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THE REASON THAT
PLAY EXISTS AND
WHAT PURPOSE IT
SERVES.

Herbert Spencer
(Surplus Energy
Theory)

Karl Groos
( Practice theory)

In The Play of Animals (1898, p 75), Groos
wrote:
"Animals can not be said to play because
they are young and frolicsome, but rather
they have a period of youth in order to
play; for only by doing so can they
supplement their insufficient hereditary
endowment with individual experience, in
view of the coming tasks of life."

Childhood, development and play
‘At

the opening of the 20th century, children
and childhood were largely claimed by the
emergent disciplines of developmental
psychology and paediatric medicine as well
as by education and the justice system. All of
these institutionalisations of childhood
consolidated the sense that what was
important about children was what sort of
adults they became and the process by which
they became those adults.’ (Hendrick, 1990)

Modern Dynamic Theories of Play
(content/process/product)

Childhood,

development and play

Spheres of thought
Tinbergen Lorenz – Play has adaptive value for species survival the flexibility and
variability of play generates experiences with a latent potential for adaptation
Piaget – play as assimilation, types/stages, cognitive
Vygotsky -- play as social and emotional learning, ZPD, scaffolding, affect and self
regulation language and thinking skills developed through play
Freud et al – coming to terms with reality through fantasy play, eliminating anxieties
and fears through play, Reconciliation, gratification and aspiration
Erikson – Personality/identity formation play as mediator of psycho social conflicts
(Hope, Basic trust vs. basic mistrust, Will, Autonomy vs. Shame, Purpose, Initiative vs.
Guilt, Competence, Industry vs. inferiority, Fidelity, Identity vs. Role
Brunner - play as problem solving
Bronfenbrenner - interpretation and representation through play, socio-cultural.

Childhood, development and

play

• Play is a medium for learning and
preparation for adulthood
• interventions have a direct and causal
link to outcomes beneficial to society
• if only the right interventions can be
identified, measured and embedded
into increasingly technical, standardised
and regulated practice at the right time
in each individual child's life
(Wyness 2006; Moss 2007).
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The dominant paradigm/deficit model
Dominant
Paradigm
Children are
incapable,
weak,
vulnerable,
at risk and
in need of
protection

Dominant
Paradigm
The child is a
human becoming
as opposed to
human being .
Views and opinions
are immature and
therefore invalid.

Dominant Paradigm
Children are passive recipients of
their development.
Development is result of
continuous progressive
incremental change.
Play is a medium for practice and
preparation for adulthood
Purposeful and productive play
has developmental benefits

“the intrinsic value of play has been eclipsed by a focus
on its instrumental value for disabled children and their
families. Disabled children’s play has been colonised by
adults seeking to support their learning and
development at the expense of its intrinsic value. Play is
in danger of becoming yet another discursive practice
of assessment, categorisation and treatment, where
creativity is lost to a focus on understanding the
different and disruptive.” (Goodley & Runswick-Cole
2010)

Eecera (European Early Childhood
Education Research Association)
Within this context related to neo-liberal views of
education, the value attributed to children’s play by policy
makers in early schooling is linked to concrete (cognitive)
learning outcomes rather than a holistic perspective of
children’s development, leading to an instrumentalisation
and regulation of play and a “schoolification” of Early
Childhood Education and Care.
(Hännikäinen, Singer & van Oers 2013: 165; Moss 2007)

The relationship between play
and learning espoused by this
paradigm is based more on
analogy, metaphor and selfreferential presupposition than
empirical evidence.
Brian Sutton-Smith (1997; 2003)

A post-developmental view
Development is a lifelong process of
interrelated mutually dependent
interactions between genes, brain, body,
behavior, and environment; development
operates on an embodied mind
embedded in the world
(Thompson and Varela 2001; Edelman 2006; Diamond 2007) cited in Lester and Russell.
(2008)

Connections among
neurons are formed as
the growing child
experiences the
surrounding world and
forms attachments to
parents, family members,
and other caregivers’
(Shore 1997: 17).

Therefore, an infant’s early experiences create neural
activity and subsequent neural connections, that form
the basis for future development (Gopnik et al. 1999).

Development is a lifelong process of
interrelated interactions between genes,
brain, body, behavior, personal
relationships, communities, societies and
the physical environment; development
operates on an embodied mind
embedded in the world (Thompson and
Varela 2001; Edelman 2006; Diamond
2007).

• Pre frontal cortex
Good judgement
Background text

• Neo cortex
Comprehend and predict
• Limbic system
(Amygdala, Hippocampus
and Hypothalamus)
Filtering processing
emotions, emotional
responses, memory and
spatial navigation. Central
regulator of body responses
• Cerebellum and
brain stem
Instinctive reaction survival,
primary emotions

Childhood
The child is resilient,
capable, possessing
complex coping
mechanisms; is a
competent social actor in
his / her own right. Who’s
views and opinions are
valid, in some cases, more
so than adults.
Immaturity is viewed as a
quality and strength rather
than as a weakness:
Unrealistic optimism
Egocentricity
Reactivity to stimuli
(Bjorkland and Green, 1992)

Development
A lifelong process of
interrelated mutually
dependent interactions
between
genes,cover
brain,
Background
body, behavior, and
environment;
development operates
on an embodied mind
embedded in the
world
(Thompson and Varela 2001;
Edelman 2006; Diamond 2007) cited
in Lester and Russell.

Play
Potentiation of adaptive
variability
Or
The continual
strengthening of adaptive
potential through the
generation of activity and
experience; facilitating
environment dependent
gene expression, niche
construction and mass
synaptic redundancy,
retaining flexibility of brain
potential and militating
against early rigidification
by playing.
(Sutton Smith, 1997)

In The Play of Animals (1898, p 75), Groos
wrote:
"Animals can not be said to play because
they are young and frolicsome, but rather
they have a period of youth in order to
play; for only by doing so can they
supplement their insufficient hereditary
endowment with individual experience, in
view of the coming tasks of life."

The unique design features of play
•
Emotion
regulation
Heterogeneous
• Pleasure and positive affect
‘As if’ behaviour
In control of being out • Uncertainty and stress
response systems
of control
Flexible, unpredictable • Attachment to people and
place
Within the safety of a
• Creativity and learning
frame
Intrinsically motivated

Heterogeneous
‘As if’ behaviour
In control of
being out of
control
Flexible,
unpredictable
Within the safety
of a frame
Intrinsically
motivated

• Pre frontal cortex
Good judgement
• Neo cortex
Comprehend and
predict
• Limbic system
(Amygdala,
Hippocampus and
Hypothalamus)
Filtering, processing
emotions, emotional
responses, memory
and spatial
navigation.
• Cerebellum and
brain stem
Instinctive reaction
survival,
primary
emotions

Creativity and learning
Using imagination in the practice of everyday life – an
approach to comprehending the world.
The power to think differently, to create difference, to
become different
To ask
‘what is’ Epistemic play
and
‘What if’ Ludic play
Hypothesis testing
Divergent thinking
Combinatorial flexibility
Intra psychic capability
Sequencing

Growth mind-set
A belief in themselves as thinkers and learners.
Feeling engaged and empowered
Establishing confidence and competence as thinkers and learners
Underpinning and extending their capacity for learning; ensuring that
their attitudes and dispositions to further challenges are optimized
In play children consolidate learning. Dispositions expressed and
developed through playing are complimentary to formal learning
opportunities
(Dweck, 2006)

Emotional
regulation
Mirror neurons and play
Regulation expression and
Flexibility
Primary and secondary
Emotions
Expression of strong
Emotions

Emotional regulation
Primary emotions (anger, fear, happiness, sadness,
shock and disgust)
Secondary emotions (pride, guilt, boredom,
embarrassment, sympathy, shame, anxiety and others)
Play mediates the two in enabling an expression and exploration of each for
healthy balance
No primary = depression
No secondary =psychotic
Sutton-Smith (2003) Stuart Brown (2009)

Emotion regulation
To control our own affective states
Intra-psychic capability (self reliant)
Enduring capacity for flexibility and change (
goals, affective states, cognitive skills, behaviour
and social strategies.)
The ability to monitor one’s own, and others’
feelings and emotions, to discriminate
amongst them and to use this information to
guide one’s thinking and action (Santrock,
2002. p307)

Uncertainty and stress response
systems
Children seek uncertainty and
disequilibrium in play
Physical and emotional
Unpredictability of play allows
children to ‘roll with the punches’
Mild stress strengthens
resilience

Uncertainty and stress response
systems
‘Children seek out opportunities to be in
control of being out of control and so enjoy
a sense of both risk and mastery
simultaneously’
(Gordon and Esbjorn- Hargens 2007)
Play is ‘training for the unexpected’, both
physical and emotional
(Spinka and others 2001)

Uncertainty and stress response systems
Opportunities to create and
resolve uncertainty, not so
much when placing oneself in
jeopardy, but more in relation
to feelings of excitement,
courage and resilience in the
face of imagined disaster
(Spinka and others 2007; Sutton-Smith
2003).

Uncertainty and stress response systems
Beneficial mild stress strengthens integration between emotional and
executive functions in the brain (Panksepp 2001).
Those who have not had exposure to novelty or the unexpected
through play may pay more attention to potential threats and become
more stressed by these threats (Fox and others 2007).
Gura notes that curiosity, uncertainty and risk-taking, all of which
were observed in block play, are features of scientific thinking. Spoken
language and sharing were also important aspects of the play.

Attachment to people and place
Early attachment with primary carer;
early dyad playing; affect synchrony
Peer friendships: play is the
mechanism for learning about and
building social networks
A key focus for children’s own
accounts of their lives
Children’s own peer play cultures
(Panksepp 2001; Schore 2001; Decety and Jackson 2005).

Place attachment
The creation of a sense of place is vital not
only to a sense of well-being but also to
maintaining the quality and vitality of the
environment. Children’s places are not
simply a physical space, but places where
they carry out everyday environmental
transactions. Children’s play offers the
potential to: create their own special
places away from adult gaze learn to care
about their valued spaces, in particular
natural spaces that offer high affordance
for diverse play forms and add to the
narratives and histories that add
significance and meaning to place.

Picture by permission of : Gwenfro Valley
Adventure Playground. Wrexham, Wales.

Pleasure and enjoyment
Positive affect, flexibility,
optimism and resilience
Play acts as a buffer against
poor health
Humour and laughter develop
social competence
Motivation and Reward

Play is not frivolous, but it’s importance may be in its frivolity
The Sense in play is in the Non/sense

Heterogeneous
‘As if’ behaviour
In control of being out of
control
Flexible, unpredictable
Within the safety of a
frame
Intrinsically motivated

Emotion regulation
Pleasure and positive affect
Uncertainty and stress response
systems
Peer attachment and play culture
Place attachment – a sense of
belonging
Creativity and learning

Playfully facilitating opportunities
for focused shared thinking
supporting a growth mind-set

Facilitating and enabling play
and playfulness supporting a
growth mind-set
Ludic

Play

Child-initiated/Childdirected activities

Potential adulterating and
annihilation of the play, the
development and learning
opportunity

Adult-initiated /Childdirected

Didactic

Adult-initiated /Adultdirected activities

Highly
structured

Highly structured didactic
activity possibly resulting
in fixed mind-sets

Evidence shows that ...adults are more likely to be involved in adultdirected activities. They find it difficult to plan for their involvement in play
– either intentionally or spontaneously.
Planning is centred more on curriculum goals, less on children’s ‘needs and
interests’.
Therefore, the meanings and outcomes of children’s play/free choice
activities are less likely to inform further curriculum planning.
Wood.E. (2009)

Theoretical Framework – Fields of Action

Field of
Promoted
action

Field of
free
action

Field of
constrained
action

Potential Affordances
Kytta M: The extent of children’s independent mobility and the number of acutalised affordances as criteria for
child-friendly environments. J Environ Psychol. 2004, 24: 179-198. 10.1016/S0272-4944(03)00073-2.

More free action within
promoted time/space
(less promoting attitudes):
•More flexiblity and adaptability in environment
•Fewer, more flexible rules
•More flexible time
•More playful attitudes
•More sensitive intervention

Field of
promoted
Field
of
(regulated)
Promoted
action
action

Maximise perception of
free time, space
and permission

Field of
free action
Field of
free action

Potential Affordances

Increase potential affordances (environmental resources)

Reduced field of
constrained action
(but not removed):
•Less structured environment
•Fewer obligations behaviour
•Fewer restrictions on opportunities
•Less restrictive attitudes
•Less adult control
•A move from activities to opportunities

Field of
constrained
action Field of
constrained
action

Ben Tawil

Stepping Back: Doing more by doing less
benign neglect
noun
noun: benign neglect
non-interference that is intended to benefit someone or
something more than continual attention would. "a shrub that
grows well in shade and thrives under benign neglect"

“Stand aside for a while and leave room for learning,
observe carefully what children do, and then, if you have
understood well, perhaps teaching will be different from
before.”
― Loris Malaguzzi

“Creativity becomes more visible when adults try to be
more attentive to the cognitive processes of children than
to the results they achieve in various fields of doing and
understanding.”
― Loris Malaguzzi

Actualising the potential of play
for children
ØA shift from developmental to post developmental
understandings of play!
ØA clear differentiation between play and playful
ØA pluralistic view of the role of childhood
ØIntroduction of stuff to play with
ØSlackening some of the parameters placed on time, space
and access

Thank you… any final Questions.

Find us and contact us at:
www.facebook.com/ludicology
@ludicology

ben@ludicology.com
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