
Is it “Play”?

Look at the following pictures and 
decide if it looks like “play” to you.









How is “play” different from 
“exploration”?

� Exploration is stimulus-driven behavior, 
controlled by the characteristics of the 
object being explored:  “ What will this 
object do?”object do?”

� Play is organism-driven , governed by 
the needs and wishes of the player, and 
concerned with generating stimulation
rather than gaining information : “ What 
can I do with this object?”













Play-fighting and chasing are the most common form of play 
across species, found in nearly all mammal species and in 
some bird species as well.

� Usually involves a play signal , and little or no 
threatening communication.

� Self-handicapping is seen.
� Role reversals are common.� Role reversals are common.
� Many species show celebratory behavior after a 

“victory”
� Play fighting rarely generates an “audience” , 

while real fighting often does.

Play fighting rarely degenerates into real fighting, but long 
periods of sitting (such as in school) tend to increase both 
play fighting and real aggression.



The “ Play Bow ”



Example: Infant punares at play

Two individuals push 
against each other ’s 
shoulders with their 
forepaws …

…until one pushes the 
other off balance.

The winner then does the 
“ frisky hop ” celebration.







True “play” is hard to define

� We can talk about play as a SPECIFIC, 
OBSERVABLE set of BEHAVIORS   (We see 
soccer, and we recognize it as play)

� We can talk about play as requiring certain � We can talk about play as requiring certain 
“DISPOSITIONAL CHARACTERISTICS”
(Do you “ feel” different when you are 
playing?)

� We can talk about play as something that 
only occurs within a PARTICULAR KIND of 
CONTEXT. (Is it “ play” in some places, but 
not in others?)



Some characteristics of  true “ play ”
that make it an essential 

developmental experience

Adapted from the works of Rubin, Fein & 
Vandenberg (1983) and Huizinga  (1938)



Play is VOLUNTARY

� It is intrinsically motivated: you have genuine 
desire to be doing what you are doing

� You may stop doing it when you feel like 
stopping.stopping.

� Play gives us a sense of efficacy - that we 
have some control over our environment

(Starting in early infancy, play allows us to build 
schemata of what our actions and decisions 
might do to affect the environment)



“ Work consists of whatever a body is 
obliged to do …
…and play consists of whatever a …and play consists of whatever a 
body is not obliged to do. ”

-Tom Sawyer



We’re ACTIVELY ENGAGED when 
we’ re playing.
� The unwillingness to be distracted easily is a 

hallmark of play, even for easily-distracted children.
� Active engagement allows us to learn to plan, make 

decisions, strategize, allocate resources, and 
suppress our first “ instinctive” responses.suppress our first “ instinctive” responses.

� Play increases stimulation by allowing us to use 
objects and actions in new and unusual ways

� The chaotic nature of play helps us learn to be 
unpredictable. (Being predictable is not so good for 
mammals in a highly competitive, ever-changing 
environment.)

� Play focuses our attention on the means, not the 
ends. The purpose of play is the process, not the 
product. We enjoy the ride, not just the destination.



� Chaos theory – from physics – suggests that 
social systems are basically unpredictable 
and growing ever more so. There is 
interdependence.  If one aspect of the system 
is changed, there is a ripple effect on other 
parts of the system.

� Play is one way to help children learn about 
chaos and unpredictability.  Play is not chaos and unpredictability.  Play is not 
directed toward a known end point. It is full of 
novelty, surprise, loss of control, and 
disequilibrium.

� Play leaders can prepare children for the 
world of the future by encouraging “weak 
chaos” shaking things up a little.



How is play in school different from other 
kinds of play?

� It is time-bound.
� There is pressure to make play something that it is 

not, or to “get something” out of it.
� Adults often control the themes of play.� Adults often control the themes of play.
� Adults often impose their own resolutions to conflicts 

that occur in play.

Play in preschool: often built into the curriculum
Play in elementary school:
� generally takes a different approach, that of providing 

play as free-time reward or an “activity break” .   Play 
time is often seen as the opposite of work time; lots 
of “ illicit” play occurs during work time.



Play is not ordinary or “ real” life.

� Play typically involves non-literal behavior (behaving 
“as-if” something is something else). We’ re free from 
a lot of external rules when we play.

� Pretending helps young players sort out and make 
sense of (or re-symbolize) “ reality” , helping us 
develop narrative frameworks, and advancing develop narrative frameworks, and advancing 
abstract thought and creativity.

� In play, the consequences are light, so we can try 
things that might be harmful in real life and see if they 
work.

� Play allows children to cope with things that cause 
fear and uncertainty, and to diminish unpleasant 
feelings.  (The Freudian notion of “ embedding” , or putting 
emotions toward something specific; “ liquidating” feelings:  the 
cathartic function of play)



Play with others creates ORDER, as well as 
CULTURE

Play tends to be secluded, often surrounding itself with secrecy or 
separation from others not playing. It often occurs in groups.

� Self-organized play helps us form social groups, distinct 
communities within society. There is an important sense of 
fellowship that arrives through play.fellowship that arrives through play.

� Play helps us “mesh” with others, reading their behavioral 
and linguistic cues. It serves as a way to learn social 
behavior and solidify social relationships.

� In middle childhood, games with rules constitute a mini-
society that gets transmitted from generation to generation, 
pretty much intact. (Piaget).

� Self-organized play doesn’ t just reflect the culture as it is 
now, it challenges and advances it.  (Johan Huizinga, 1938).



When children organize and manage their 
own play…

� They begin to establish their own system of authority. 
Social control is maintained through negotiation, 
compromise, discussion, and (sometimes) force.

� Through the process of negotiating, settling 
disagreements, and making and enforcing rules, disagreements, and making and enforcing rules, 
children come to understand self-governance.

� They come to understand the necessity of agreeing 
to follow the rules if they want to play.

� This is the “morality of cooperation” , as opposed to 
the “morality of constraint” (Piaget)

A child who wants to join play in progress has to figure 
out what is going on (interpret the situation in the 
same way the others are), and figure out how he can 
fit in. 



There are actually THREE separate systems of 
RULES in children’s play

� Game rules� Game rules
� Social rules
� Higher-order gaming rules (an interaction 

between the game and social rules)

(Example:  will you bend the rules for a younger child, 
and let him “ cheat” a little?)

Freie (1999)



IN SUM:  Why would play be beneficial  for a young 
animal of any species to play if playing uses up vital 
energy and puts the animal at risk of injury or death?

� Play  provides an opportunity to learn physical skills 
and behaviors that will be needed later. 

� Play increases behavioral flexibility – making the 
player more versatile and resourceful, and more player more versatile and resourceful, and more 
able to cope with the unexpected.

� Improves behavioral “meshing” with others, or 
learning “ reciprocity”  (e.g. learning to “size up” others) 
It helps aggression-suppression, thus it serves as a way to 
learn appropriate social behavior within your group. 
Promotes kin recognition and social cohesion
among the troupe or social group.



Roles that adults can take in guiding play:

� The “Artist apprentice”
� The “Peacemaker”
� The “Guardian of the gate”

� Parallel player

Less directed

� Parallel player
� Spectator
� Participant
� The “Matchmaker”

� Storyteller
� Play tutorMore directed



Malone (1983) suggested that are three 
characteristics of games that are effective 
for school-agers:

� Challenge (goal obvious, but outcome 
uncertain)uncertain)

� Fantasy (an “As-if” frame outlines the 
game)

� Curiosity (stimulating some, while not 
too many discrepancies all at once)



Greek philosophy noted ‘ themes’ of play

� AGON: The gods were seen as “playing”
with humans by providing challenges for them.  This 
is the “ conflict ” or “ challenge ” , or competitive 
aspect to play; winner was considered blessed.

� MIMESIS: � MIMESIS: (to mimic was a form of 
adoration)  Play that includes  imitating, dramatic 

depictions

� CHAOS: (the gods’ actions seemed 
random; games of chance helped see divine order in 
this randomness)



Summary:  Relating Animal Play and 
Brain Development

� Virtually all young mammals play, despite not havin g 
a human-like cerebral cortex.

� Mammals tend to play most at the time the 
cerebellum is just finishing its growth, and when 
mylenation is occurring.

� Time in SOCIAL play is related to the size of two � Time in SOCIAL play is related to the size of two 
brain structures (amygdala and hypothalamus).

� Play provides an opportunity to learn skills and 
rehearse behaviors that they ’ ll need later. It serves as 
a way to learn social behavior and solidify social 
relationships.

� Some environmental stress is helpful, but too much 
stress floods the developing brain with cortisol an d 
other neurochemicals that put it on hyper-alert, 
which is dysfunctional.



What does block play contribute to 
child development?

� For Erikson – a way of learning about 
the reality of the adult world.

� For Plato  testing the limits of materials, � For Plato  testing the limits of materials, 
and their physical properties.

� For Huizinga – blocks provide a way for 
children to be completely absorbed in 
the world of make-believe.



MAKE-BELIEVE play
(“Dramatic” or “symbolic” or “pretend”)
supports and advances cognitive 

development

� It is orderly
� It imitates reality
� In its advanced form, it is social, allowing 
children to participate in a SHARED reality.
(Children don ’ t  relate to each other very much  
unless they are playing .)



FIRST: (From the work of Gretta Fein):

What is “pretend”?  

Five Criteria for Defining Pretense
1. Familiar activities performed in the absence 

of the necessary materials, or outside of the 
customary social context.customary social context.

2. Activities not carried to their usual outcome
3. Inanimate objects treated as animate
4. One object or gesture substituted for 

another.
5. The child performs an activity usually done 

by someone or something else.



“Social Pretend” Play

(Also known as “socio-dramatic”
or “collaborative pretend” play in 

its most advanced form)



How does “pretend” support and advance 
cognitive development?
� Helps sort out REAL versus PRETEND, and 

understand reality.  (Piaget: assimilation, or 
reconstruction of  familiar events; you control)

� Allows practice REASONING, and dealing with 
cause and effect.     (Note:  even in make-believe,  
conditions and motives are similar to those in the conditions and motives are similar to those in the 
real world.  Helps develop early paradigmatic 
frameworks)

� Fosters, thinking,  imagination and creativity 
(Helps us re-symbolize reality and develop 
narrative frameworks.)

� Vygotsky: Allows us to separate objects from 
their meanings ( foundation for abstract thinking ), 
and to function in the Zone of Proximal 
Development with peers.



What’s happening in 4-6 year olds:

Psycho-social Development
� From external to internal regulation
� Perspective-taking: figuring out what to tell 

other people
� Pretense is orderly, following rules (the � Pretense is orderly, following rules (the 

necessity of agreeing to follow the rules)
� “Morality of cooperation” , as opposed to the 

“morality of constraint” (Piaget)
� Gives us a sense of control and choice
� Erikson: Initiative versus Guilt
� Play allows us to interact purposefully with 

the world  (a sense of agency, with a plan)



From the Freudian school of thought:

� During the preschool years, the SUPEREGO is 
developing.

� Common: fantasizing about the opposite-sex 
parent, and incorporating characteristics of the 
same-sex parent  

� Defense mechanisms used when the urges of the 
ID are too strong  (Play allows children to put ID are too strong  (Play allows children to put 
symbols between their impulses and actions )

� Play allows children to cope with things that 
cause fear and uncertainty, and to diminish 
unpleasant feelings.  (“ Embedding ” , or putting 
emotions toward something specific; 
“ liquidating ” feelings:  cathartic function of play)

� The ego-ideal tends to be very unrealistic at this 
age.



In Order to Enter “within the Frame”, 
a Child Needs to Be Able To:

� Observe what is going on.
� Interpret the situation in the same way 

as the others (share the same frame).
� Contribute something that fits the frame.



School-aged children’s cognitive 
development and play
� Make sense of the world through logic rather 

than intuition
� Great enjoyment of games with rules
� Tendency to over-generalize, see rules as 

non-negotiablenon-negotiable
� Rule-breaking is socially scorned
� Spatial reasoning improves
� Improved ability to memorize, and use 

mnemonics
� Can keep a goal in mind
� Language development brings increased 

appreciation for language play



Social Development and Play
� Industry v.s. Inferiority (Erikson)
� Peer approval becomes important
� “Real” work is valued
� Failure or social ostracism leads to feelings of 

inferiority
Failure or social ostracism leads to feelings of 
inferiority

� Child may not try things that might not 
succeed

� Peer group influences play selection
� Peer groups self-organize, with leaders and 

followers
� Increasingly, no adult present



(Social, con’ t)
� Children begin to establish their own system 

of authority, and social control is maintained 
through negotiation, compromise, discussion, 
and sometimes force.

� Sex-segregation 
� Play can become more organized, and an 

episode lasts much longer
� There is an important sense of fellowship that 

arrives through play.



Some forms of “pretend” for the 
school-aged child:

� Use of miniature objects to simulate real-life 
experiences (e.g. Barbie, action figures)experiences (e.g. Barbie, action figures)

� Video games
� Building forts or tree-houses
� Playing “school”

� Giving puppet plays



“Games with Rules” : 
How are they Different from other forms of play?

� Even while engaged in fantasy play with 
manipulatives (e.g. Barbie) the pretense is 
more story-telling than pretense, and more 
language-based than action-based. School-
aged children tend to move the fantasy aged children tend to move the fantasy 
element back into the “ implicit” realm.

� While other forms of play may be unrestricted 
as to what happens, GAMES have RULES, 
and are rule-driven.

� Games start small: practice play actions are 
“socialized” into a system of rules, with an 
element of competition.



Jean Piaget studied marble games that 
children were playing in the streets.

� Saw games with rules as a manifestation of 
“concrete operations in the social sphere” .

� In playing a child is required to balance his own 
desires against the rules of the group.desires against the rules of the group.

� Games constitute a mini-society that gets transmitted 
from generation to generation, pretty much intact.

� Games provide a structure for social behavior.
� Through the process of negotiating, settling 

disagreements, and making and enforcing rules, 
children come to understand self-governance.



Revisiting “Rough & Tumble” Play

� One estimate:  5% of the free-time 
activity of 4-5 year olds, and more than 
10% of the free time for young 10% of the free time for young 
elementary-school-aged children.

� Boys do it more than girls, although 
cultural encouragement varies

� Maybe mixed with pretend (e.g. 
characters such as super-heroes)



How is “ rough & tumble”
different from aggression?

In behavior
In consequences

In structure
In ecological setting



In behavior,

� Rough & tumble includes:  running, 
chasing, fleeing, wrestling, jumping up 
and down, beating with an object (but and down, beating with an object (but 
not hitting), with smiling or laughing.
The contact is usually light.

� Aggression typically includes closed-
hand hits, kicks, and frowning or crying.



In ecological setting

� Long periods of sitting (such as in school) 
may tend to increase both R&T and real 
aggression.  Play is more physical, and there 
is more interaction, during recesses that is more interaction, during recesses that 
follow long periods of inactivity.

� Usually in a playfighting episode there is no 
conflict over resources

� Real fighting often generates onlookers who 
watch.  Playfighting holds little interest for 
onlookers



In structure:

� Rough & tumble tends to be reciprocal, 
with role switching. Self-handicapping is 
usually present.  This helps children usually present.  This helps children 
gain the perspective of the other 
position. 

� Aggression doesn’ t involve role 
switching, and participants generally 
use maximum strength.



In consequences,

� After a playful rough & tumble bout, the 
participants usually stay together and 
continue playing a cooperative gamecontinue playing a cooperative game

� After a bout of aggression, the 
participants rarely stay together.



Teachers tend to misunderstand play 
fighting and other “ rough & tumble”
Findings from a study by Smith, Smees, Pellegrini & 
Menesini (2002)

� Children say they playfight because : “ it’ s fun” , 
“better than real fighting” , “ it learns you how to get 
muscles” , you usually don’ t get hurt”muscles” , you usually don’ t get hurt”

� Teachers tend to view R&T less positively than 
children do.  They often attribute it to “copying role 
models” , or “ fighting for dominance”

� 41% of teachers admitted that they have difficulty 
distinguishing a play fight from a real fight.

� Teachers over-estimate the percentage of play 
fights that turn into real fights (actually about 1% 
versus an faulty estimate of 29% in an earlier study 
by Schafer & Smith (1996)



Smith et al. (2002) suggest that there are 
several reasons that classroom teachers 
tend to think more negatively about play 
fighting than children do:

� Elementary teachers tend to be female, and 
females may underestimate the “ fun” of play 
fighting having experienced less of it.fighting having experienced less of it.

� Teachers are older, and far-removed from 
remembering the “ fun” of play fighting.

� Teachers may find play fighting noisy and 
intrusive, and be concerned about the 
potential costs of play fighting through 
accidental injury.



Individual differences

� For most children, rough & tumble does NOT 
usually escalate into “ real” aggression. 
(Children acknowledge that “sometimes” it can 
become real if someone “hits too hard” , for example.)become real if someone “hits too hard” , for example.)

� But:  for socially-rejected, physically 
aggressive boys, R&T DOES tend to escalate 
into aggressive acts.)  For this group, R&T 
and bullying tend to overlap, and R&T rates 
continue to be high into early adolescence. 
R&T is more risky for this group and their 
partner/victim.



ERP and “Flow”
(see the Wolfe, Cummins & Myers chapter)

Exploratory representational play (ERP)
� Intrinsically motivated
� Self-directed explorations

With a significant symbolic or � With a significant symbolic or 
representational dimension

� Primarily goal-directed and cognitive
� Is only “ fun” if there is an element of 

unknown
� Promotes a sense of “wonder” and 

connection to nature



Where does Play Fit into the 
Curriculum?

Four approaches to integrating 
play into a curriculum for children 



A six-year old sits at a table with three 
peers writing answers to math problems 
in a workbook…
At a certain moment, he pauses in his work and 

performs a make-believe action with his pencil.  
“Shoom”, he sings, moving the pencil along through 
the air like a rocket ship.  “Going into light speed,” he 
mutters.  The teacher quickly approaches and places mutters.  The teacher quickly approaches and places 
a blue, plastic chip in front of the child sitting just to 
his right.  “Samantha, I like how you’ re working so 
quietly,” she says.  I’m going to give you a token that 
you can use during play time.  Quickly, the boy ends 
his pretend play and returns to his work, hoping that 
he, too, will earn a token.

Later, during a brief play time, the boy watches his 
peers play with blocks.  He is unable to join them 
because he has not earned enough tokens.”



Approach #1
Play as “ reward for work”

� Underlying assumption: play is frivolous, but 
can be used as motivation for doing 
something less fun.

� What lessons do children learn from this 
approach?

� What are the unintended consequences of 
using this approach?

� Why do children engage in “ illicit play” during 
work time?



A kindergarten classroom is arranged into seven distinct 
learning centers.  Two children have now chosen to 
play in one of these:  the dramatic play area, which has 
been arranged into an elaborate, make-believe hospital.

As the children discuss their play theme, select 
imaginary roles, and then enact these, their teacher 
observes from a distance.  He makes note of their 
language and social behavior and studies their language and social behavior and studies their 
emotional responses to the hospital play theme.  Do 
the children show concern or upset over medical 
props or play enactments?

Recognizing that the two children are engaged in rich 
and meaningful-play, he chooses not to intervene in 
any way and allows the two to continue with their 
pretend theme for over an hour, even postponing 
snack time so that they are able to reach a satisfying 
conclusion.



Approach #2:   “Hands Off”

� Underlying assumption:  play should be 
completely free.  Adult interference will 
reduce the benefits of play.

� What lessons do children learn from this � What lessons do children learn from this 
approach?

� What skills do teachers need to have to use 
this approach effectively?

� What should a teacher do if play is not going 
well?



A kindergarten classroom is arranged into learning 
centers.  The teacher provides materials and activities 
and encourages children to play independently.  
Occasionally, he enters the dramatic play area to 
intervene.

Two 5-year olds are now sitting rather passively 
in this center. One child rocks in a small 
rocking chair, holding a doll;  The other rocking chair, holding a doll;  The other 
repetitively stirs a spoon in a small pan on top 
of a pretend stove.  Neither child speaks to 
the other.  

After observing for a few minutes, the teacher 
moves over to them.  “Mmmm,” he purrs, 
sitting down at a small table.  “Something 
smells so good.  I’m hungry.  Is it almost 
dinner time?



“What?” the child at the stove asks?
“Will dinner be ready soon?” The teacher repeats.
“Oh, yes,” the child says, and begins to set dishes on 

the table in front of him.  “We have spaghetti today.”the table in front of him.  “We have spaghetti today.”
“Spaghetti.  Yum,” the teacher comments, then turning 

to the child in the rocker, he asks, “ I’ ll bet your baby 
is hungry, too.  Is she old enough to eat spaghetti?”

This child quickly joins the child and teacher at the 
table.  “Yes.  Babies can eat spaghetti. I can feed 
her.”



� Playgrounds give children a “sense of place”
(a secret place that is just yours, where you 
get a sense of personal order and personal 
power)

� Children may feel more ownership of an 
outdoor space, than an indoor space.

� A “playground culture” may develop more 
readily outside of buildings than it does 
inside.

� Researchers find that there is more gross 
motor play outdoors, but also more complex 
language. 

� Gender differences in play seem less 
pronounced outdoors than indoors



Approach #3:
The “Narrowly Focused Play Intervention”

� Underlying assumptions: 
(1)  some forms of play are useful toward 
development and should be encouraged, and 
(2) if a teacher acts to enhance small aspects (2) if a teacher acts to enhance small aspects 
of a child’s play behavior, this will lead to 
higher quality play interactions later on.

� Should we “scaffold” children in play? Is it still 
“play” if we do?

� Which forms of play should we encourage?  
(for example, is sociodramatic play valued in 
all cultures?)



In a preschool classroom, children spend most of their 
morning playing in centers.  One 4-year old is building 
with blocks.  A teacher watches as he constructs a farm, 
which includes a block enclosure – a corral – into which 
he has placed plastic farm animals.

At a certain point the teacher approaches and 
says, “Tell me about what you’ re building.”

“A farm,” the child answers.  “See?  The “A farm,” the child answers.  “See?  The 
animals are in the farm.”

“Yes, I see, “ responds the teacher 
enthusiastically.  She pauses, then asks, “Are 
these pigs inside or outside the fence?”

“Um….” The child studies his structure and 
animals a moment.  “ Inside.”



Approach #4:    The “Broadly Focused 
Developmental Approach”

� Underlying assumption: play is a “medium”, 
or context, in which teaching and learning –
the main objective – can be made fun. 

Examples: Bank Street program; High/Scope� Examples: Bank Street program; High/Scope
� What is the role of the teacher?
� Is play always the most efficient way for 

children to learn?



Psychoanalytic Theory
Sigmund Freud

� Play allows children to rid themselves of 
negative feelings associated with traumatic 
events.

� Play allows us to switch roles and become � Play allows us to switch roles and become 
the “giver” rather then the “ receiver” .

� Repetitive play allows children to divide the 
experience into small, manageable segments 
and slowly assimilate the negative 
experience.

� Play allows us to deal with society’s rules, 
and master our feelings.

� Play can be “wish fulfillment”



Vygotski

� Play represents progress in development.
� Pretense helps children distinguish objects 

from their meaning.
� Children engaged in play sometimes appear � Children engaged in play sometimes appear 

“ahead of themselves” in development  (play 
as self-help)

� In play, children can create their own 
scaffolding – play “creates the zone of 
proximal development” .



� Playgrounds give children a “sense of place”
(a secret place that is just yours, where you 
get a sense of personal order and personal 
power)

� Children may feel more ownership of an 
outdoor space, than an indoor space.

� A “playground culture” may develop more 
readily outside of buildings than it does 
inside.

� Researchers find that there is more gross 
motor play outdoors, but also more complex 
language. 

� Gender differences in play seem less 
pronounced outdoors than indoors



Arousal modulation

� Play is caused by a need or drive to keep 
arousal at an optimal level in our central 
nervous system. 

� When there is too much arousal, we seek out � When there is too much arousal, we seek out 
stimulation-reducing activities.  

� When there is not enough stimulation, 
boredom sets in and we seek out stimulation.

� Play increases stimulation by allowing us to 
use objects and actions in new and unusual 
ways.



George Herbert Mead 

� Play helps us differentiate “self” from 
“other”

� The “ reflected self” - the “ I” versus � The “ reflected self” - the “ I” versus 
“ME”(the socially reflected self)

� Games with rules help children gain the 
perspective of others.


