led to new
insights into the role of biology and the brain
in play and toy preferences. The importance
of play for mind and body has been welldocumented.
Some research just stops you in your tracks.
That is the effect that Melissa Hines and
Gerianne Alexander’s research had on
me. They found that baby vervet monkeys
display sex differences in play styles and
toy preferences that mirror those of human
children. So it is not only parents’ behaviour
and marketing that produce boys’ and girls’
different toy preferences. Hormones and
genes also influence children’s play. It seems
that males, human and nonhuman, are
attracted to toys that move.

People play because it is fun. One of the
many ways in which play is healthy is that
it results in positive emotions, and these
may promote long-term health. Even if it did
not do this, play improves the quality of life
– people feel good while playing. Play has
a major contribution to make in keeping an
ageing population healthy.
Active play has the paradoxical effect of
increasing attention span and improving the
efficiency of thinking and problem solving.
Two hours of active play per day may help
reduce attention deficits and hyperactivity.
The most striking thing about hi-tech toys is
that the technology does not in itself drive
play. Some modern toys can interact with
other toys, with iPads and computers, and
can recognise your voice and learn your
commands. Yet much of their potential is
overlooked by players. Many children play
with these toys in traditional ways. In this
they resemble adults who make limited use
of their computer software, learning how to
do what they want to do with their computers
and ignoring the many features that are of
less interest.
In the Western world, nearly everyone
believes that children benefit from free play.
Research confirms that children’s selfinitiated play nurtures overall development,
not just cognitive development (such as
learning to name colours, numbers or
shapes). Abundant research has shown
that play during early childhood is necessary
if humans are to reach their full potential.
Parents, teachers and government bodies all
recognise the value of play. Yet opportunities
for play continue to diminish, with fewer play
spaces, less freedom to roam outdoors, and
decreasing school time for free play. The
case for play is clear, now the question is
what do we do to ensure that children get the
play they need and deserve?
Jeffrey Goldstein Ph.D.
Utrecht University

PLAY IS THE
LENS THROUGH
WHICH CHILDREN
EXPERIENCE
THEIR WORLD
AND THE WORLD
OF OTHERS
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1 WHY PLAY IS IMPORTANT
Play has been defined as any activity freely
chosen, intrinsically motivated, and personally
directed. It stands outside ‘ordinary’ life,
and is non-serious but at the same time
absorbing the player intensely. It has no
particular goal other than itself. Play is not a
specific behaviour, but any activity undertaken
with a playful frame of mind. Psychiatrist
Stuart Brown writes that play is ‘the basis of
all art, games, books, sports, movies, fashion,
fun, and wonder – in short, the basis of what
we think of as civilization.’ (Brown 2009).
As the noted play theorist Brian Sutton-Smith
remarked, the opposite of play is not work,
but depression.
All types of play, from fantasy to roughand-tumble, have a crucial role in children’s
development. Play is the lens through which
children experience their world, and the world
of others. If deprived of play, children will
suffer both in the present and in the longterm. With supportive adults, adequate play
space, and an assortment of play materials,
children stand the best chance of becoming
healthy, happy, productive members of society.

PLAY AND THE BRAIN
A behaviour that is present in the young of
so many species must have an evolutionary
advantage, otherwise it would have been
eliminated through ‘natural selection’. What
might be the advantages of play? Play
increases brain development and growth,
establishes new neural connections, and in
a sense makes the player more intelligent.
It improves the ability to perceive others’
emotional state and to adapt to ever-changing
circumstances. Play is more frequent during
the periods of most rapid brain growth.
Because adult brains are also capable of
learning and developing new neural circuits,
adults also continue to play.

Play theorist Brian Sutton-Smith believes that
the human child is born with a huge neuronal
over-capacity, which if not used will die. ‘Not
only are children developing the neurological
foundations that will enable problem solving,
language and creativity, they are also learning
while they are playing. They are learning how
to relate to others, how to calibrate their
muscles and bodies and how to think in
abstract terms. Through their play children
learn how to learn. What is acquired
through play is not specific information
but a general mind set towards solving
problems that includes both abstraction
and combinatorial flexibility where children
string bits of behaviour together to form
novel solutions to problems requiring
the restructuring of thought or action…
A child who is not being stimulated, by being
... played with, and who has few opportunities
to explore his or her surroundings, may fail
to link up fully those neural connections and
pathways which will be needed for later
learning.’ (Sutton-Smith 1997).
In play we can imagine situations never
encountered before and learn from them. Toy
aeroplanes preceded real ones.
Neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp found that
play stimulates production of a protein,
‘brain-derived neurotrophic factor’, in the
amygdala and the prefrontal cortex, which
are responsible for organising, monitoring,
and planning for the future. In one study, two
hours a day of play with objects produced
changes in the brain weight and efficiency
of experimental animals (Panksepp 2003,
Rosenzweig 1976).
Play has immediate benefits, such as
cardiovascular fitness, and long-term
benefits, including a sense of morality. An
article in the American Psychological
Association Monitor on Psychology examines
the positive effects and utter necessity of
play. The most common theory is that
juveniles play at the skills they will need as
adults.
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Some newer thinking proposes it is more than
that. Play seems to have some immediate
benefits, such as aerobic conditioning and
fine-tuning motor skills, as well as long-term
benefits that include preparing the young for
the unexpected, and giving them a sense of
morality. How? Learning to play successfully
with others requires ‘emotional intelligence,’
the ability to understand another’s emotions
and intentions. Play helps to level the playing
field and promotes fairness. Justice begins
with healthy social play (Azar 2002).
Paediatrician Dr. Ari Brown stressed that
unstructured play time is the best way to
stimulate the developing brain. ‘When babies
are engaged in unstructured free play with
toys, they are learning to problem-solve,
to think creatively, and develop reasoning
and motor skills,’ she said. ‘Free play also
teaches children how to entertain themselves,
which is certainly a valuable skill.’ (American
Academy of Pediatricians 2011).

PLAY AND CHILD
DEVELOPMENT
Play is essential to development because it
contributes to the cognitive, physical, social,
and emotional well-being of children and
youth. Play also offers an ideal opportunity
for parents to engage fully with their children.
Despite the benefits derived from play for both
children and parents, time for free play has been
markedly reduced. Children today receive less
support for play than did previous generations
in part because of a more hurried lifestyle,
changes in family structure, and increased
attention to academics and enrichment
activities at the expense of recess or free play.

What are the benefits of play in a child’s
life? According to play therapist O. Fred
Donaldson, a child who has been allowed
to develop play resources receives many
enduring advantages. She develops a
universal learning skill. Play maximises her
potential by developing creativity and
imagination. Play promotes joy, which is
essential for self-esteem and health. The
learning process is self-sustained based as it
is on a natural love of learning and playful
engagement with life. (www.originalplay.com/
develop.htm)
Emotional-behavioural benefits of play
• Play reduces fear, anxiety, stress, irritability
• Creates joy, intimacy, self-esteem and
mastery not based on other’s loss of
esteem
• Improves emotional flexibility and
openness
• Increases calmness, resilience and
adaptability and ability to deal with surprise
and change
• Play can heal emotional pain.
Social benefits of play
• Increases empathy, compassion,
and sharing
• Creates options and choices
• Models relationships based on inclusion
rather than exclusion
• Improves nonverbal skills
• Increases attention and attachment
Physical benefits
• Positive emotions increase the efficiency
of immune, endocrine, and cardiovascular
systems
• Decreases stress, fatigue, injury, and
depression
• Increases range of motion, agility,
coordination, balance, flexibility, and fine
and gross motor exploration
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A review of more than 40 studies found that
play is significantly related to creative problemsolving, co-operative behaviour, logical
thinking, IQ scores, and peer group popularity.
Play enhances the progress of early
development from 33% to 67% by increasing
adjustment, improving language and reducing
social and emotional problems (Fisher 1992).
As the developmental biologist Jean Piaget
observed, ‘We can be sure that all
happenings, pleasant or unpleasant, in the
child’s life, will have repercussions on her
dolls’ (Piaget 1962).

THE ROLE OF TOYS
In addition to being purpose-built for children’s
play, toys invite play and prolong play.
Children will play longer when suitable play
objects are available, and stand to gain the
greatest benefits that play has to offer.
According to research conducted in homes,
the two most powerful factors related to
cognitive development during infancy and
the preschool years are the availability of
play materials and the quality of the mother’s
involvement with the child.

The availability of toys in infancy is related to
the child’s IQ at three years of age. Children
with access to a variety of toys were found to
reach higher levels of intellectual achievement,
regardless of the children’s sex, race, or social
class (Bradley 1985, Elardo 1975).
In one study, the availability of toys intended
for social play increased social interaction by
disabled children in an inclusive preschool
(Driscoll 2009).
It is abundantly clear that play is of
vital importance in children’s health and
development, and in becoming responsible
citizens. Yet despite the wide spread belief
that play is beneficial to children, opportunities
and encouragement for free play are
increasingly limited. Among child development
experts and education professionals there
are growing calls for reintroducing play into
early childhood education (Elkind 2007,
Fisher 2011).

YOU CAN DISCOVER
MORE ABOUT A PERSON
IN AN HOUR OF PLAY
THAN IN A YEAR OF
CONVERSATION.
Plato

EARLY PLAY
EXPERIENCES
SET THE
STAGE FOR ALL
SUBSEQUENT
DEVELOPMENT
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2 VARIETIES OF PLAY
It is widely accepted that play changes
across early childhood. The infant’s first
experiences of play are when adults try to
elicit smiling and laughter through tickling, or
playing peek-a-boo. But these are not
initiated by the infant and do not constitute
true play. Baby’s first play is solitary, exploring
objects in her surroundings. Toddlers can
experiment with their environment (‘exploratory
play’) while older children can manipulate and
control their environment (‘mastery play’).
Solitary play is followed by parallel play playing ‘next to’ but not ‘with’ other children
- at around two or three years of age. This
sets the stage for social play, at around age
three or four. Social play is diverse and
complex, and includes everything from simple
activities, like working together to build a
sand castle, to ‘rough-and-tumble’ play
(chasing, play fighting), and complex ‘sociodramatic play’, in which children enact roles
in fantasy scenarios that they themselves
create.
This sequence of play development, which
extends from solitary exploration to
sensorimotor play to pretend play, has
received extensive empirical support and
correlates with children’s cognitive abilities
(Brown 2009, Else 2009, Smith 2010). The
emergence of pretend play, in particular, is
a critical achievement of toddlers as it
allows them to practice symbolic thought.
Virtually every aspect of the growing child’s
life is affected by play. Early play experiences
set the stage for all subsequent development.
For example, being able to substitute one
object for another – using a sponge as a
‘boat’ in the bath – is a necessary step in
language development, where words stand
for something other than themselves.
A study by Levine, Huttenlocher and Cannon
(2011) examined the relation between children’s
early puzzle play and their spatial skill.
Individual differences in spatial skill emerge
prior to preschool entry.

However, little is known about the early
experiences that may contribute to these
differences. 53 children and parents were
observed at home for 90 minutes every four
months (six times) between the ages of two
and four years. When children were four and
a half years old, they completed a spatial
task involving mental transformations of
two-dimensional shapes. Children who were
observed playing with puzzles performed
better on this task than those who did
not, controlling for parent education and
income. Among those children who played with
puzzles, frequency of puzzle play predicted
performance on the spatial transformation
task.
By preschool age, children’s imagination,
language, and communication skills permit
communicating about social pretend play.
Children can plan and manage their fantasy
play easily and can modify the script as it
progresses. During social play children
acquire knowledge and information (such as
colour names and word spelling), learn
personal limits and social rules. Social play
requires the play partners to share the same
understanding of the situation, to agree on
the rules of play. A ‘tea party’ requires the
children to agree on the imaginary scene, and
to pretend that there is tea in the empty
teapot and tea cups.
Children benefit most by varying their play
activities, sometimes playing alone but also
with others, playing quietly on the floor as
well as actively outdoors. In order to stimulate
and prolong play, adults should support and
encourage it by providing sufficient space
in which to play, and a broad assortment of
toys and other play objects to enable the
broadest range of play possibilities. This will
ensure that neural pathways in the brain
are developed and strengthened, that every
muscle is exercised, and that great feats of
imagination are displayed.

PLAYING
WITH BLOCKS
PROMOTES
LANGUAGE
DEVELOPMENT
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3 TALKING, THINKING,
CREATING

The growing child learns nearly everything
through play. Play helps build strong
learning foundations because later levels of
learning are built upon earlier ones, a process
referred to as ‘scaffolding’. The qualities of
spontaneity, wonder, creativity, imagination,
and trust, are best developed in early
childhood play. In play, the learning process is
self-sustained because the natural love of
learning is preserved and strengthened. The
power of play also enhances self-esteem and
interpersonal relationships.

COGNITIVE
DEVELOPMENT AND
LANGUAGE
The cognitive processes involved in play
are similar to those involved in learning:
motivation, meaning, repetition, self-regulation,
and abstract thinking. Contemporary toys and
games, by virtue of their electronic functions
and possibilities, invite exploration and
discovery - learning activities par excellence.
Attention is essential for reading and for many
kinds of learning and performance. Attention
span during free play depends almost solely
on the type and number of toys available
(Moyer 1955).
				
Children’s explorations during free play
support learning (Schulz 2008). The ability
to read, speak and do maths ultimately rests
upon the child’s capacity to use symbols,
for example, a block to represent a truck
or a telephone. Play at an early age (1324 months) facilitates language (Hall 1991,
Ungerer 1986).
Various forms of pretend play can enhance
school readiness, social skills, and creative
accomplishment.

Children’s early exposure to and participation
in pretend play in the preschool years is
related to their emergent literacy skills when
they reach kindergarten (Katz 2001, Roskos
2007, Singer 2002).
Children’s toys provide a rich arena for
investigating causal understanding because
objects are understood at different levels of
abstraction. For example, many dolls and
action figures can be construed either as
characters from a fictional world or as
physical objects in the real world. In two
experiments, 72 four and five year olds
understood that characters shared certain
properties even though they did not have the
same name. Children’s understanding of an
object’s abstract character identity enabled
them to use it in multiple ways (Rhemtulla
2009).
‘Children at play begin to learn essential math
skills such as counting, equality, addition
and subtraction, estimation, planning,
patterns, classification, volume and area,
and measurement. Children’s informal
understanding provides a foundation on
which formal mathematics can be built’
(Fisher 2011, p. 344).
Researchers, educators, and parents have
long believed that children learn cause and
effect relationships through exploratory play.
In one study, four to five year olds explored
novel toys in an effort to understand how they
work (Schulz 2007).
‘To learn in a formal school environment,
children must be able to regulate their
behaviours and emotions and communicate
and engage with others in socially
appropriate ways. Research clearly highlights
a relationship between playful learning
experiences, social and self-regulatory skills,
and academic achievement’ (Fisher 2011).
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‘Playful learning’ refers to the use of free
play and adult-guided play activities to
promote academic and social skills (Fisher
2011). For example, Montessori schools
create classrooms in which children choose
from a number of playful activities that have
been prearranged by adults. Research shows
that Montessori kindergarten children are
significantly more likely to use a higher level
of abstract reasoning by referring to justice or
fairness to convince another child to relinquish
an object, and are more likely to be involved
in positive shared peer play than are children
from traditional schools (Lillard 2006).

LANGUAGE AND PLAY
Studies from many countries show a
relationship between early social play
and later communication skills. Maternal
responses to infant toy initiations, as well
as manipulation and labelling of toys at age
11 months were related to infant language
at 14 months. In Finland, Lyytinen (1999)
reported that symbolic play at age 14 months
predicts children’s development at the age of
two years.
Playing with blocks promotes language
development. In one study, children aged
one and a half to two and a half who were
provided with sets of moulded plastic building
bricks with which to play had significantly
higher language scores six months later,
compared with a control group (Christakis
2007).

Gunhilde Westman of Uppsala University
(Sweden) sees play as an arena for
developing language and communication.
Play is demanding for children because they
have to pay attention to each other’s words
and actions. They have to concentrate
on their own use of language in order
to communicate clearly. Children learn
these by listening to each other when they
play. Through play children learn to reach
agreement and to reciprocate words and
actions. One of the functions of preschools
and schools is to educate children to become
citizens who can participate in discussions
and reach mutual agreements. Westman
(2003) believes there may be a link between
children’s confidence and motivation when
playing, and their language development.
Children who are motivated by play and
try to expand their play actions tend to be
more linguistically developed and confident.
Much research has pointed to the importance
of children’s negotiations in peer pretend play
for preschool children’s social, cognitive and
literacy development. However, few studies
have investigated the relations between
talk about play in preschool and children’s
language skills when entering school. In a
study by Rydland (2009), a group of children
four to five years old, who had Turkish as their
first language and Norwegian as their second
language, was followed for two years, from
preschool to first grade, and videotaped
in play with peers. In the first part of the
analysis, relations between talk about play
in preschool and vocabulary skills and
story comprehension in first grade were
investigated. The main findings indicate that
preschool children’s talk about their play is
related to language skills in first grade.
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PLAY PROMOTES
CREATIVITY
Creativity increases following free play.
According to research by Anthony Pellegrini,
providing children with play breaks during
the school day maximises their attention to
cognitive tasks (Pellegrini 2005).
Children produced more colourful and
complex art after being allowed to play,
compared to children who first followed a
structured exercise. Fifty-two English school
children six to seven years old were randomly
assigned to two groups. The first group
was allowed to play for 25 minutes, while
the other group copied text from the board.
All children were then asked to produce a
collage of a creature, using a controlled
range of tissue-paper materials. Ten judges
assessed the creative quality of the resulting
work. The range of colours and total number
of pieces used by each child was recorded.
The results revealed a significant positive
effect of unstructured play upon creativity
(Howard-Jones 2002).
When four to five year old children were
asked to ‘play with’ or ‘to remember’ 16
common objects, they recalled the items
better when instructed to play with, rather
than to remember them (Newman 1990).
Adults, too, are more creative when they
imagine themselves as children at play. With
the responsibilities of adulthood, playful
curiosity is sometimes lost. In a 2010 study
by Zabelina and Robinson, 76 university
students were randomly assigned to one of
two conditions before creative performance
was assessed with a version of the Torrance
Test of Creative Thinking. In a control
condition, participants wrote about what they
would do if school was cancelled for the day.

In an experimental condition, the instructions
were identical except that participants
were to imagine themselves as seven year
olds in this situation. Individuals imagining
themselves as children subsequently
produced more original responses on the
test of creativity. Further results showed that
the manipulation was particularly effective
among more introverted individuals, who
are typically less spontaneous and more
inhibited in their daily lives. The results
establish that there is a benefit in thinking
like a child for subsequent creative originality,
particularly among introverted individuals.
In A Mandate for Playful Learning in Preschool:
Presenting the Evidence, a review of play
research confirms that children’s self-initiated
play nurtures overall development, not just
cognitive development (such as learning to
name colours, numbers, or shapes).
In fact, research builds a very strong case
that childhood play is a required experience in
order to become a civilised, fully-realised
human being (Hirsh-Pasek 2006). Abundant
research has shown that play during early
childhood is necessary if humans are to reach
their full potential. For children, and in fact,
for society’s well-being, true play is a critical
need, not a fanciful frill. And so it requires
early childhood programmes to advocate for
and insist upon including play as part of their
daily curriculum and teaching strategy
(Stevens 2009).

CHILDREN’S
FIRST STEPS
TOWARD
INDEPENDENCE
COME WITH THEIR
ATTACHMENT TO
SOFT CLOTHES
OR FURRY TOYS
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4 PLAYMATES
The infant’s first experiences of play are with
parents and siblings, who try to elicit interest
and laughter from baby. Play helps infants
and toddlers gain a sense of independence
and identity. Their first steps toward
independence come with their attachment
to soft clothes or furry toys. Children with
‘transitional objects’ which they cling to
at bedtime or when distressed have fewer
sleep disturbances and are reported in three
out of four studies to be more agreeable,
self-confident, and affectionate (Litt 1986,
Singer 1990, Winnicot 1971).
As infants develop, their social play develops
with them: At six months, babies tend to be
passive; the adult must do all the work.
At around six months the infant is able to
sustain interest in the performance of the
adult but remains passive. At about nine
months, the infant can initiate the game but
there is no evidence of taking turns in the
game. Beginning at about one year of age,
when the infant shows awareness of the
different play roles, infants will alternate with
their mothers shifting from agent to recipient.
In the second year toddlers can create
variations within the game, showing an
understanding not only of its basic structure,
but its limits and possibilities. Examples are
rolling a ball back and forth, and peek-a-boo.
During play children form enduring bonds of
friendship, including with their adult playmates
(Goldstein 1996, Mos and Boodt 1991).
Children age five to seven years with proficient
pretend play skills are socially competent with
peers and are able to engage in classroom
activities. Children who scored poorly
on the play assessment were more likely to
have difficulty interacting with their peers
and engaging in school activities. Social
competence is related to a child’s ability to
engage in pretend play (Uren 2009).

Psychiatrist Stuart Brown (2009) discovered
that the absence of social play was a common
link among murderers in prison. They lacked
the normal give-and-take necessary for
learning to understand others’ emotions
and intentions, and the self-control that one
must learn to play successfully with others.
Some toys promote social play. Two to six
year olds at day-care and nursery centres in
Nashville, Tennessee, were observed during
play. Dress-up clothes, toy wagons, balls
and a puppet stage were far more likely to
be played with in co-operative social play
than were puzzles, a toy sink and pull toys,
all of which were used primarily in isolated
play (Hendrickson 1981).
Isn’t play naturally competitive? Doesn’t
competition help children better learn to
compete in the adult world? Play isn’t
naturally competitive. In fact, it is the opposite
- naturally cooperative. Children agree on
when to begin and end play, what the rules
and roles are, and then play according to the
rules they have agreed upon.

AGE-MIXED
PLAYGROUPS /
INTERGENERATIONAL
PLAY
Mixed-age play offers opportunities for
learning and development not present in
play among those close in age, suggests
psychologist Peter Gray (2011). Mixing ages
has advantages for younger children, who
are likely to play above their typical level,
and for older children, who expand their
understanding by teaching younger children.
Mother-child pretend play with toddlers aged
8 to 17 months is related to higher IQ at age
five years (Morrissey 2009).
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Play is an essential activity of early childhood
as it contributes to the cognitive, social, and
emotional development of children. Through
play, children are able to create and explore a
world they can master. Moreover, within the
context of play children learn, develop, and
practice innovative behaviours and social
competencies (Bruner 1972, Pellegrini 2007).
Fathers and mothers each play differently
with their children and each contributes to
the child’s language, cognitive, and social
development. During the first few years of life,
parents have a critical role in influencing
children’s play and developing social and
communication skills (Slade 1987, TamisLeMonda 2004).

The adult’s role is critical, but it is neither as
an idle bystander nor as an overbearing adult.
Adults can take on the role of a true partner or
playmate. Playing with a child is the easiest
and most beneficial approach. In traditional
play adults take certain prescribed roles such
as coach, manager, teacher, director, parent,
and referee in order to maintain safety. In all of
these roles the adults are separate from the
children. Instead of standing apart, an adult
playmate is fully engaged in the play itself. It
is the adult’s concern for the child rather
than their rules that create safety. Parents,
teachers and other caretakers should join in
children’s play, not have them conform to our
play.

Playing with children may sound simple, but
it isn’t easy. It is difficult to resist putting
pressure on a child to succeed or do
something well or the right way, rather than
allow them to just play with the task at hand.
At other times we impose tasks that meet
adult needs rather than those of the child.
Adults are often afraid of playing with children,
afraid of being embarrassed, looking funny
and childish, of not being professional, of
hurting and being hurt, of being accused of
inappropriate touch, and simply not knowing
how to play with children.

Most species do not live long enough to
become grandparents. So having and being
grandparents may have benefits for us, and it
is not difficult to imagine that play between
children and their grandparents is the delivery
system for these advantages. Playing with
grandchildren could offer advantages to both
the developing child and the aging adult, to
keep minds flexible and agile.

PLAY IS AN ESSENTIAL
ACTIVITY OF EARLY
CHILDHOOD AS IT
CONTRIBUTES TO
THE COGNITIVE, SOCIAL,
AND EMOTIONAL
DEVELOPMENT OF
CHILDREN.
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‘Parents directly affect the behaviour of
their young children when they engage the
children in play. When playing with parents,
infants’ and toddlers’ behaviour is more
complex, more conventional, of longer
duration, and more symbolic than when
playing with peers, siblings, or alone... When
parents play with infants and young children,
the complexity of children’s behaviour
increases substantially, both in the length of
the social interactions, and in the
developmental level of children’s social
behaviour’ (Power 2000, pp. 362, 375).

Hypothesised functions/effects of
parent-child play (from Power 2000):
•C
 ognitive stimulation and learning
•P
 romoting general cognitive development
•P
 romoting linguistic skills
•P
 roviding information about the physical
environment
•S
 ocial development
•E
 stablishing social relationships
•F
 acilitating social perspective-taking skills
•F
 acilitating self-regulation and control
•F
 acilitating gender role development

Play develops the brain of the growing child
and delays dementia in the elderly. Exercise
causes the release of growth factors, proteins
that increase the number of connections
between neurons, and the birth of neurons
in the hippocampus, a region of the brain
important for memory (Wang 2008). For
elderly people, play carries health benefits
different from those for the growing child.
Whereas active play helps children grow in
strength and co-ordination, in elderly adults it
helps to maintain these skills and retard their
inevitable deterioration.

YOU DON’T STOP
PLAYING BECAUSE
YOU GROW OLD,
YOU GROW OLD
BECAUSE YOU
STOP PLAYING.
George Bernard Shaw

CHILDREN AS
YOUNG AS EIGHT
MONTHS MAY
ALREADY SHOW A
PREFERENCE FOR
‘BOYS’ OR ‘GIRLS’
TOYS
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5 SEX DIFFERENCES IN PLAY
AND TOY PREFERENCE
Why do boys and girls tend to prefer different
toys and why are there so clearly differences
in the play styles of boys and girls? Do these
come only from socialisation, marketing and
advertising? What role does biology play?

Evidence from patients with endocrine
disorders suggests that biological factors
during early development (levels of androgens)
are influential in children’s toy preferences
(Pasterski 2005).

Boys are typically more physically active
than girls and this is reflected in their play. ‘While
children will still express their individuality, on
the whole girls prefer to play more quietly
and in smaller groups, boys will run around
and tend to make more noise. Group play
with girls can still be competitive, but it
tends to be expressed emotionally rather
than physically,’ writes Perry Else of Sheffield
Hallam University (2009). Efforts to suppress
boys’ rough-and-tumble play and play
fighting are usually unsuccessful (Holland
2003).

Research with nonhuman primates implies
that the toy preferences of boys and girls may
be shaped partly by inborn factors. In a wellknown study by Alexander and Hines (2002),
vervet monkeys aged 2-18 months show
sex differences in toy preferences similar to
those documented previously in children. The
percent of contact time with toys typically
preferred by boys (a car and a ball) was
greater in male vervets than in female vervets,
whereas the percent of contact time with toys
typically preferred by girls (a doll and a pot)
was greater in female vervets than in male
vervets. In contrast, contact time with toys
preferred equally by boys and girls (a picture
book and a stuffed dog) was comparable
in male and female vervet monkeys. These
differences may have evolved based on the
different roles of males and females.

Children as young as eight months may
already show a preference for ‘boys’ or ‘girls’
toys. Sex differences in toy preferences
were noted in research as early as the
1930s (Parten 1932). And they apply as well
to American, Dutch, English, Italian, and
Japanese children (Cherney 2010, Suito
1992, Zammuner 1987). Even adult male
and females display preferences for maletypical and female-typical toys (Alexander
and Charles 2009).
Developmental psychologist Catherine Garvey
(1990) traces the origins of sex-typed toy
preferences to parental behaviour, to the
parents’ influence as models. Children who
choose traditional sex-typed toys are more
likely to have parents who hold traditional
gender role attitudes (Rheingold 1975). Toys
and games are often designed specifically
for boys or girls.

Preferences for sex-linked toys seems to
emerge in children before any sense of
gender identity. In order to test this
hypothesis, interest in a doll and a toy truck
was measured in 30 infants ranging in age
from three to eight months using eye-tracking
technology that provides precise indicators
of visual attention. Sex differences in visual
interest in sex-typed toys were found: girls
showed a visual preference for the doll over
the toy truck and boys compared to girls
looked more often at the truck. The findings
suggest that the categories of ‘masculine’
and ‘feminine’ toys are preceded by sex
differences in the preferences for certain
features of these toys, such as their colour,
shape, or purpose.
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These innate preferences for certain features
of toys, coupled with social influences may
explain why toy preferences are among the
earliest expressions of sex-linked social
behaviour (Alexander 2009).
Recent research by Vasanti Jadva, Melissa
Hines, and Susan Golombok, of Cambridge
University (2010) adds to our understanding
of children’s toy preferences. They explored
whether colour or shape was behind
children’s sex-typed toy preferences. ‘We
used looking time to examine preferences for
different toys, colours, and shapes in 120
infants, ages 12, 18, or 24 months.’ Children
looked at combinations of paired images
of cars and dolls in different colours.

Girls looked at dolls significantly more than
boys did and boys looked at cars significantly
more than girls did, irrespective of colour,
particularly when brightness was controlled.
These outcomes did not vary with age. There
were no significant sex differences in infants’
preferences for different colours or shapes.
Instead, both girls and boys preferred reddish
colours over blue and rounded over angular
shapes. ‘We did not see sex differences
in preferences for pink or reddish colors
over blue, nor did we see sex differences
in preferences for angular versus rounded
shapes.’

RESEARCH WITH NONHUMAN
PRIMATES IMPLIES THAT THE TOY
PREFERENCES OF BOYS AND GIRLS
MAY BE SHAPED PARTLY BY INBORN
FACTORS. IN A WELLKNOWN STUDY
BY ALEXANDER AND HINES (2002),
VERVET MONKEYS AGED 2-18
MONTHS SHOW SEX DIFFERENCES
IN TOY PREFERENCES SIMILAR TO
THOSE DOCUMENTED PREVIOUSLY
IN CHILDREN.
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‘Our observation that 12 to 24 month old
boys show more interest than girls do in
cars, and that girls of this age show more
interest than boys do in dolls, resemble
observations of sex differences in toy
preferences in older children, and add to
evidence that these sex differences emerge
at a very young age. Such early sex
differences could reflect inborn tendencies
for girls and boys to prefer different toys. This
interpretation is consistent with findings
linking prenatal androgen exposure to toy
preferences in children and with findings of
similar sex differences in toy preferences in
non-human primates’. The study concludes
that indeed there are early sex-typed toy
preferences, but that apparently colour and
shape are not the reasons for them.

She writes, ‘In fact, the direction of influence
could be the opposite. Girls may learn to
prefer pink, for instance, because the toys
that they enjoy playing with are often coloured
pink’.
In their drawings, girls tend to draw butterflies,
flowers and humans, while boys draw moving
objects like cars and trains. It may be that
the key to sex differences in toy preferences
comes, not from the colour or shape of a toy,
but from its function, that is, what the toy can
do. Boys may inherently prefer toys that (can)
move, while girls show no such preference
(Bennenson 2011).

PLAY IS THE
HIGHEST FORM
OF RESEARCH.
Albert Einstein

PREFERENCES FOR
SEX-LINKED TOYS
SEEM TO EMERGE IN
CHILDREN BEFORE
ANY SENSE OF
GENDER IDENTITY.

ALL CHILDREN
NEED TO
SPEND SOME
TIME PLAYING
OUTDOORS
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6 PLAY AND HEALTH
‘Perhaps, even more than being smart and
getting along with others, parents want their
children to be happy .…’ (Burdette 2005).
Play has the potential to improve many
aspects of emotional well-being, such as
reducing anxiety, depression, aggression,
and sleep problems.
How children play reveals their interests,
abilities, desires and fears. That is why
play has been used as a routine part of
assessment, training, and therapy with
children and adults. Play therapy has been
available to children and families for decades.
The play therapist’s toy chest today includes
traditional toys and games, dolls, interactive
toys and digital games (Brezinka 2007).
The amount of public space devoted to
playgrounds and sports fields continues to
diminish, reducing children’s opportunities
for active and social play. This contributes
to the sedentary lifestyle of young people and
the problems, such as obesity and attention
deficits, that accompany it. Encouraging
active play and participation in sport thus
become of vital importance.
All children need to spend some time playing
outdoors. In Northern European countries,
schools are equipped with outdoor facilities
where children can play during breaks
between lessons. The Italian school system
does not attach as much importance to
play for preschool age children and Italian
preschools are not so well equipped for
children’s active play, according to Vitale
(2011). Furthermore, Italian teachers and
parents worried that while playing outdoors,
children might catch a cold or hurt themselves,
and discourage active play outside. Providing
preschools with open spaces with games,
where children can play in the morning
or after school, resulted in children’s
increased time of playing outdoors.

These playgrounds are also used during
vacation day time by children to play and in
the evenings, for theatrical and animation
events.

OBESITY
If obesity is the problem, play may be the
solution. Young animals living in an
environment with a surplus of food rarely
develop obesity – they simply play more.
‘Animals play so that they burn up energy that
might otherwise be stored as fat... By
engaging in energy-burning play, animals
remain lean and fit, making them less
susceptible to predators.
If excess calories were not burnt off in
play, then the resulting obesity might increase
the risk of predation by impeding escape ability
through increasing balance problems,
fatigue, muscle strain, inability to enter narrow
spaces, and amount of non-propulsive
tissue. Moreover, because play activity raises
basal body temperature, it could decrease
the young animal’s susceptibility to cold
stress and pathogens.... The amount of play
varies with the amount of food available.
Young animals living in an environment with
a surplus of food rarely develop obesity –
they simply play more’ (Power 2000, p. 154).

ACTIVE PLAY AND ADHD
In recent years there has been more
recognition of the health benefits and uses
of play, from dealing with depression and
obesity, to reducing ADHD (attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder).
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A regimen of social rough and tumble play
might help children with ADHD, which is
characterised by an inability to concentrate
on one task, hyperactivity, and impulsivity. It is
the fastest-growing behavioural problem
among young people, estimated to affect 8%
of school-age children. Its rise has coincided
with a reduction in outdoor spaces for play
and recreation (Panksepp 2003).

Yet international surveys find that children
do not engage in the recommended levels
of physically active play. A US survey of four
to twelve year olds found low levels of active
play (less than six times per week) and high
levels of screen time (more than two hours
per day). 37% had low levels of active play,
and 65% had high screen time (Anderson
2008).

Neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp believes that
‘one reason for the increasing incidence of
ADHD may be the diminishing availability of
opportunities for pre-school children to
engage in natural self-generated social play.
The idea that intensive social play
interventions, throughout early childhood,
may alleviate ADHD symptoms remains to be
evaluated. As an alternative to the use of
play-reducing psychostimulants, society
could establish play “sanctuaries” for at-risk
children in order to facilitate frontal lobe
maturation and the healthy development of
pro-social minds’ (Panksepp 2007).

A qualitative study with 10-11 year old
children was conducted in the UK by
Brockman and colleagues (2011). Eleven
focus groups were conducted with 77
children from four primary schools in
Bristol. Focus groups examined factors
that motivate children to take part in
active play, and those that limit children’s
active play. Results: Children were motivated
to engage in active play because they
perceived it to be enjoyable, to prevent
boredom, to have physical and mental health
benefits and to provide freedom from adult
control, rules and structure. However,
children’s active play was constrained by a
number of factors, including rainy weather
and fear of groups of teenagers in their play
spaces. Some features of the physical
environment facilitated children’s active play,
including the presence of green spaces and
cul-de-sacs in the neighbourhood.

Recent research documents a reduction in
disruptive behaviour after play (O’Connor
2011, Pellegrini 1997).
Mother–child play of maltreating and nonmaltreating families was analysed when
infants were 12 months old and again at
two years old. Children from abusing families
engaged in less child-initiated play than
did children from non-maltreating families,
and they later demonstrated less socially
competent behaviour (Valentino 2011).
Physical activity has important benefits for
children’s physical health and mental wellbeing, but many children do not meet
recommended levels. Research suggests
that active play has the potential to make a
valuable contribution to children’s overall
physical activity, whilst providing additional
cognitive, social and emotional benefits.

Additionally, children’s use of mobile phones
when playing away from home was reported
to help alleviate parents’ safety fears, and
therefore assist children’s active play.
Conclusions: Children express a range of
motivational and environmental factors that
constrain and facilitate their active play.
Preventing the decline in physical activity
which occurs around 10-11 years of age is
a public health priority. Physically active play
can make unique contributions to children’s
development which cannot be obtained from
more structured forms of physical activity.
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Encouraging active play in children’s
leisure time has potential to increase physical
activity levels while promoting optimal child
development. Aspired wisdom states that
contemporary British children no longer play
outdoors, but systematic evidence for this
is lacking.
The same eleven UK focus groups also
examined children’s perceptions of play,
and the frequency and nature of their
active play. The results demonstrate that
children’s perceptions of play were broad
and included both physically active and
sedentary behaviours. Children reported
that they frequently engaged in active play
(unfortunately, the researchers do not quantify
how much active play children engage in) and
valued both the physical and social benefits it
provided. Whereas boys frequently reported
having a ‘kick about’ or riding bikes as their
preferred forms of active play, girls were less
likely to report a specific activity. Additionally,
boys reported greater independent mobility
in their active play compared to girls. Finally,
boys were more likely to report playing with
neighbourhood friends but girls more frequently
reported playing with family members.
Brockman concludes that promoting active
play in children’s leisure time may increase the
physical activity of children, but interventions
may need to be tailored according to gender
(Brockman 2011).
Playing with toys has long been considered
important in early child development.
However, children with significant disabilities
often engage in toy play less frequently than
their peers without disabilities and frequently
need specialised support to promote toy
play. A study by DiCarlo and others (2009),
first identified two- to three-year old children’s
preferred sensory attributes (auditory, visual,
tactile).

Once identified, those attributes were
embedded into a toy that the children had
previously rejected. Four toys were presented,
and the child was given a choice. The adult
prompted the child and offered praise for
completion of effective toy play. Results
indicated that the addition of a preferred
sensory attribute increased selection of that
toy with two of three children and resulted in
increased independent functional toy play for
all three children (DiCarlo 2009).
Do special-needs children play differently
from other children? Experts often write
that special-needs children cannot or do not
play like normally developing children. All
children can play, says Dr. Fred Donaldson.
‘As a playmate I adapt the play to include
whoever comes to play. It is not the child’s
special need or culture with which I play’.
(www.originalplay.com)

PLAY AND THE
QUALITY OF LIFE
One undeniable feature of play is fun.
Enjoyment is the main reason for playing.
Positive emotions contribute significantly to a
sense of well-being and health, and improve
the quality of life for children and adults.

WITHOUT PLAY,
OPTIMAL LEARNING
AND NORMAL SOCIAL
FUNCTIONING MAY
NOT MATURE
PROPERLY
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3
7 TOO LITTLE PLAY

CAN AFFECT CHILD
DEVELOPMENT
PLAY DEPRIVATION
‘A child who is not being stimulated, by being
... played with, and who has few opportunities
to explore his or her surroundings, may fail
to link up fully those neural connections and
pathways which will be needed for later
learning.’ (Sutton-Smith 1997, p. 17).
Because play promotes brain growth and
development, ‘children who do not have
sufficient opportunities to play will experience
impaired brain development and flexibility.
These conclusions are based on animal studies,
though work with extremely deprived children
indicates a similar effect’ (Else 2009, p. 85).
Children who do not play or who do not
have the opportunity to play are at increased
risk for abnormal development and deviant
behaviour. Without play, self-control does not
develop adequately.
‘When we are in peril, play will disappear. But
studies show that if they are well fed, safe, and
rested, all mammals will play spontaneously’
(Brown 2009, p. 42).
Panksepp believes that there is an optimum
level of active social play necessary every
day. Like sleep deprivation, play deprivation
has adverse consequences. Without play,
optimal learning, normal social functioning,
self-control, and other cognitive functions
may not mature properly.
Over the past half century, in the Western
world, children’s free play with other children
has declined sharply (Chudacoff 2007). Over
the same period, anxiety, depression, suicide,
feelings of helplessness and narcissism have
increased sharply in children, adolescents,
and young adults.

Psychologist Peter Gray (2011) contends that
the decline in play has causally contributed
to the rise in the psychopathology of young
people. Play functions as the major means by
which children (1) develop intrinsic interests
and competencies; (2) learn how to make
decisions, solve problems, exert self-control,
and follow rules; (3) learn to regulate their
emotions; (4) make friends and learn to get
along with others as equals; and (5)
experience joy. Through all of these effects,
play promotes mental health. ‘Restoring
children’s free play is not only the best gift
we could give our children, it is also an
essential gift if we want them to grow up to
be psychologically healthy and emotionally
competent adults.’1
A review by Play Wales of studies of play
deprivation concludes: ‘Clearly play is of
extreme importance to human children,
particularly during the 0-7 sensitive period.
There is little doubt that children deprived
of play suffer considerable physical and
psychological consequences, consequences
which may be devastating to those affected.
Children will adapt through their play to
many changes in circumstances, like, for
example the proliferation of computer toys,
and may evolve new skills as a consequence.
However, play deprivation is not about
change but about an absence of those
sensory inputs essential for the maintenance
of humanness. Chronic play deprivation
may have the effect of gradually dehumanising
the children it affects, with a consequent
loss of their ability to care, to empathise
and exercise compassion, or share the
same reality as other children. The available
evidence suggests that play deprived children
become disturbed, aggressive and violent
adults’ (Play Wales).

1 See ‘A World without Play: A Literature Review’, 2011. www.playengland.org.uk

SMART TOYS
CAN FACILITATE
CHILDREN’S
SPEECH,
VOCABULARY,
AND PRE-READING
SKILLS
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8 PLAY AND

TECHNOLOGY
Toys have always reflected the latest
developments in science and technology,
from music boxes to electric trains to
computer games and robots. Today’s toys
contain embedded electronics that appear
to have the capacity to adapt to the abilities
or actions of the player, seem to interact with
one another or with a computer or smart
phone.
The first ‘smart toys’ appeared in the UK
in 1996. Smart toys share three essential
purposes: they are designed to teach a
skill, make learning fun, and engage the
child in doing rather than passively watching
something. The technology should not just
be for show; it should have a purpose. How
a toy impacts a child’s development depends
on how it is used, the interaction it promotes,
the language used to discuss the toy, and
the level of pretend play it generates. There is
little research on whether smart toys increase
children’s cognitive or social skills, although
some toys are designed with these goals
in mind.
A variety of toys have been developed to
teach phonics, vocabulary and fluency to
preschool and early school age children.
The use of ‘speaking’ toys in preschool has
been shown to facilitate children’s speech,
vocabulary, and pre-reading skills. There is
little research on whether ‘smart’ toys
increase children’s IQ or later success in
life. Studies are beginning to look at what
can be learned with some of these devices.
Some benefits of smart toys occur because
they engage the child in ‘open-ended’ play.
Electronic toys and digital games keep
children on task for a longer period of time.

Children often use new media in traditional
ways, bypassing the technology. Technology
is rarely the most important feature of a toy.
If a toy is no fun to play with, no amount of
technology will increase its desirability as
a play object. Children are discriminating
users of technology (Goldstein 2004, 2011,
Plowman 2004).
For example, whether a toy ‘talks’ did not
appear to affect how boys and girls aged
3 and a half to 5 years played with the toy
(Bergen 2004).
Doris Bergen and colleagues (2010)
conducted research in cooperation with
a toy manufacturer to investigate how the
features of a technology-enhanced toy were
used by 26 infant-parent pairs during six play
sessions with the toy. The researchers were
interested in the features of toys that resulted
in the most parent-child play. The blocks, ball,
mailbox, puppy, and door features elicited
more interactions than any other features.
Technology in toys can support children
with severe physical impairments. In one
case, a ride-on vehicle was fitted with a
Global Positioning System to prevent
collisions, designed for children who are
blind or partially sighted (Fabregat 2004).
One robot system even helps physically
impaired children interact with traditional
toys (Kronrief 2007).
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Autism is a complex neuropsychological
disorder characterised by qualitative alterations
in social interaction and interpersonal
communication. Giannopulu and Pradel
(2010) observed the interaction between
autistic children and a mobile toy robot during
free spontaneous game play. The duration
of different criteria including eye contact,
touch, manipulation, and posture were
considered. The children with autism took an
interest in playing with the robot. This study
suggests the potential of the mobile toy robot
to reduce the impairment of autistic children’s
skills related to social understanding and
interaction.

What can children learn by play with
electronic and digital toys? Like all
entertainment, games and play are fun,
and help children cope with the world as
they understand it. Children bring their
imaginations with them to each play
experience. Regardless of whether the toy
contains a microchip or not, play nourishes
development on every level: cognitive,
emotional, physical and social.

SMART TOYS SHARE THREE
ESSENTIAL PURPOSES:
THEY ARE DESIGNED TO
TEACH A SKILL,
MAKE LEARNING FUN, AND
ENGAGE THE CHILD IN DOING
RATHER THAN PASSIVELY
WATCHING SOMETHING.
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New kinds of toys do not necessarily displace
older ones so much as add to the range of
play options available. Children learn to use
new technologies largely through trial and
error — through exploration, experimentation,
and play — and in collaboration with others,
both face to face and online.

Hi-tech toys may introduce children to
technology at an early age, but they also keep
adults and the elderly playing beyond their
youth. Adults benefit from play in many ways:
it is emotionally satisfying, helps maintain
cognitive skills, such as problem solving and
strategic thinking, and has benefits for health
and well-being (Goldstein 1997). Play helps
individuals manage stress and cope with
change.

PLAY IS THE HIGHEST
EXPRESSION OF HUMAN
DEVELOPMENT IN
CHILDHOOD, FOR IT
ALONE IS THE FREE
EXPRESSION OF WHAT
IS IN A CHILD’S SOUL.
Friedrich Froebel

THROUGH PLAY,
CHILDREN
EXPLORE AND
LEARN THE RULES
AND SYMBOLS
OF THEIR
COMMUNITIES
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9 PLAY AND COMMUNITY
‘Culture’ refers to the traditions and values
of our communities. Children need to know
the ‘rules’ of their community if they are to be
engaged citizens. Some aspects of culture,
such as language, are obvious, but others
are more subtle. ‘For example, the colour
white has different meanings in different
cultures. English children know that white is
the colour of the bride’s dress in a traditional
Christian wedding, yet for Indian children white
is the colour used for funerals.’ The same
things may have different symbolic meanings
to different children. Through play, children
explore and learn the rules and symbols of
their communities (Else 2009, pp. 44-45).

PLAY AND CITIZENSHIP
Because of its significance in development,
play may provide a foundation of fairness and
cooperation that is advantageous to communal
living. Questions about the evolutionary roots
of cooperation, fairness, trust, forgiveness,
and morality are best answered by attention
to what happens during social play – how do
players negotiate agreements to cooperate,
to forgive, to behave fairly, and to develop
trust. There is much to learn about the
evolutionary origins of morality – behaving
fairly – by studying social play in groups of
mammals. Careful analysis of social play
reveals rules of engagement that guide animals
in their social encounters. Researchers Bekoff
and Allen (2005) conclude that ‘there is likely
to be strong selection for cooperative fair
play because there are mutual benefits when
individuals adopt this strategy and group
stability may also be fostered. Numerous
mechanisms have evolved to facilitate the
initiation and maintenance of social play, to
keep others engaged, so that agreeing to
play fairly and the resulting benefits of doing
so can be readily achieved’.

‘Through play, children recreate roles and
situations that reflect their sociocultural
world, where they learn how to subordinate
desires to social rules, cooperate with others
willingly, and engage in socially appropriate
behaviour. Over time, these competencies are
transferred to children’s everyday behaviours’
(Fisher 2011, p. 348).
Even two to three year old children have
a sense of fairness, of playing by the
rules. Once children agree on the rules of
their pretend play, some acts become
inappropriate. In a study by Hannes Rakoczy
(2008) the awareness of two and three year
old children of these rules was explored.
Would the children protest against rule
violations by a third party? After the child and
a second person had set up a pretence
scenario, a third character (a puppet
controlled by the experimenter) joined the
game and performed acts either appropriate
or inappropriate to the scenario. Children in
both age groups protested specifically
against inappropriate acts, indicating they
were able not only to follow pretence rules
and act in accordance with them but to
understand their implications. This effect was
more pronounced in the three year olds than
in the two year olds.

34

Generally speaking, children from all cultures
tend to play in similar ways and at roughly
similar ages. A study of play between
mothers from South America, Japan, and
European immigrants in the United States
and their 20-month old children found very
few cultural differences in the exploratory or
symbolic play of either the children or the
mothers. Regardless of their culture, boys
engaged in significantly more exploratory
and less symbolic play than did girls when
they played by themselves (Cote 2009).
One study compared 33 French and 39
European American 20 month old children
and their mothers on exploratory, symbolic, and
social play and interaction. French
children engaged in more exploratory play,
whereas US children engaged in more
symbolic play. French and US mothers
engaged in similar amounts of exploratory
and symbolic play, and equally frequently
solicited exploratory play. French mothers
less frequently solicited symbolic play and
offered less verbal praise than US mothers.
Developmental play levels and activities also
varied according to children’s sex. Boys
engaged in more exploratory play; girls
engaged in more symbolic play. Girls received
more physical affection from their mothers;
boys received more verbal praise. These
results suggest the coexistence of universal
and culturally specific aspects of mother–child
interactions and children’s developmental
processes (Bornstein 2006).
Although nearly all countries recognise
children’s right to play, they differ in their
support of children’s free play. In some
countries the play is often teacher-led. There
are national and cultural differences in the
degree to which play is used in preschool to
aid learning. Play is held to be essential for
early years learning and socio-emotional
development, yet this is not always reflected
in practice (Ashiabi 2007). A study by Synodi
(2010) looked at play and pedagogy in
Norway, Sweden, Japan, and New Zealand.

These countries were selected because,
while they have to provide for children’s right
to play, they cover different geographical
and cultural parts of the world - Europe, Asia
and Oceania. Their curricula were examined
because they express the official-state
expectations regarding young children’s play
and learning. Play might be child-led, where
the role of the teacher is as stage manager.
Or it can be teacher-directed and highly
structured. Play may also be mutually
directed, when teachers become involved
in children’s free play in an unobtrusive
manner. Synodi examined official documents
concerning play in each country.
Play is mentioned and encouraged in each
country, but the analysis reveals differences
in the approach to play. In Japan the focus
is on child-initiated and teacher-directed
play. In New Zealand, the curriculum is made
into a programme by each preschool, with
contributions from the local community,
whose views regarding play may vary from
place to place. Norway and Sweden take a
more holistic and responsive view of play than
the other countries.
Children’s attachment to their preschool
teachers is related to the amount of contact
they have with other children and with the
teacher during free play (Cugmas 2011).
Izumi-Taylor and others (2010) discuss
differences and similarities in perspectives
on play among early childhood educators
in Japan, the United States, and Sweden.
Analysis of survey data collected from
educators in those nations yielded six themes
regarding the meanings and uses of play:
• process of learning
• source of possibilities
• empowerment
• creativity
• child’s work and
• fun activities
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Processes of learning, fun activities, and
creativity were the universal themes of play
that emerged during analysis. The theme
‘play as the child’s work’ was represented in
the American and Swedish teachers’
notions of play but not in those of the
Japanese teachers. The theme of play as
empowerment
differentiated
Japanese
teachers from the others. Japanese and
Swedish
teachers
reported
offering
unstructured play to children, while their
American counterparts did not. Teachers
from all three nations did, however, agree that
playfulness involves and promotes positive
feelings.

Despite the nearly universal belief that play
is vital to children’s development, health and
well-being, there are diminished opportunities
to play outdoors and during school hours.

A HUMAN BEING
BECOMES TRULY
HUMAN WHEN HE
PLAYS.
Friedrich Schiller

BECAUSE OF ITS
SIGNIFICANCE IN
DEVELOPMENT,
PLAY MAY PROVIDE
A FOUNDATION
OF FAIRNESS AND
COOPERATION THAT
IS ADVANTAGEOUS
TO COMMUNAL
LIVING.

SOCIETY SHOULD
SEEK EVERY
OPPORTUNITY TO
SUPPORT PLAY

37

10 TO PROMOTE PLAY
‘Society should seek every opportunity to
support play….Play is so critically important
to all children in the development of their
physical, social, mental, emotional and
creative skills that society should seek every
opportunity to support it and create an
environment that fosters it... The child’s
capacity for positive development will be
inhibited or constrained if denied free access
to the broadest range of environments and
play opportunities.’ - Welsh Assembly
Government Play Policy 2002, available at
www.wales.gov.uk
In today’s primary schools instruction and
test preparation have replaced art, music,
physical education and play. Many believe
that play and academics are polar opposites
and fundamentally incompatible. But ‘a
wealth of research demonstrates that play
and academic learning are not incompatible.
From dress-up to board games, from
stacking blocks to art activities, research
suggests that children’s free-play fosters
mathematics, language, early literacy, and
social skills for children from both low- and
higher income environments’ (Fisher 2011,
p. 342). Fisher says that adults can help
children get the most out of their play by
providing play materials such as books,
pencils, paper, art materials, and costumes,
and by involvement in the form of questions,
comments and suggestions.
The manner in which toys are presented to
children can influence how they play. For
example, providing books, pencils, paper,
crayons, and signs can increase older
children’s literacy play (Welsch 2008). A study
by Shohet and Klein (2010) examined the
effects of variations in presentation of play
materials on social behaviour of 18 to 30
month old children. The study group included
102 children attending infant and toddler
classes in 14 public childcare centres in Israel.

Play materials were presented to the children
either in a random manner, or in a ‘suggestive
manner’.
‘The suggestive presentation was based on
the idea that the organisation of play materials
in familiar scenarios based on children’s daily
experiences may create a visual stimulus
which could function as an invitation to play.
Since the scenarios were well known to the
children, the assumption was that the familiar
context will ease the play and communication
among the children. This was expected
particularly when verbal abilities of the children
were not developed sufficiently for sustaining
social interactions or cooperative play with
peers. Another objective of the suggestive
presentation was to create a context that
will allow expression of existing and new
social skills, by bridging the gap between the
behaviours that a child is able to carry out
without an adult’s support, and behaviours
that he or she is capable of carrying out
only with the help of an adult. This form of
bridging can be achieved through creation
of meaningful play environments, which
according to Vygotsky’s (1978) conception of
the Zone of Proximal Development, create for
the child the assistance needed to express
their best performance.’ In other words,
adults should intervene when they are needed
or requested.
Toys were displayed on the carpet of the room.
The toys used in the study included dolls,
miniature plates, cups and eating utensils,
pillows, scarves and picture books. Four
items, one of each type, were introduced,
thus ensuring that each participating child
could choose one.
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The social behaviour of the two age groups
was differentially affected by the manner
in which play materials were presented.
More social play was observed when a play
scenario was suggested. Toddlers showed
a decline in aggressive behaviour following
the suggestive presentation, whereas infants
showed an increase in aggressive behaviour,
such as grabbing a toy from another child.
Overall ‘there was more positive social
behaviour, such as smiling and laughing,
when toys were presented in a suggestive
way. The researchers suggest the possibility
of affecting children’s social behaviour
through the display of toys. Suggestive
presentation might be used as a strategy for
enhancing positive social interaction among
peers.’
Another way to encourage toy play is to turn
off the television. An experiment by Schmidt
(2008) found that turning off the television
enhanced young children’s play behaviour.
The experiment tested the hypothesis that
background, adult television is a disruptive
influence on very young children’s behaviour.
Fifty 12, 24, and 36 month olds played with
a variety of toys for one hour. For half of the
hour, a game show played in the background
on a TV set. During the other half hour, the
TV was off. The children looked at the TV for
only a few seconds at a time and less than
once per minute. Nevertheless, background
TV significantly reduced toy play episode
length as well as attention during play. Thus,
background television disrupts very young
children’s play behaviour even when they
pay little attention to it.
Play can be promoted for each child with
adult encouragement and supervision (but
not intervention unless necessary). Provide
space, time, and a variety of toys and other
objects to play.

WHY TOYS ARE
IMPORTANT.
Play contributes directly to children’s
education and development. But it is toys
that stimulate and prolong play. If children
are to discover what they are good at, what
they like, and what they are like, then they
will need variety in their play, and a broad
assortment of toys to make it possible.
Variety is the key. Children play longer when
a variety of toys is available. The careful
selection of toys can lead children to play
with others, to cooperate, or to develop
particular skills. For example, dress-up
clothes, toy wagons, balls and a puppet
stage are more likely to be played with in
co-operative social play than are puzzles
or pull toys, which were used primarily in
solitary play. Toys are important, but they are
no substitute for warm, loving, dependable
relationships. You are the most important play
equipment.
Parents, teachers and government bodies all
recognise the value of play. Yet opportunities
for play continue to diminish, with fewer
play spaces, less freedom to roam outdoors,
and decreasing school time for free play
(Guldberg 2009). The case for play is clear,
now the question is how to promote it.
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