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Children need time to play and be active each day. You might 
have noticed your child's natural tendency to run, jump and 
climb, and while it seems as though he is just having fun, it is 
critical for his physical development. He is learning to control 
his body, balance and improve his hand-eye coordination. 
Besides these physical skills, play can help build healthful 
habits for an active life. 
 

Play defined 
 
Play is one of those things that may be easier to recognize than define. Scientists studying play have come up 
with only vague and fuzzy definitions. In fact, a major play theorist named Johan Huizinga developed a 
definition that some refer to as the “magic circle” theory. That one creeps me out a little, sounds like Mr. 
Rogers. Stuart Brown, a play researcher who wrote a popular book on play, proposes the following definition. 
Play is an activity that: 
 
• is voluntary 
• has no obvious survival value or is apparently purposeless 
• is pleasurable or fun 
• creates a diminished sense of time and self consciousness 
• is improvisational 
 
I like this definition because it helps distinguish play from work, which has almost the opposite set of qualities. 
Work is often done under the stress of need, has clear goals or purposes, and is usually not much fun. We often 
approach the practice of physical skills as a form of work, but there is great value in approaching practice in a 
more playful manner. Here is why. 
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Play is central to learning 
 
Scientists studying play uniformly agree that it is an 
absolutely essential part of the learning process for 
all intelligent animals. The evidence for this 
conclusion comes from many sources. First, all 
intelligent animals play. The more intelligent the 
animal is, the more it plays. Chimps, dolphins, and 
dogs play more than snakes, turtles and bugs. 
Humans are the smartest animals and play the 
most. Intelligent animals deprived of normal play do 
not develop into normal adults. Rats grow up 
aggressive, and have poor social skills.  
 

A stress free environment is necessary for optimal learning 
 
Play is by definition fun and voluntary, so animals only play when they are not under any form of survival stress. 
Animals brought into a new environment will generally not start playing until they scope out the area pretty 
well and make sure the coast is clear. (I have seen my four year old do this at playgrounds repeatedly.) Learning 
is essentially an investment in the future, and brains are programmed to make that investment only when 
things are looking pretty squared away in the present. By contrast, if you are under some form of stress that 
threatens survival, the brain is not primed to learn or play. 
 
As a practical matter, this means that if you approach your practice for a sport or other activity with an overly 
serious mindset that creates stress, you are activating a brain pattern that is not conducive to learning. If you 
make sure your practice is fun and stress free, you have a better chance to make it productive. In other words if 
you are not feeling ready to play, you are probably not really ready to learn either. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Functions of Play  
 
Research has demonstrated that play enables children to:  
 
•  make sense of their world  
•  expand social and cultural understandings  
•  express personal thoughts and feelings  
•  practise flexible and divergent thinking  
•  encounter and solve real problems  
•  learn to consider other people’s perspectives  
•  negotiate play roles and plans  
•  develop self control  
•  extend language and literacy skills   
•  enhance brain and motor development. 

 

Types of Play  
 
Children’s play ranges from simple physical play with objects such as baby rattles to more complex 
cognitive play in games with many rules such as cards or chess.  
 
Many early childhood educators have studied children’s play. Parten (1932) observed children’s social 
behaviour during play. From her observations she developed a continuum showing levels of children’s 
participation in social play, which includes types of social participation.  
 

Passive Play  
 
Passive play behaviours are:  
•  uninvolved in which the child moves about but does not participate in any 

type of play  
•  onlooker in which the child may watch or speak with players but is not 

involved in the play.  
 

Involved Play  
 
Involved play behaviours are:  
• solitary in which the child plays alone  
• parallel in which the child plays beside or near other players but does not play with anyone  
• associative in which the child plays and talks with other players but the purposes or forms of the play 

may not be the same  
• cooperative in which the play is shared and negotiated with sharing and turn taking.  
 
 

 



Pretend Play  
 

There are several benefits of pretend play. Pretend play:  
 

•  encourages language and vocabulary growth (Pellegrini, 
1984a)  

•  increases memory abilities (Pellegrini, 1984b)  
•  enhances reasoning and problem solving abilities, 

especially in situations when contradictory facts are 
considered (McCain, Mustard, & Shankar, 2007)  

• fosters flexible and inventive thinking (Isenberg & 
Jalongo, 1997; Peplar, 1986). 

  

Cognitive Play 
  
Piaget (1962), Smilansky (1968), Pellergrini (1982), and Smilansky and Sheftaya (1990) describe several 
stages of cognitive play.   
 

• functional/practice play: repetitive muscle movements such as running, banging, or stacking  
• constructive play: use of blocks or materials to make something  
• dramatic/pretend play: use of imagination and role play  
• games with rules: accepts predetermined rules to play games such as rummy or jacks.  
 

Socio-dramatic play  
 

Socio-dramatic play relates strongly to children’s cognitive and social abilities.  
It offers rich opportunities for children to:  
 

• develop abstract thinking  
• refine their understandings about the world  
• solve problems in a safe context  
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