D
N
I
A D
G
IN
e
NG FTE
I
N
c
R
n
N GI
re LEA
R
e
A IN
nf TO
E
o
L T
l C ES
F
N
a
O E
ion ACH 7
S PM
t
I
S O
na RO 201
r
A
te PP Jun
B EL
n
I
A
E
V
,
E
e
30
E
l
V
,
I
b
TH D
c
Ta EAT rša
S
Y
T
d
A VI
V
n
CR
Y
u
I
o
D
A T
N
rd R
AN
PL EA DRE
3 SS
CR IL
NE
H
D
C
E
FT
I
G

Dalila Lino, Ph.D.
Polytechnic Institute of Lisbon/ESELx/CIED

“Play is the highest form of research”
Albert Einstein

PLAY AS RIGHT FOR ALL CHILDREN
Play is valued worldwide and is viewed as a fundamental human right for all children as
articulated in article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child .
Play is a universal activity shared by humans and animals and is often seen as a
necessary and vital aspect of life. Its centrality to existence was summarised by the
philosopher, Huizinga (1947), who described man as homo ludens ‘playing man’
rather than homo sapiens ‘wise man’, arguing that this best describes the nature of
man.
In more recent times it has been argued that it is through play that human beings make
sense of, and operate in, the world (Strandell, 2000). Consequently, play has been
studied and written about by scholars from different theoretical disciplines and is
highly valued by children and by many adults who work with them.

WHAT IS PLAY ABOUT?
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 behavior, but any activity undertaken with a playful frame of
mind. Researchers still agree that play is intrinsically motivated and occurs in a
“space” distinct from “reality”.
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).
All types of play, from fantasy to rough-and-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 long-term.

PLAY CONTRIBUTES TO HEALTHY BRAIN DEVELOPMENT
Neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp (2004) found that play stimulates production of a protein,
‘brain-derived neurotrophic factor’, in the amygdala and the prefrontal cortex, which
are responsible for organizing, monitoring, and planning for the future.
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.
“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). The opposite of play is not work, but depression.

PLAY AND CHILDREN’S DEVELOPMENT
Summarizing the role of play in child development Vygotsky (1978)
concludes that the play is the “leading force of development in
preschool years”.

Play is an essential activity of early childhood as it contributes to the
cognitive, social, emotional and motor 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 behaviors and social competencies (Bruner 1972; Pellegrini
2007).

THE ROLE OF PLAY IN COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT AND
LANGUAGE
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 (13-24 months) facilitates language.
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)
Various forms of pretend play can enhance school readiness, social skills and
creative accomplishment.

PLAY AND LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT
Studies from many countries show a relationship between early social play
and later communication skills.
Children learn 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.
Children who are motivated by play and try to expand their play actions tend
to be more linguistically developed and confident.

EMOTIONAL-BEHAVIOURAL BENEFITS OF PLAY
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.

•

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 .

•

They are less aggressive and show more self-control and higher levels of thinking.

PHYSICAL BENEFITS OF PLAY
Physical play includes active exercise play (e.g.: jumping, climbing, dancing,
skipping, bike riding and ball play), rough-and-tumble (with friends, siblings
or parents/ guardians) and fine-motor practice (e.g.: sewing, colouring,
cutting, junk modelling and manipulating action and construction toys).
•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.

PLAY PROMOTES CREATIVITY
Play provides an arena for creative activity and processes (Sracho, 2002).
Play is necessary for creativity, but not all play is creative (Craft, 2003).
Play, imagination, divergent thinking and creativity.
Educators should bring play and imagination in their classrooms in order to
encourage creativity. By cultivating a “play” environment, and providing
opportunities for children to express their ideas in different ways, to analyze
and view things from different perspectives, to solve problems, to invent,
educators energize children’s learning experiences and interests, which in
turn facilitate creative development and meaningful learning.

THE ROLE OF ADULTS IN CHILDREN’S PLAY
Broström, the Danish expert, recommended more adult involvement and more structure, which he
believes would be beneficial for children.
In France children’s play opportunities are often more structured, and so Brougère, the French expert,
recommended more free play where children make their own decision.
Howard expresses the view, however, that dichotomising ‘adult directed v child initiated’, ‘work v play’
or ‘structured v unstructured’ situations is not, in practice, particularly helpful. The key point, in
her view, is whether the children perceive the situation as playful. Her research suggests that it is
possible for adults to operate as co-players with children, supporting and extending the play
activities, while preserving the children’s freedom and autonomy to develop the play as they wish.

The predominant view concerning a balance between adult-child play and adult-free play
manifested itself most clearly in a general consensus around the view that an adult
who pays attention, listens to the child and talks to them, will be more beneficial than
an adult who structures and directs the child’s activity.

THE ROLE OF ADULTS IN CHILDREN’S PLAY
Brooker (2011) proposes that in order to respect the cultural dimension of play,
practitioners need to inquire how play and learning are perceived in the children’s
home environments, as well as to reconcile their expertise and knowledge with
that of the cultural capital of the children and the beliefs and expectations of the
parents. While it is important to understand play and its relation to learning,
recognizing the cultural dimensions of play and seeking ways to support play from
cultural perspectives remain a significant task.
Deeper cultural understanding is also linked to issues of identity, agency and power
within the social contexts of play.

CONCLUSIONS
Play in all its rich variety is one of the highest achievements of the human species,
alongside language, culture and technology .
The value of play is increasingly recognized, by researchers and within the policy
arena, for adults as well as children, as the evidence mounts of its relationship
with intellectual achievement and emotional well-being. 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 recognize 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?

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