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A Note from the Editors: 
 

Welcome to our fall edition of Connections, 

a special themed issue on Expanding Play 

Awareness. We are honored to have Dr. Marcia Nell 

of Millersville University and Dr. Walter Drew as 

our guest editors. The articles have an international 

flair and all will inspire you to advocate for play in 

various settings. Thank you, Marcia and Walter for 

your expertise and advocacy.  

 
Co-Managing Editors: 

Lynn-Hartle, The Pennsylvania State University at 

Brandywine 

Karen Lindeman, Edinboro University 

 

From the Guest Editors. . . 

 

Special Theme:  Expanding Play Awareness 

Guest Editors:  Marcia L. Nell and Walter F. Drew 

 

It is with great excitement and joy we share 

the articles written specially for this issue.  The 

articles provide expansive perspectives about play.  

From theoretical perspectives shared by Thomas 

Henricks, a sociologist, who shares his blog posts 

from Psychology Today to pragmatic views of play 

from teachers, professional development consultants 

and professors at institutions of higher education.  

Each article is designed to heighten the readers’ 

awareness of issues surrounding play and to provoke 

questions that lead to deeper understanding about 

play and child development. 

 We first look at play from theoretical 

perspectives and frameworks as both Dr. Thomas 

Henricks and Dr. Marcia Nell look at the universal 

aspects of play in our daily lives.  Dr. Henricks 

looks at play from the lens of a sociologist and how 

play is a fundamental thing humans do.  His 

perspective looks at the creative aspect of play and 

how “play is a collision between different styles of 

We first look at play from theoretical perspectives 

and frameworks as both Dr. Thomas Henricks and 

Dr. Marcia Nell look at the universal aspects of play 

in our daily lives.  Dr. Henricks looks at play from 

the lens of a sociologist and how play is a 

fundamental thing humans do.  His perspective  
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looks at the creative aspect of play and how “play is 

a collision between different styles of becoming”. 

Dr. Nell was the Keynote Speaker in 

Limasol, Cyprus in June, 2015 and shares her 

presentation given to a group of researchers 

interested in procuring ways for children with 

disabilities to access to play experiences.  Dr. 

Elizabeth Powers-Costello writes about play and the 

social justice issues of equity and access for children 

in poverty.  She then describes recommendations on 

how to overcome social justice issues in play.  The 

co-editors then share work by Dr. William Crain and 

his colleague Dr. Marc Bekoff around play and 

social justice issues from a political stance citing the 

Declaration of Independence as the foundation for 

establishing inalienable rights of men, and 

proposing that these rights extend to children, too.  

Their work stems from their article entitled, “A 

Crime Against Children”.  

 Dr. Robin Ploof describes her experience of 

providing adults at the Vermont AEYC Annual 

Conference with “The Play Place”.  This Play Place 

is an innovative affiliate initiative that 

accommodates hands-on play workshops of various 

types for the attendees of the conference.  Ross 

Thompson answers five questions regarding high 

quality play in the pre-school setting and how 

teachers work with parents to help them understand 

the importance of play in their children’s lives.  

Next Dr. Smita Mathur takes a look at the 

intentionality of teachers in setting up play 

environments to provide children with education 

play experiences, but wonders if children are really 

“playing” when the power and control is in the 

hands of the teachers versus the children. 

 We then move to a more global perspective 

with the article from Dr. Deb Lawrence as she 

describes her professional development work in 

Dalian, China where  challenging outdoor play 

environments provide acceptable risk levels and 

relate those to the development of Approaches to 

Learning skills and developing 21
st
 Century Skills.  

Nicolene Du Preez depicts an analogy between the 

care of trees and early childhood development as a 

South African Early Childhood Lecturer, currently 

enrolled in a Doctorate of Philosophy in Educational 

Psychology program at the University of South 

Africa.   

 Lyndall Miller paints a challenging picture 

of her understanding of the relationship between 

play and deep meaning making in her article.  

Lyndall brings to focus the way in which playing 

with objects provides a context for the player to 

build deep spiritual meaning as part of the Jewish 

culture. 

 Finally, we share with you a letter by Dr. 

Edgar Klugman, Professor Emeritus and one of the 

founding members of the Play, Policy and Practice 

Interest Forum (PPPIF).  Ed celebrated his 90
th

 

Birthday this year and received the 2015 

Humanitarian Award from PPPIF. Ed encourages us 

to continue in our diligence to promote play in the 

lives of children and adults!  Thank you, Ed for your 

on-going inspiration! 

 

~Marcia L. Nell and Walter F. Drew 
 

The following two articles are contributions from 
Thomas S. Henricks, the Danieley Professor of Sociology 
at Elon University and author of Play Reconsidered:  
Sociological Perspectives on Human Expression (2006) 
and his newest book entitled Play and the Human 
Condition (2015).  These articles include two excerpts 
from his series of blog posts on the site, Psychology 
Today. They are shared here with his expressed written 
permission. The blog can be viewed at: 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/search/site/Thomas%
20Henricks 

The Pathways of Experience 

By Thomas S. Henricks 

 

Different Behaviors Produce Different Patterns of 

Self-Realization (March 21, 2015) 
 

When asked to describe the most important 

challenges of living, Freud is reputed to have said – 

for there is no firm evidence of his doing so – that 

every person should “work and love” (Smelser and 

Erikson, 1980).  Others, including psychologist 

David Elkind (2007), have argued that the 

commitment to play should be added to this list.  

And others yet have looked to anthropological and 

religious traditions to emphasize the role of ritual in 
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much of what we do (Durkheim, 1965). Of course, 

none of us requires the imprimatur of the famous 

person to decide what kinds of activities are 

important to us.  We know well enough that 

behavior is not of one piece and that each of those 

different behaviors possesses its own field of rights 

and responsibilities.  Each leads us in certain 

directions and invokes special patterns of 

awareness.  During the 1970’s, homemade banners 

in progressive religious institutions displayed the 

quadrilateral charge to work, play, worship, and 

love.  Who of us does not understand when people 

tell us to “get to work” or when they inform us “it’s 

your play”?  We recognize that love, and other 

forms of profound immersion, are not occasions for 

fooling.  At many points of the day, we find 

ourselves relying on the transcendent patterns of 

ritual to carry us into and through life’s moments. 

Although each of us understands in a general way 

that these are different - and quite fundamental - 

things that we must do, I do not think we have a 

clear grasp of the character and implications of these 

four pathways of experience.  Neither do we 

recognize why they are crucial to the functioning of 

persons and societies.  At least, that is the theme for 

this series of blog postings. 

In what follows, I explore the four themes of 

play, ritual, work, and communitas.  I use these 

somewhat flat terms – as opposed, for example, to 

worship or love – to purge those activities of their 

most idealized or religious meanings.  Those 

idealized versions – as well as some dangerous and 

devalued versions – will be given consideration in 

due course.  But my general concern is to show that 

these four activities are patterns every person 

engages in throughout the day.  

More than that, these are different strategies 

for building, maintaining, and reconstructing the 

self.  Although our individualistic society tends to 

equate selfhood with notions of I and Me; this is a 

much too limited view.  The obligation to live fully 

and well means appreciating one’s relationship to 

others as We and Us.  It means exploring, in the 

fashion of Martin Buber (1996), the various 

meanings of You.  Consideration must be given also 

to the objectivism that produces It and Them. 

Although all four strategies address these matters in 

their own way, none is to be elevated above the 

others.  Each possesses its own advantages and 

disadvantages, closes some doors and opens others. 

It is claimed here and in what follows that persons – 

and societies – that glorify some pathways and 

discount others do so at their peril.             

Apart from making these general 

declarations, this initial post explains briefly how 

the four terms – work, ritual, play, and communitas 

– are understood by this writer.  To take the first of 

these, work is not to be equated only to the paid-for, 

isolated, highly organized activity that industrialized 

societies emphasize.  Marx (1999) himself opposed 

this vision when he analyzed the implications of 

creative labor.  Instead, work is the much more 

general, instrumentally committed behavior that we 

exhibit when we rake the lawn, pick up the kids 

from school, make a grocery list, and so forth.  

Workers change the world and turn it to their 

purposes. 

Similarly, ritual is not to be identified only 

with religious or civil ceremonies.  All of us follow 

the terms of pre-established symbolic (and physical) 

formats when we do things in the same way each 

day, follow accepted formats for  our interactions 

with one another, or subordinate ourselves to our 

own psychological and physiological resources.  

Understanding ritual means understanding how 

transcendent patterns serve as guides for living. 

Play is also one of the fundamental things people 

do.  Like work and ritual, play manifests itself in 

many ways.  Highly organized sports, arts, and 

amusements are only one dimension of this.  A final, 

and perhaps most interesting, matter is communitas.  

Much as we play to experience the possibilities of 

the world, so we engage in forms of communitas.  

Some of these willful immersions are social affairs 

where we commit ourselves to one another and to 

the relationships we’ve established.  But other forms 

include appreciations of wonderful sunsets, 

concerts, poems, and movies or even of the 

pleasures of a warm bath.  It will be argued that 

many of the possibilities of communitas, at least in 

their widest social and cultural meanings, are 
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disregarded in Western industrialized societies or 

emerge in disfigured ways.       

One of the charms of our electronic age is 

that people of every sort can cast their ideas into the 

public domain and receive the judgment of others 

equally anonymous.  My postings are offered in that 

spirit.  Whether those comments are well considered 

or not, I acknowledge here that they are based on 

some years of studying these matters.  Most of my 

writing (Henricks, 2006, 2012, 2015 forthcoming) 

has explored the meanings of human play.  In so 

doing, I have become increasingly committed to the 

theme that knowing about play requires knowing 

about the other important forms of involvement and, 

indeed, that little is known until one sees how these 

different patterns both separate and intertwine.  

Each, or so it will be expressed, is fundamental to 

the project of figuring out where one stands in the 

circumstances we call the human condition.    
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Playing, or in Play? 

By Thomas S. Henricks 

 

Do we control the terms of our own creativity? 

(June 13, 2015)  
 

During that endless present that preceded 

history, the Greek gods decided to expand their 

circumstances.  It was agreed that the earth should 

be populated with creatures of every kind, each with 

its own requirements and powers.  This would give 

the creators additional things to observe and 

manipulate and, in the process of doing so, to 

dramatize some of their own desires and rivalries. 

Left to the end, or so the story goes, was the 

creation of humans.  At this point, most of the more 

interesting and effective powers had already been 

allocated.  So Prometheus, who prior to this moment 

had overseen the work of his brother Epithemeus, 

shaped humans and offered them some measure of 

godlike intelligence.  Humans were able to think and 

speak and, in combination of these traits, to plan 

collectively.  More than that, they could ponder and 

discuss unseen worlds - events from the past and 

future as well as those entirely imaginary.  Because 

people could speculate in more abstract ways, they 

received emotions like anxiety, shame, pride, regret, 

and jealousy. Like other animals they felt pleasure 

and pain, but they also suffered (as the prolonged 

awareness of ruined circumstances) and took 

comfort in the more lasting forms of happiness.  

 Much as today, persons found themselves 

trapped between the challenges of meeting their 

daily needs and confronting their more exalted 

visions of what life might be. 

Famously, Prometheus is said to have stolen 

fire from the gods and given this to humans.  That 

ability – to alter or make the world as well as to 

think about it – completed the human arsenal. 

 Unlike gods, however, humans were born to die.  

During their brief lives, they dreamed and schemed 

and fashioned things that were not there before.  

They also endured the unpredictable interventions of 

their makers, who confused and misdirected them, 

used them as targets of lust and rage, and consigned 
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them to the oblivion of dark spaces.  To that degree, 

humans functioned as toys do for us. 

Like most students of human play, I 

emphasize the creative, effulgent possibilities of 

persons. I share the historian Johan Huizinga’s 

(1955) commitment to see people not only as homo 

sapiens (that is, wise or knowing) and as homo faber 

(practicing or making) but also as homo ludens.  

One portion of humanity’s essence - and I use this 

term without apology in our age of relativistic, 

contextual thinking – is to be a player.  In play, we 

create visions of the world’s possibilities and 

attempt to inhabit those visions.  We do this not with 

the ambition that these little worlds should last or 

that they should bind us with enduring 

commitments; we do this for the sake of 

experiencing.  We want to discover some of the 

possible places to stand in the world and to see what 

we can do from those vantage points. 

Celebrating creativity and resistance is 

important.  But those who care about play must 

acknowledge the counter-theme that is fundamental 

to Greek mythology.  We may feel ourselves driven 

to play; but we may also be “in play” as we realize 

our desires.     

Setting aside theological matters, it is 

apparent that every activity – including play - is 

conditioned or “framed” by wide ranges of 

circumstances.  We live in cultures, societies, and 

psyches.  We inhabit bodies and environments.  

Most of these are not static or objectified forms that 

we confront consciously and then manipulate.  They 

are forces that cause us to stop our movements and 

respond to what is occurring.  Sometimes, as in case 

of social and cultural elements, those patterns are 

managed by other people whose ambitions rival our 

own.  Sometimes those “managers” are the 

contradictory elements of our own psyches.  At such 

times, play is a collision between different styles of 

becoming. 

I introduce the topic of play - one that this 

blog will revisit often - in the above way for two 

reasons.  The first is to make plain that play is a 

special pathway for action and experience.  In the 

previous posting, I stressed the character and 

importance of communitas as another such 

pathway.  Communitas emphasizes the ways in 

which people are drawn to the forms and forces of 

otherness, not to resist or overcome them but to 

appreciate them, approach them, and draw from 

their energy.  To commune is to look to others for 

guidance and support.  At such times, we cherish the 

relationships founded on those involvements.  We 

understand that bonding of this sort expands us as 

persons. 

Play has a different spirit.  When we play, 

we resist, test, and tease.  We make things and 

admire our creations.  Then we tear those creations 

apart.  In play, we can be intensely serious (as when 

we paint a picture or compete in a game).  But we 

can also be rebellious, careless, and irreverent (as 

when we tell jokes, sing raucously, or tease our 

friends).  People can play alone – or we can play 

with others.  In either case, the intention is to create 

a reality dominated by personal insight and buoyant 

improvisation.  Pointedly, we do not play to be 

soothed by the transcendent qualities of the world; 

we play to stir things up. 

That forward-looking, rambunctious theme 

is key.  As Brian Sutton-Smith (1999, p. 253), 

perhaps the foremost contemporary authority on this 

subject put it, play generates excitement and 

optimism.  The opposite of play is not seriousness 

but depression.  Players are people who believe that 

they can do something with their circumstances, 

even if the effects of those transformations are as 

evanescent as the event itself. 

Elsewhere, I’ve attempted to define play and 

to distinguish it from the other pathways of 

experience (Henricks, 2015).  Here, I simply stress 

that play takes many forms and that part of that is 

determined by what one is playing with.  Play with 

powerful elements sometimes means making marks 

on forbidden objects, casting stones, and running 

away.  Those acts of rebellion are important to 

personal development.  In contrast, play with weak 

or inert elements focuses on acts of manipulation 

and control, as in the case of building things with 

sand or blocks.  Different again is play with 

elements of relatively equal status.  Such play, like 

games involving equally matched persons, has a 

dialogical quality.  People give and take – and find 
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that they are drawn into the complexities of their 

exchanges (see Eberle, 2014).  Finally, there is the 

play that allows people to stand at a distance and 

consider, to run through possibilities in the mind.  

That more marginal style is called exploratory play.  

However different these play expressions may be, 

all are guided by people’s desire to shape the 

character of events and to understand the 

implications of their ever-changing positions.  But 

those differing standpoints, in play as elsewhere, 

offer different perspectives on how the world 

operates. 

As I discussed in my previous posting, 

societies with individualistic mythologies face 

dilemmas distinctive to that way of seeing the 

world.  Individuality and social commitment can be 

set up as opposites or combine in problematic, even 

dangerous ways.  In Homo Ludens Huizinga 

identifies two of these dangers.  The first is what he 

terms “false play.”  This occurs when players have 

such a narrow view of their own activity (perhaps 

focusing on technical accomplishment, competitive 

success, or social regard) that they do not see that 

the guidelines for what they are doing – and the 

major meanings that are attached to these - are 

controlled by large organizations.  Huizinga, who 

died in a hostage camp in 1945, was thinking here 

especially of the sporting events, parades, and rallies 

sponsored by the totalitarian governments of his 

time.  But we can ask whether his analysis also 

applies to the commercial, political, and educational 

organizations of our own era.  Who benefits by this 

play? 

The second, and related, danger is puerilism.  

This is lazy, boorish play which confines itself to 

familiar themes and associates.  Thinking once again 

of events of his own times – like the raucous 

festivity of the beer garden – Huizinga objected to 

play that is aggressive, drunken, exclusionary, or 

childish.  Players should not retreat into idleness; 

they should take on the most complicated challenges 

of living. 

Following Huizinga, and referencing the 

prior discussion of communitas, all of us today 

should challenge ourselves to move past some of our 

more constricted forms of engagement and to 

construct expansive patterns of social and cultural 

connection.  There may well be a place for 

regressive (and digressive) play and for explorations 

of defensive individualism.  Indeed, one proper role 

for play is to explore strategies of protection.  But 

play’s highest calling is to promote the possibilities 

of a world where everyone can express themselves 

and live fully.   

At its best then, play expands people by 

asking them to manifest their creative capabilities.  

To that degree – and in a fashion that will be 

developed later – play expresses the project of 

human freedom.  Inevitably, people will always be 

exposed to forces more powerful than themselves 

which threaten to turn them into playthings.  Play’s 

challenge is to respond to this objectification 

process in a way that honors the subjectivity of all.  
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The Power of Play 

Marcia L. Nell, PhD 

 

Paper presented at COST LUDI Conference 

Limasol, Cyprus 

June 4, 2015 

 

 The invitation to present at this esteemed 

conference was both a privilege and a challenge.  As 

a play scholar, member of The Association of the 

Study of Play (TASP) and as the President of TASP, 

I have come to understand that play is an enigma.  

The more I try to study and understand play through 
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my own lens, I discover more questions than 

answers.  My dissertation committee chair said that 

is the sign of “good research” –“good research” 

should uncover more questions than answers!  Our 

revered play scholar, Brian Sutton-Smith, described 

play as being “ambiguous” while others expound on 

play’s paradoxical qualities (Gruneau 1980; Loy 

1982; Handelman 1992; Kline 1995, as cited in 

Henricks, 2015).   

 

Play as Paradox 

 Levy (1978, p. 1) depicts the act of play as 

one that the player must accept the paradox of the 

“essential and the inconsequential” facts associated 

with play.  Huizinga (1955, p. 5) speaks to play’s 

paradoxical components of serious and nonserious.  

When considering play at the surface level, “play is 

the direct opposite of seriousness…As soon as we 

proceed from “play is non-seriousness” to “play is 

not serious”, the contrast leaves us in the lurch – for 

some play is very serious indeed.”   Gregory 

Bateson in 1972 describes the paradox of the player 

who is well aware of the difference of the pretense 

and reality and yet works diligently to confuse that 

distinction by making their pretenses real (Henricks, 

2015, p. 19).  Caillois (2001) speaks to play’s rules 

and its improvisational aspect.  While Henricks 

(2010) explains the paradox of order and disorder 

associated in the play experience.  (Henricks, 2015, 

p. 19) 

 

A New Framework to Understand Play 

“There is much value in recognizing the 

spectrum of play’s manifestations and meanings.  

By accommodating itself to this variety the 

academic study of play is thickened and made 

vigorous…In that regard, play scholars and 

advocates offer accounts of play that correspond to 

their distinctive circumstances and 

interests.”(Henricks, 2015, p. 20).  Henricks values 

the wider more expansive view that accommodates 

the massive variety of play scholarship, which he 

states is rooted in the personal perspective of the 

researcher.  Therefore, the scholarly study of play is 

rooted in the different perspective found in human 

beings.   

 Play scholars rigorously study play and have 

differentiated play from other types of human and 

other species behavior.  The table below shares the 

common components of play from several leading 

play scholars.   

 Henricks creates a framework in which play 

scholarship from the various disciplines and fields 

of study can be compared for similarities and for the 

differences.   “Understanding play means 

understanding the intersection of these different 

contributions…most theories tend to describe well 

certain aspects of play but neglect or treat poorly 

other matters that rival approaches 

emphasize”(Henricks, 2015, p. 14-15).  

 

Ways of Thinking About Play 

Lens:   

Play as  

Description Disciplines Purpose 

Action Distinctive pattern of 

consciously guided 

behavior; players are 

doers, not watchers; 

personal assertion, 

evaluation, & resolution  

Psychologists, 

educators, 

recreation 

scholars  

Construct, 

support, & 

revise  

Interaction A pattern of 

engagement; players act 

but also react; players 

play with or at 

something/someone 

Sociology, 

social 

anthropology, 

education, 

recreation, 

and social 

psychology 

Communicate 

Activity A form of and for 

human conduct; shared 

understanding of 

playmates, locale, 

duration, behaviors, 

consequences and 

emotions 

 Anthropology,       

 folklore, 

literature,    

 and  structured 

forms  

 of sociology 

Tie together 

the past, 

present, and 

future tenses 

of behavior 

Disposition Play behaviors feature 

motivations different 

from other behaviors; 

curiosity and 

enthusiasm; high 

spirited or energy to 

burn 

 Psychology, 

Sociology, 

Education 

Preparation 

for action; 

eagerness to 

play and 

keeps player 

engaged  

Experience Awareness and 

satisfaction while 

playing; reward for 

what’s happening now 

and a motivation for 

anticipated satisfaction; 

engagement between 2 

versions of self 

Psychology, 

Education, 

Recreation 

Fun, 

enjoyment, 

and feeling 

satisfied 

Context Set of conditions or 

arrangements that 

encourage play 

behaviors; minimal adult 

intervention, free choice, 

familiarity of 

people/objects, & 

absence of stress; 

external challenges 

match skill level 

Psychology, 

Education  

Recreation 

Makes play 

easier; shapes 

forms of play 
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Rhetorics of Play 

Brian Sutton-Smith (1997) created a 

framework that has been used extensively for play 

scholars and others in creating an understanding of 

the various theories associated with the study of 

play.  According to Sutton-Smith, “the rhetorics of 

play express the way play is placed in context within 

broader value systems, which are assumed by the 

theorists of play rather than studied directly by 

them” (1997, p. 8).  The rhetoric of play as progress 

is associated with children’s play, development is 

spurred forward through play, and is a strong 

influence in Western culture.  The rhetoric of play as 

self is linked to the individual, with desirable effects 

such as fun, relaxation, escape, and with intrinsic or 

aesthetic satisfaction with the play act itself. The 

rhetoric of play as imaginary is applied to 

improvisation in literature, with high regard for 

flexibility, creativity and innovation.  The rhetoric 

of play as power is associated with sports and 

contests.  In this rhetoric play represents conflict and 

a way to establish status of those who are in charge 

of the play.  The rhetoric of play as identity is 

usually associated with traditional community 

celebrations and festivals.  The rhetoric of play as 

fate considers the games of chance and gambling.  

This rhetoric is one of the oldest and its 

distinguishing feature is free choice.  The final 

rhetoric looks at play as frivolity, which is applied to 

the deeds of the imprudent or the indolent.   

 

Rhetoric of Play as Progress:  Approaches to 

Learning through Play 

 Using Sutton-Smith’s rhetoric of play as 

progress lens, children’s development and growth is 

spurred forward through participation in play 

experiences.  In the state of Pennsylvania in the US, 

early learning standards support this perspective as 

is evidenced in the standard area labeled Approaches 

to Learning Through Play Standards.  In this 

standard area there are four main strands, which 

include constructing and gathering knowledge, 

organizing and understanding knowledge, applying 

knowledge, and taking this new learning beyond the 

present moment.  When we consider how children 

construct and gather information, three standards fall 

under that strand.  First, children must have a sense 

of curiosity, a sense of wonderment.  Then the child 

must act upon that curiosity with initiative to find 

answers to their questions.  The child must take 

reasonable risks in pursuing their quest for answers, 

and reasonable is the key word.  According to Parten 

(1932), social play has different levels, such as 

unoccupied, solitary, onlooker, parallel, associative, 

and cooperative play, so it is not only important to 

understand that a child gathers information through 

play but also which types of play are the best source 

for the child.  Although Parten’s original work 

indicated a hierarchical perspective to the different 

stages, it is not necessarily true that solitary play is a 

lesser form of play indicating the child is not mature 

enough to engage in cooperative play.  There is 

that tendency to “expect” all children to play 

together, but there are specific reasons why some 

children prefer solitary play.  For example, a child 

that is an introvert may find more success in 

working by themselves rather than in a group.  Or 

in the work of Howard Gardner  (1983) and his 

theory of Multiple Intelligences, the area 

described as Intrapersonal would also support the 

idea that some children prefer the solitary play to 

other more social forms of play.   

 Moving beyond the initial gathering of 

information the standards then outline how a child 

organizes and comes to understand the new 

knowledge.  This is accomplished through 

engagement and attention, task analysis, persistence, 
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patterning and memory.  Each of these standards 

describe mental processes that are vital not only for 

the child but as life long skills.  So, the development 

of these mental processes through play as a young 

child provides the future adult with a foundation for 

being a successful adult (Gallinsky 2010; Heckman 

2015).  Being able to stay focused, to break down a 

task into its smaller components, to persist when a 

task becomes difficult are all processes that adults 

must be able to do to be successful in their jobs and 

work places.  To recognize patterns and to extend 

patterns provides the child with the skill to 

anticipate what will happen next based on previous 

information, this is a vital skill for learning to 

comprehend in reading but also in personal 

relationships and in the work place.  Working 

memory, helping a child build their capacity to 

understand how their brain stores information and 

then how to retrieve that same information when it 

is needed later, is a vital life skill.   

As the standards indicate, the child must apply 

their knowledge using creativity, expressing their 

knowledge, and inventing with that knowledge.  

Finally, the child must make connections; show 

resiliency and use problem solving skills with this 

new knowledge.  Each of these strands within the 

Approaches to Learning are  developed, practiced, 

and internalized through play experiences.  A child 

learns content specific information while playing, 

but the life skills such as those described in the 

Approaches to Learning through Play standards are 

foundational and vital throughout the child’s life 

span.  When we look at these standards with a 

different lens, we notice that these same skills 

outlined in the standards align with what other 

researchers describe as executive function (EF) 

skills. 

Rhetoric of Play as Progress:  Cognitive 

Development and Executive Function Skills 

 EF skills are comprised of working memory, 

to hold information and recall it when needed; 

cognitive flexibility, the ability to change and adjust 

mental effort; inhibitory control, the ability to resist 

distractions; and self regulation, the ability to delay 

gratification (Center on the Developing Child, 

2011).  EF skills enable the child to plan, to focus 

attention, to remember instructions, and to handle 

multiple tasks successfully.  EF skills are located 

primarily in the prefrontal cortex and rapid growth 

occurs in this area of the brain from birth through 

age 7 but also beyond.  Neuroscience has provided 

hard empirical evidence to support what earlier 

researchers documented and recognized through 

carefully planned observational studies (Vygotsky 

1978, Piaget 1962). So, play provides a context or 

experience in which cognitive processes are 

practiced and internalized but play also serves a 

purpose on its own merits.   

According to Siviy and Panksepp, 2011, “play 

behavior is a fundamental and intrinsic 

neurobehavioral process in the mammalian brain” 

(p. 1821).  Based on their research studies mapping 

the neurological pathways or circuits of the play 

urge in rats, these researchers suggest that the  

“increased insight into the neurological mechanisms 

of play can inform our understanding of normal and 

abnormal childhood development” (p. 182).  Their 

work also recognizes that play is a behavior 

observed in all mammals as well as the work from 

Burghart (2005) that has documented play behaviors 

in reptiles.  With the widespread prevalence of play 

behaviors in many animal species, this suggests that 

play behavior evolved early in the evolutionary 

terms, and the play impulse has been isolated to the 

brain stem.  Thus, as Brown (2009) asserts, the play 

urge has evolved into a biological drive such as 

eating, drinking, sex, and play.  There is an inherent 

urge to play, as strong an urge as the other 

biologically based survival skills.  According to 

Brown and Vaughn, 2009, play is “one of the most 

advanced methods nature has invented to allow a 

complex brain to create itself” (p. 40). 

 

Rhetoric of Play as Progress:  Social, Emotional, 

Physical and Language Development 
Not only does play aid in the development of 

cognitive skills, it also plays a huge role in the 

development of social and emotional skills.  

According to the Collaborative for Academic, Social 

and Emotional Learning (CASEL) there are five 

core competencies for social and emotional learning, 

which include self awareness, self management, 
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social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible 

decision making skills. Since play has an 

intrinsically motivating quality along with a desire 

for the player to continue in the play, a child 

develops these skills through play.  A child becomes 

aware of who they are as an individual, as a part of a 

community and regulate their own behavior in order 

for the play to continue.  A child develops empathy 

and understanding for others as they participate in 

play experiences with other children.  A child builds 

relationships and makes wiser decisions based on 

their play experiences.  Bob Wise, president of the 

Alliance for Excellent education and former 

governor of West Virginia states, “Too often, Social 

Emotional Learning (SEL) is episodic.  Some 

students finish high schools. Some don’t.  When you 

look back in the rearview mirror, you can almost 

always see SEL as a determining factor of their 

success.” 

Play has also been associated with physical 

development.   In this area of development there is 

gross and fine motor skills and spatial awareness 

skills that develop through play experiences.  Active 

outdoor play can certainly impact and influence a 

child’s gross motor skills as well as fine motor skill 

development in other types of play experiences with 

small objects as the play object.  Spatial awareness 

is defined as organized knowledge of objects in 

relation to oneself in that given space, and has 

become a focus of many occupational therapists 

working with children. Play helps children develop 

this spatial awareness through paying close attention 

to details of the objects being played with and by 

building awareness of the surroundings of the play 

context.  

Language development in young children can be 

influenced tremendously through play experiences.  

The social interaction that occurs during play 

provides a safe context for children to experiment 

with verbal and nonverbal communication skills.  

Emergent literacy skills can be developed which in 

turn create an intrinsic need for literacy.  The use of 

symbolism during play builds the child’s capacity 

for thinking in symbolic ways and thus prepares the 

brain for the symbolic thinking necessary to read 

and write using symbols (Vygotsky 1978).  

According to Genishi and Dyson (2009) fantasy 

play is depend on language to sustain the play over 

time.   

 

The Power of Play 

We’ve discussed the various issues associated 

with defining play, taking a broader scope when 

interpreting and describing play experiences, and 

we’ve examined two types of frameworks that help 

to organize the various perspectives of play 

scholarship. Through the rhetoric of play as progress 

we’ve outlined how play impacts cognitive, 

executive function skills, social, emotional, 

physical, and language development. This vast 

knowledge base on play validates the power that is 

released during play.  We play because we can, we 

play because we must-it is a biological drive to seek 

pleasure, positive affect and identify who we are in 

this world.   
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Play and Social Justice 

By Beth Powers 

 

Over the past two decades, social justice has 

become of interest to early childhood educators 

(Cannella, 1997). Likewise play has long been 

regarded as an important consideration in our field 

because it fosters growth and development for 

children across cultures (Rogoff, 2005). 

Researchers, teachers, and early childhood 

caregivers have documented the myriad benefits of 

play for young children including physical, 

cognitive, linguistic, and social emotional 

development (Nell, Drew, & Bush, 2015). In 

addition, we have committed as a group of 

professionals “to appreciate childhood as a unique 

and valuable stage of the human life cycle and to 

base our work on knowledge of how children 

develop and learn” (Feeney & Kipnis, 1989; 

Freeman & Feeney, 2004).  

Because social justice focuses on issues of 

equity and access, early childhood educators are 

beginning to ask ourselves which children get to 

play and who has access to playgrounds and other 

play spaces (Nell, Powers-Costello, Gamble, & 

Heindel, 2015). Not only is play an essential part of 

child growth and development, it is a right 

guaranteed by the international treaty on the Rights 

of the Child, specifically mentioned in Article 31 

(Leisure, play and culture). This document states 

“children have the right to relax and play, and to join 

in a wide range of cultural, artistic and other 

recreational activities” (United Nations, Convention 

on the Rights of the Child, Article 31). This article 

asserts that all children regardless of their 

socioeconomic status, gender, ethnicity, race, 

religion and any other identity factors should be 

guaranteed to have equal access to play. 

Despite children being guaranteed the right 

to play across the globe, a large number of children 

are being denied access to the time and space they 

need to engage in play. Sadly, the groups most often 

denied this right are typically from historically 

marginalized and underserved backgrounds. For 

example, a recent research study, conducted by 

Early Childhood Faculty at Millersville University 

of Pennsylvania, indicated that children who live in 

poverty conditions have fewer opportunities to play 

in and on well-maintained playgrounds than their 

more affluent peers. Likewise, most playgrounds in 

public spaces are not equipped to be accessible for 

children with exceptionalities or physical ability 

differences. Moreover, it is clear that public school 

policies have resulted in reduced recess times. Some 

of this is due to a bigger focus on standardized 

curriculum and testing resulting in less and less time 

to play and an increasing emphasis on test scores. 

Another pressing issue related to social 

justice, play, and young children has to do with a 

new phenomenon that Louv refers to as “nature 

deficit disorder” in his 2008 book titled Last Child 

in the Woods. This book asserts that people, 

especially children, are having less and less contact 

with nature resulting in a myriad of behavioral 

problems and illnesses such as depression, anxiety, 

obesity, and diabetes. While this term is not an 

official medical diagnosis, it does have a basis in 

empirical research that indicates that humans, 

especially children, not only crave but also need 

access to nature and outdoor play. Typically, we 

also see children living in poverty and others who 

are from historically marginalized backgrounds as 

having the least access to nature and outdoor play.  

Despite the copious amount of research and 

practitioner observation that make it clear that play, 
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both indoors and outdoors, is a significant part of 

early childhood growth and development, fewer and 

fewer children are experiencing healthy play 

particularly those who are considered “at-risk” for 

school failure. This leads us to the question of what 

can we do as early childhood professionals to ensure 

that all children have opportunities to play. 

Some recommendations, as informed by 

Miller and Almon (2009), to support play for young 

all children include: 

1. Provide space, time, and materials for 

play.  

2. Make sure play materials are 

developmentally appropriate, open-

ended, and culturally relevant. 

3. Engage parents, caregivers, and family 

members in conversations on the 

importance of play so that they can 

provide play opportunities at home and 

potentially advocate for access to play 

with administrators and in their 

communities. 

4. Engage in professional development 

activities that enable you to become 

informed and adept at implementing 

developmentally and culturally relevant 

play experiences for young children.  

5. Advocate for children’s rights to play in 

your schools, centers, and communities. 

In closing, the issue of play and social justice 

is relevant to our work as early childhood caregivers 

and educators because we are as individuals as 

professionals in our field have committed ourselves 

to the rights and well being of the children we serve. 

Therefore, can and must do all we can to ensure that 

all children, regardless of their identity factors, to 

have access to healthy play experiences.  
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An Introduction to William Crain, Ph.D. 

By Walter Drew and Marcia Nell 

 

The guest editors would like to introduce a 

fellow play advocate that we have had the pleasure 

to meet, speak with, and share our common 

understanding about the importance of play in the 

lives of children.  William Crain, Ph.D., social 

activist and author of Reclaiming Childhood: Letting 

Children Be Children in Our Achievement-Oriented 

Society, is a Professor of Psychology at The City 

College of New York and Defending the Early 

Years National Advisory Board Member. He has 

written and lectured on the importance of play and 

nature to child development and the role of animals 

in stimulating children's creativity and compassion. 

As noted in the article by Dr. Powers-Costello, play 

and social justice includes the child’s right to play, 

as outlined in the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, written in 1989, where Article 

31 of that document declares that children have the 

right to leisure, play and culture.  Play as a social 

justice issue is not a new idea to many play 

advocates and that belief is anchored in the founding 

documents of United States.  The Declaration of 

Independence  states: “We hold these truths to be 

self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they 

are endowed by their Creator with certain 
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unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 

Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” (Declaration 

of Independence, 1776). As part of our social justice 

history, our country has had to work through 

extending those “inalienable rights” to women, to 

minority groups, and now the struggle continues as 

those same rights  are extended to children.   As a 

side note, the United States is the only industrial 

nation that has NOT signed the UN Convention on 

the Rights of the Child.  

 

Dr. William Crain and Dr. Marc Beckoff 

wrote an article for Encounter entitled A Crime 

Against Children  in which they build the case that 

“children are being robbed of their right to free 

play” (p. 12).  Bekoff and Crain cite several barriers 

that have impeded a child’s access to free play.  One 

such barrier is the standards movement and the 

overemphasis on academics, which in some schools 

has eliminated recess during the school day.  

Another barrier to free play is the overload of 

homework, which then eliminates time to participate 

in free play at home.  Also, there is the 

overscheduling of children’s time in organized 

sports, which are played by adult rules and 

regulations.  Another barrier to children’s free play 

is the proliferation of video games. According to 

Bekoff and Crain “On surface, video games would 

seem t invite play, but they don’t encourage free 

play. The children pressing the buttons must follow 

highly structured, adult-developed programs.” 

(2011, p. 13).  The authors emphasize the loss that 

occurs when free  play is stolen from a child because 

play promotes improvisational thinking, symbolic 

thinking skills, and the evolutionary perspective that 

play enables a species to survive.  It is a crime to 

deprive our children from free play, which makes 

this a social justice issue.   
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Play it Forward 

By Robin Ploof 

 

As an early childhood educator, play is 

something that amazes, bewitches, captivates, 

delights, enchants, and fascinates me. (I could 

continue through the whole alphabet, but you get the 

idea) At the same time I am bewildered, confused, 

and discouraged by what I see passing for play in 

some early childhood classrooms. I conducted a 

study on teacher beliefs about play and how those 

beliefs were connected to their teaching practices. I 

was not surprised to hear teachers say they have 

strong positive beliefs about the importance of play 

– of course early childhood teachers still believe in 

play! What did surprise me was how little play I 

observed when I visited the classrooms of those 

same teachers.  What they did in their classrooms 

was not what they said they believed in during their 

interviews with me. 

Louv (2005) described children becoming 

disconnected from nature and the natural world 

using the term Nature Deficit Disorder. I think it is 

possible that in many early childhood programs 

children are suffering from Play Deficit Disorder 

because they are becoming disconnected from play. 

Instead of acting on their own curiosity and 

imagination they wait for the teacher’s agenda. 

Instead of learning about the letter “C” in some kind 

of meaningful context by building a Chocolate Café 

in the dramatic play space where they pretend to 

cook and create menus with cocoa confections that 
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they serve to their customers paying with cash or 

credit cards; they do worksheets, do coloring pages, 

or use flashcards about words beginning with the 

letter “C” ostensibly to learn the same thing

difference is these experiences are out of context, 

without active engagement, without play.

 There has been quite a bit of research to indicate 

that play is on the decline and that academic content 

is replacing play in early childhood programs 

2007; Miller & Almon, 2009; Ranz-Smith, 2007).

worry for the next generation of teachers who have 

grown up experiencing Play Deficit Disorder 

children and who may not be connected to play 

themselves. I worry even more for the children who 

will be taught by them. I have been reflecting on 

some of the possible ways to help revers

I think one possible solution is to get teachers 

playing again. 

Inspired by Walter Drew and Marcia 

workshop during the NAEYC conferences featuring 

Dr. Drew’s blocks and other open ended materials, 

decided to bring an idea like this to our Vermont 

AEYC annual conference. My vision was to create 

an experience for participants that would engage 

them and reconnect them with play using the same 

kinds of dynamic experiences we offer in the early 

childhood classroom to the children. For the 

duration of our three day conference I created a

venue called the Play Place. The Play Place was an 

empty room – a blank canvas.  Within that space

workshops during every session of the three day 

conference focused on play. I recruited some of my 

colleagues who are master players to assist me

facilitating play and weaving their magic. 

We had offerings like: Herbs, dirt, and shaving 

cream; Clay play, Vivian Paley style facilitated story 

play, Eric Carle inspired collage, Block play, Music, 

music everywhere, and Beyond the workbench (a 

Home Depot inspired offering where participants 

“shopped” and then created fantastical Dr. Seuss 

looking kinds of machines and sculptures).  

participant response was amazing. The Play Place 

workshops were some of the first ones to fill up 

during conference registration. And comments on 

the evaluations said things like; “I loved

was really fun.” “I can’t remember when I laughed 

they serve to their customers paying with cash or 

, do coloring pages, 

or use flashcards about words beginning with the 

learn the same thing. The 

difference is these experiences are out of context, 

without active engagement, without play. 

There has been quite a bit of research to indicate 

that play is on the decline and that academic content 

ldhood programs (Frost, 

Smith, 2007). I 

worry for the next generation of teachers who have 

grown up experiencing Play Deficit Disorder as 

and who may not be connected to play 

hildren who 

I have been reflecting on 

some of the possible ways to help reverse that trend. 

is to get teachers 

and Marcia Nell’s 

workshop during the NAEYC conferences featuring 

Dr. Drew’s blocks and other open ended materials, I 

decided to bring an idea like this to our Vermont 

My vision was to create 

an experience for participants that would engage 

em and reconnect them with play using the same 

kinds of dynamic experiences we offer in the early 

For the 

duration of our three day conference I created a 

. The Play Place was an 

a blank canvas.  Within that space the 

three day 

on play. I recruited some of my 

colleagues who are master players to assist me in 

facilitating play and weaving their magic.  

erbs, dirt, and shaving 

y style facilitated story 

ge, Block play, Music, 

orkbench (a 

Home Depot inspired offering where participants 

ntastical Dr. Seuss 

looking kinds of machines and sculptures).  The 

participant response was amazing. The Play Place 

workshops were some of the first ones to fill up 

during conference registration. And comments on 

the evaluations said things like; “I loved this!” “It 

was really fun.” “I can’t remember when I laughed 

so hard.” And the best comment of all, “I can’t wait 

to try this with my kids.” Near the end of the three 

day conference I happened to be in the hallway as 

participants were exiting the Play Pla

for another workshop. I heard one participant sigh 

and say, “I wish I did all three days just playing 

there.”  

 

 

All of us who facilitated the play in that 

space were a little awed and humbled by how 

seriously the adults took these experi

really gave themselves over to the play for the 

duration of each session, sometimes with intense 

focus and concentration, sometimes with joyous 

abandon. Think about it, you might have facilitated 

block play last week, but when was the last time

got to play blocks? When was the last time you got 

to have all the cylinders to yourself because you 

were building the Parthenon and you needed all of 

those cylinders? I imagined participants going back 

to their programs and looking at play in their 

classrooms in a new way and maybe let children 

linger over their play a bit longer than usual (at least 

I hope that is what happened).

Using the Play Place we were able to create a

kind of play oasis for participants giving them time 

to work with their hands, breathe, reflect inward, 

play, and return to that state of flow. Inspired by last 

year’s success the Play Place will be featured at our 

conference again this year. 

leaders suggested that maybe next year we should 

so hard.” And the best comment of all, “I can’t wait 

Near the end of the three 

day conference I happened to be in the hallway as 

participants were exiting the Play Place and heading 

. I heard one participant sigh 

and say, “I wish I did all three days just playing in 

All of us who facilitated the play in that 

space were a little awed and humbled by how 

seriously the adults took these experiences. They 

really gave themselves over to the play for the 

duration of each session, sometimes with intense 

focus and concentration, sometimes with joyous 

abandon. Think about it, you might have facilitated 

block play last week, but when was the last time you 

got to play blocks? When was the last time you got 

to have all the cylinders to yourself because you 

were building the Parthenon and you needed all of 

those cylinders? I imagined participants going back 

to their programs and looking at play in their 

lassrooms in a new way and maybe let children 

linger over their play a bit longer than usual (at least 

I hope that is what happened). 

Using the Play Place we were able to create a 

kind of play oasis for participants giving them time 

s, breathe, reflect inward, 

and return to that state of flow. Inspired by last 

year’s success the Play Place will be featured at our 

conference again this year. One of our affiliate 

leaders suggested that maybe next year we should 
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have two Play Places in our conference. Wouldn’t 

that be fantastic? My dream is to keep ‘playing it 

forward’ so that the Play Place becomes a staple in 

our annual conference that participants look forward 

to every year where they can come and be 

rejuvenated and uplifted by play. 
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Does Educational Play Harness the Funds of 

Knowledge Children Bring to School? 

By Smita Mathur 

 
I watched five year old Carmelita in school 

during indoor free play as she slowly and silently sorted 

beads by color. My mind went back to the animated and 

excited Carmelita I met during a home visit. Carmelita 

lives with her family in a single trailer that is situated on 

the edge of an orange grove in Plant City, Florida. Her 

parents are seasonal farm workers who pick oranges, 

strawberries and then blueberries. They move up and 

down the north east corridor following the picking 

seasons in Florida, Georgia, and North Carolina. During 

the home visit, I accompanied Carmelita and her friends 

to the orange grove. The children went through a 

“secret” path under fallen trees, over rocky pathways, 

deftly navigating patches that were strewed with broken 

beer bottles and heaps of forgotten garbage. I held back 

the need to tell the children to stop and redirect them to a 

safer spot. Finally, we reached the orange trees that 

were laden with low hanging fruit, ready for picking. I 

expected the children to pick several oranges quickly and 

head back home. The children however, picked carefully 

and intentionally. They only picked the oranges that were 

non-commercial grade. They knew that if they picked the 

bright orange, juicy, and good looking fruit they would 

get into trouble with their parents. One child informed 

me that the good oranges would be harvested by their 

parents for sale in stores. Another child piqued in and 

added that some oranges were only for the rich people 

who buy oranges in the big stores!   

 

Soon, the children had a pile of small and green 

oranges with brown spots, leaving behind the low 

hanging bright, large, attractive fruit intact on the trees. 

I watched closely as the children sorted, classified, and 

divided the fruit among themselves. Each one got their 

fair share of oranges sorted further by size, color, taste, 

and the effort they put into the picking process. Older 

children who did most of the work got a larger share. 

Younger children who had just come along for fun got a 

smaller share. In the end, each one seemed satisfied. I 

watched as each child then picked 1-2 oranges from their 

share and put it in a bag for to me to take home to my 

family! When I showed some reluctance in accepting the 

gift, they reminded me that I was their “guest” and that 

all guests must be honored. Later they dropped me off to 

my car and we said good bye. 

   

As I watched Carmelita during indoor free 

play forcing herself to sort beads, I asked myself if 

Carmelita was indeed playing! Where was the joy, 

curiosity, choice, and positive affect that she reflected 

during the orange picking session at home? Where 

was the confidence with which she led the younger 

children through the secret trail? Why was her 

complex understanding of classifying, sorting, and 

distributing invisible during free play at school? I 

wondered if the teacher knew that Carmelita was in 

fact highly competent in sorting, classifying, taking on 

leadership roles, showing respect for nature, and 
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cognizant of the pressures that poverty and mobility 

put on her family. Is it possible that in many 

preschools, children are in play environments but not 

playing! In this narrative, I present my reflections on 

this phenomenon.  

Educational play has been defined as an innate, 

pleasurable, purposeful, multi-layered, culture

open-ended, diverse, and complex teaching and 

learning tool that is driven by intrinsic motivation 

within the player. It is widely acknowledged that 

children’s play leads to social-emotional development 

and proficiency in school readiness skills. Preschool 

teachers around the globe painstakingly populate play 

environments aiming to harness children’s innate 

playfulness so that children use their curious m

construct their own learning. Children subsequently 

spend significant time in schools exploring various 

parts of the classrooms and outdoor play spaces.  

Simply put, the play process includes three major 

inter-related steps. First, the teacher crea

environments with intentionality and purpose, then 

children engage with the environment, peers, adults, 

and objects that scaffold their play and finally, 

repeated playful engagement leads to learning and 

school readiness in young children. While t

makes academic sense and has been used successfully 

in many early childhood settings, a question lingers: 

are all children learning through play-based learning 

environments?  If the response to that question is not a 

firm “yes” then we must explore the missing links that 

stymie the leap from educational play to learning. 

Young children typically learn through 

manipulation, exploration, experimentation, trial and 

rty and mobility 

put on her family. Is it possible that in many 

preschools, children are in play environments but not 

reflections on 

Educational play has been defined as an innate, 

layered, culture-driven, 

ended, diverse, and complex teaching and 

learning tool that is driven by intrinsic motivation 

within the player. It is widely acknowledged that 

emotional development 

and proficiency in school readiness skills. Preschool 

teachers around the globe painstakingly populate play 

environments aiming to harness children’s innate 

playfulness so that children use their curious minds to 

construct their own learning. Children subsequently 

spend significant time in schools exploring various 

parts of the classrooms and outdoor play spaces.  

Simply put, the play process includes three major 

related steps. First, the teacher creates play 

environments with intentionality and purpose, then 

children engage with the environment, peers, adults, 

and objects that scaffold their play and finally, 

repeated playful engagement leads to learning and 

school readiness in young children. While this process 

makes academic sense and has been used successfully 

in many early childhood settings, a question lingers: 

based learning 

environments?  If the response to that question is not a 

lore the missing links that 

stymie the leap from educational play to learning.  

Young children typically learn through 

manipulation, exploration, experimentation, trial and 

error, observation, and meaningful social 

interactions with peers, adults, or mate

these learning processes or the children’s 

environment is ineffective or deficit, then it follows 

that a child’s learning, school readiness skills, and 

healthy social-emotional development is 

compromised. If play is accepted as an innate 

tendency, then we are compelled to look at 

environmental factors that create a play deficit in 

children. Play deficits can be caused by a number of 

environmental factors related to high

in schools, inadequate teacher preparation, school 

priorities and so on. Many of these are widely 

acknowledged in scholarly and popular publications. 

 

Who holds the power and control over a play 

setting? 

The power and control exerted by the 

teachers and schools’ plays an important role in 

creating a play deficit in children. While classrooms 

are designed to encourage “free and unstructured” 

play, in reality the classroom environments are 

heavily controlled by the teachers. They control 

which areas are open for exploration and how long a 

child may stay in one center before they are required 

to move on. Classroom designs control the group 

size and group composition that is permitted during 

play. The power to make changes to the play 

structure, content, and environment rests mainly 

with the teacher.  This is in sta

child’s play environment at home. Going back to 

Carmelita’s anecdote, the children made all the 

decisions within broad boundaries of behavior that 

were spelled out by the parents. The children had a 

clear understanding of the consequence

the commercial quality fruit. They appreciated that 

their parents got paid when they picked fruits. At an 

early age, they appreciated the fact that their 

family’s financial well-being depended on 

harvesting specific quality of oranges. Childre

controlled the location for play, the duration, and the 

size of the play group. They freely made their own 

rules that were considered fair by all the children. 

Finally, there was minimal and indirect adult 

intervention or explicit control over children’s

error, observation, and meaningful social 

interactions with peers, adults, or materials. If one of 

these learning processes or the children’s 

environment is ineffective or deficit, then it follows 

that a child’s learning, school readiness skills, and 

emotional development is 

compromised. If play is accepted as an innate 

endency, then we are compelled to look at 

environmental factors that create a play deficit in 

children. Play deficits can be caused by a number of 

environmental factors related to high-stakes testing 

in schools, inadequate teacher preparation, school 

ities and so on. Many of these are widely 

acknowledged in scholarly and popular publications.  

Who holds the power and control over a play 

The power and control exerted by the 

teachers and schools’ plays an important role in 

it in children. While classrooms 

are designed to encourage “free and unstructured” 

play, in reality the classroom environments are 

heavily controlled by the teachers. They control 

which areas are open for exploration and how long a 

nter before they are required 

to move on. Classroom designs control the group 

size and group composition that is permitted during 

play. The power to make changes to the play 

structure, content, and environment rests mainly 

with the teacher.  This is in stark contrast to the 

child’s play environment at home. Going back to 

Carmelita’s anecdote, the children made all the 

decisions within broad boundaries of behavior that 

were spelled out by the parents. The children had a 

clear understanding of the consequences of picking 

the commercial quality fruit. They appreciated that 

their parents got paid when they picked fruits. At an 

early age, they appreciated the fact that their 

being depended on 

harvesting specific quality of oranges. Children 

controlled the location for play, the duration, and the 

size of the play group. They freely made their own 

rules that were considered fair by all the children. 

Finally, there was minimal and indirect adult 

intervention or explicit control over children’s play 
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choices. Children seemed energetic and joyful as 

they designed their authentic play experiences.  

Clearly, constructivism works when children 

are given the power and control to construct their 

own learning freely. Thus, for educational play to 

yield the expected outcomes, institutions like 

schools in general and teachers and parents 

specifically must yield greater control to the 

children. There is a need to redistribute power over 

play in favor of children. 

 

What forms of knowledge are considered valid 

and valuable? 

There are implicit ways in which educational 

institutions expect children to demonstrate their 

competencies. A preschool aged child who can write 

his/her name in English using paper and pencil;  

identify objects in pictures; count from 1-100; 

recognize, write, and sound out alphabets; follow 

two or three step directions and so on is seen as 

making reasonable progress towards school 

readiness. Mastering these skills is considered valid 

and valuable learning. Teachers drill these skills in 

children in the hope that proficiency in these skills 

will lead to success in elementary schools.  

In the fervor to teach valid knowledge, teachers fail 

to recognize that children may demonstrate similar 

skills and understanding in ways that are not widely 

accepted as valid or acknowledged as valuable. 

 Thus, the skills and knowledge some 

children bring to the table are often snubbed, 

ignored, and overlooked. Instead, children are 

pushed to comply with what is considered a standard 

and therefore a desirable way to exhibit skills 

considered necessary for school readiness. Though 

Carmelita had acquired the skills to sort, classify, 

divide and so on, the context (orange grove)  in 

which she demonstrated these skills was invisible to 

the teacher. On the contrary, Carmelita’s marked 

apathy as she dabbled with the beads during free 

play could be decoded as limited proficiency in 

sorting and classifying skills.  

If we increase the scope of what we accept as 

valuable and valid behaviors, we will allow many 

more children to claim success and proficiency 

through play.  This may be especially true for 

children from diverse backgrounds and abilities. The 

sense of empowerment claimed by children is likely 

to further energize children’s play. 

In order to let a child’s innate tendency to 

play flourish, schools should take a hard look at the 

quantity and quality of control that surrounds 

children’s play as well as widen the scope of what is 

considered a valid way to demonstrate learning.   
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Lessons from Dalian, China 

By Deb Lawrence 

 

Over the last several years my concern with 

the lack of play in early childhood and primary 

grade settings has increased exponentially.  The 

failure to acknowledge that play is the foundation 

for all future learning is in direct opposition to child 

development theories, including those of  Bruner, 

Dewey, Froebel, Montessori, Piaget, and Vygotsky. 

In addition, this failure disregards child 

development principles and developmental 

milestones, and seems indifferent to longitudinal 

studies that demonstrate the strong correlation 

between play and learning (Bracy & Stellar, 2003; 

Bredekamp & Copple, 2009; Gesell Institute, 2012; 

Mooney, 2000; Smith, 2009). Each day in 

classrooms across the nation, young children are 

facing unrealistic, inappropriate age or grade level 

expectations, testing as the only measure of 

assessment, an absence of learning that aligns with 

child development principles, and punishment of 

schools by reductions in funding as a punitive 

measure. All of this while there is movement to 

increase opportunities to build 21
st
 Century skills 

that emphasize the development of creativity, 

problem solving, critical thinking, cooperative, and 

collaborative skills (P21, Partnership for 21st 

Century Learning All these skills are mastered 

through playful learning and child initiated play. 

  Not only is play disappearing from 

classrooms and playgrounds, it is also disappearing 

from homes and neighborhoods. I attribute much of 

this devaluing of play to policies such as No Child 

Left Behind and Race to the Top.  Another 

contributing factor to the devaluing of play has been 

an over emphasis on child safety that has stripped 

playgrounds of swings and physically challenging 

equipment. This has created organizational climates 

where safety is paramount, at the detriment of 

healthy child development. Furthermore, this 

overemphasis on safety, most likely due to the fear 

of litigation, has influenced adult behavior and 

prompted them to be overly cautious, inhibiting 

children’s physical development by limiting 

opportunities for running, jumping, climbing, 

acceptable risk taking, and other essential physical 

activities.. Though the role of adults is to ensure 

children are provided a safe and healthy 

environment, the pendulum has swung too far to the 

cautious side and is negatively impacting child 

development. So when did the value of play 

disappear? I believe it is grounded in what Bev Bos 

calls, “Childhood Amnesia” (Bos, 1994). This 

phenomenon can be highlighted through an activity 

that I do frequently in professional development 

sessions.  

When conducting professional development 

sessions with educators or parents, I often ask 

participants to remember where they played as 

children. I always find it inspiring to see the joy that 

appears on their faces as they recall their favorite 

play space. Almost always, these favorite play 

spaces occurred outdoors for long periods of time, 

unrestricted by adults, and structured purely by 

imagination and creativity. These rich child initiated 

play opportunities strengthen the approaches to 

learning, such as curiosity, exploration, discovery, 

pleasure, repetition, and mastery (Perry, n.d.).  They 

provide opportunities for children to gain confidence 

in their abilities, support the development of self-

esteem, self-regulation, creativity, imagination, 

problem solving, critical thinking, risk taking, and 

working well with others. These play experiences 



 

Page 19 

 

help children develop approaches to learning that 

equip them with essential tools necessary for 

academic success (Hyson, 2012).  Recently, I found 

cause for hope and was witness to a model 

educational programs that reinstated challenging and 

active play on playgrounds and that provide, “ the 

illusion of risk” (Bos, 1994). 

In 2013 and again in July of 2015, I was 

invited to China to conduct week long professional 

development sessions with Chinese Kindergarten 

teachers and Directors.  In China, Kindergarten 

begins at year three and goes through year five. 

After Kindergarten, children enter the primary grade 

system. There are three types of Kindergartens in 

China, fully publicly funded, fully privately funded, 

and private funding, supplemented by a local teacher 

education (Normal) University. My experiences in 

visiting a Kindergarten in Dalian inspired this article 

and brought to light how early childhood programs 

can provide challenging outdoor play environments 

that provide levels of acceptable risk, develop the 

approaches to learning, and strengthen the 

development of 21
st
 Century skills, all while 

ensuring children are safe.  

I began my exploration of the Kindergarten 

playground by walking from area to area with no 

children present and then revisited the playground 

when children were outside playing. During my 

initial exploration of the playground, I was struck by 

the range of equipment and physical challenges. The 

playground space was divided into zones of play. 

When children were on the playground, each zone 

was supervised by at least one teacher. This teacher 

might have planned an activity for her/his particular 

area or might be responsible for supervision of the 

area. Children decided where they chose to play. 

Each day children visited the playground for one 

hour morning and afternoon.  

 

The Sand and Water Zone 

The sandbox area provided both sensory and 

physical activities. The structure not only provided 

shade, but a climbing area within the large sandbox. 

The shallow water area provided both a cool place to 

play, but increased the physical challenge by having 

bamboo ladders across the pool.  I observed a child 

attempting to cross the ladder. He first tried sitting 

down and scooting, then crawling across the slats to 

get to the other side. The teachers shared with me 

that some of the children have been able to stand, 

balance, and move across the ladder. If someone 

falls in the water, the drop is insignificant, a teacher 

is always monitoring, and they have spare clothes to 

change children into. It is open each playground 

period and children can attempt it as often as they 

choose. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Block or Construction Zone 

Child size wheelbarrows were available for 

block delivery. Children determined their roles, who 

would deliver the blocks, who would build, and who 

would carry the blocks.  The block storage and the 

block building area were about thirty feet apart. This 

distance allowed children plenty of physical activity 

as they filled the wheelbarrows with blocks (each 

block weighed about ½ lb.) and navigated the 

wheelbarrow while delivering the blocks to the 

builders. In the hour I was on the playground, no 

child fell while trying to use the wheelbarrow or 

while running to deliver the blocks. Teachers were 

present, but did not interfere with the play. Those 

who were building demonstrated great spatial 

reasoning, creativity, and a high level of 

cooperation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Dramatic Play Zone 

As soon as children arrived at the 

playground, several children branched off and went 

Approaches to Learning – Risk taking, 

perseverance, attention, pleasure, independence, 

intrinsic motivation, confidence, competence 
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into the multipurpose room. Here they began 

working together to bring large cardboard boxes 

onto the playground. As some children brought out 

the boxes, others worked together to set up the 

boxes to create a maze. Again, teachers were 

available, but did not interfere. These four and five 

year olds discussed the plan and worked together to 

construct the maze, stopping often to confer and 

make decisions. Once all the pieces had been 

constructed, children began navigating the maze 

they had set up.  Once everyone had mastered the 

maze, they constructed a new one.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Climbing Zone 

From rock climbing walls to climbing 

structures, to rope and tire walls, each area pr

an array of physical challenges. Teachers supervised 

and would follow children’s lead within their zoned 

area, moving as children moved.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Physical Challenge Zone   

From obstacle courses to suspended ropes 

and bridges and various balancing challenges, the 

physical challenge zone provided many 

opportunities for children to develop coordination, 

risk taking, and spatial awareness. I saw teachers 

encouraging children, I saw their peers developing 

delayed gratification and self-regulation skills as 

they waited their turns. I saw children celebrating 

others success by clapping and cheering for their 

peers. This area really demonstrated a caring 

Approaches to Learning – Interest, pleasure, 

intrinsic motivation, attention, cooperation, 

problem solving, creativity, initiative 

 

21
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problem solving 
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independence, competence, confidence, 
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into the multipurpose room. Here they began 

working together to bring large cardboard boxes 

onto the playground. As some children brought out 

ether to set up the 

boxes to create a maze. Again, teachers were 

available, but did not interfere. These four and five 

year olds discussed the plan and worked together to 

construct the maze, stopping often to confer and 

had been 

constructed, children began navigating the maze 

they had set up.  Once everyone had mastered the 

From rock climbing walls to climbing 

structures, to rope and tire walls, each area provided 

an array of physical challenges. Teachers supervised 

and would follow children’s lead within their zoned 

From obstacle courses to suspended ropes 

and bridges and various balancing challenges, the 

physical challenge zone provided many 

opportunities for children to develop coordination, 

risk taking, and spatial awareness. I saw teachers 

saw their peers developing 

regulation skills as 

they waited their turns. I saw children celebrating 

others success by clapping and cheering for their 

peers. This area really demonstrated a caring 

community of learners that we

peers overcoming barriers and fears. 

Watching the child on the ropes, he struggled with 

the physical task, but demonstrated perseverance as 

he found his balance and completed the rope 

activity. Again, not much danger as the activity

supervised by the teacher and the bottom rope was 

inches off the ground, but challenging all the same.  

The obstacle course was very impressive. As 

children navigated each obstacle, the teacher 

monitored the jump off point. The height of the 

jump took courage. Some children easily navigated 

the obstacle course and the jump, while others took 

more time. No one rushed the tasks, the children 

were sensitive to others feelings, and again 

celebrated when a child completed a task that was 

new. As I watched, one little boy was very hesitant. 

The other children and teachers gave him the time 

he needed. As he wobbled on top of the jump off, 

the teacher was ready to help and as he lost his 

balance, she grabbed him, hugged him, and 

encouraged him to try again. Af

was ready to try again. The teacher was available, 

but let him find his balance. He jumped and all the 

children clapped. He got up with a huge smile on his 

face and ran back in line to do it again. 

Out of all of these, my favorite a

the barrel activity. There were four colorful barrels, 

each holding a child. The fifth child stood in a small 

hoola hoop in the center of the barrels with a Velcro 

vest that had balls attached to it. The child held a 

Interest, pleasure, 

intrinsic motivation, attention, cooperation, 

collaboration, leadership, self-

ng, creativity, 

risk taking, interest, 

pleasure, intrinsic motivation, persistence, initiative, 

ependence, competence, confidence, 

self direction and motivation 
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community of learners that were excited about their 

peers overcoming barriers and fears.  

Watching the child on the ropes, he struggled with 

the physical task, but demonstrated perseverance as 

he found his balance and completed the rope 

activity. Again, not much danger as the activity was 

supervised by the teacher and the bottom rope was 

inches off the ground, but challenging all the same.   

The obstacle course was very impressive. As 

children navigated each obstacle, the teacher 

monitored the jump off point. The height of the 

k courage. Some children easily navigated 

the obstacle course and the jump, while others took 

more time. No one rushed the tasks, the children 

were sensitive to others feelings, and again 

celebrated when a child completed a task that was 

one little boy was very hesitant. 

The other children and teachers gave him the time 

he needed. As he wobbled on top of the jump off, 

the teacher was ready to help and as he lost his 

balance, she grabbed him, hugged him, and 

encouraged him to try again. After a few seconds, he 

was ready to try again. The teacher was available, 

but let him find his balance. He jumped and all the 

children clapped. He got up with a huge smile on his 

face and ran back in line to do it again.  

Out of all of these, my favorite activity was 

the barrel activity. There were four colorful barrels, 

each holding a child. The fifth child stood in a small 

hoola hoop in the center of the barrels with a Velcro 

vest that had balls attached to it. The child held a 
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blow up mallet and would try to bop a child on the 

head as they were grabbing a ball. The rule was that 

if the child made it back into the barrel, they were 

safe.  

The game was great to watch, all children 

were having great fun.  Those in the barrels had to 

use problem solving and critical thinking to time 

when it was safe to grab a ball. The child with the 

blow up bopper had to try and time when a child 

might try to grab a ball.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As I reflect on the Dalian playground I 

wonder if our good intentions, of keeping 

safe and getting them “ready” for kindergarten have 

unintended consequences that impede children’s 

development. The Dalian kindergarten had a 

physically challenging environment that had safety 

measures in place. Children had rich experiences 

that provided extensive opportunities for them to 

develop both approaches to learning and 21

Century learning skills. Children were adequately 

supervised and most equipment was low to the 

ground with many of the materials being low cost.  I 
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attention, persistence, initiative, self-regulation, 

competence, confidence, perseverance, risk taking

 

21
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y to bop a child on the 

head as they were grabbing a ball. The rule was that 

if the child made it back into the barrel, they were 

The game was great to watch, all children 

were having great fun.  Those in the barrels had to 

ritical thinking to time 

when it was safe to grab a ball. The child with the 

blow up bopper had to try and time when a child 

As I reflect on the Dalian playground I 

wonder if our good intentions, of keeping children 

safe and getting them “ready” for kindergarten have 

unintended consequences that impede children’s 

development. The Dalian kindergarten had a 

physically challenging environment that had safety 

measures in place. Children had rich experiences 

provided extensive opportunities for them to 

develop both approaches to learning and 21
st
 

Century learning skills. Children were adequately 

supervised and most equipment was low to the 

ground with many of the materials being low cost.  I 

challenge us to rethink how we design and equip our 

outdoor space and hope that you will take some 

lessons from Dalian. 
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Connections, Trees, Education and Early 

Childhood Development in the 21
st
 Century 

By Nicolene du Preez 

 

I am the Lorax. I speak for the trees. I speak for the 

trees for the trees have no tongues. 

-Dr. Seuss, The Lorax- 

 

Trees are magnificent symbols of education 

and childhood development. Think for a moment 

how we plant and care for young trees. Young trees 

must be nurtured to grow healthy and strong. Just 

enough water and sunlight, not too much and not too 

little is needed. The right amount of fertilizer will 

give them a boost. These conditions are used to help 

these little seedlings to become young trees. There 

comes a time that the bag or pot they were planted in 

becomes too small and the only way for the young 

tree to survive is to be replanted directly into the 

ground. This however is a delicate process and a 

crucial stage in the development of the young tree’s 

life.  

What should be considered as important 

guidelines for planting a tree? Refer to the following 

criteria: 

1. Location 

The right location is crucial for a tree to 

grow to its optimal potential. Trees are all different 

and have different special growth preferences due to 

their unique qualities. If too many trees are planted 

too close to one another there will be a constant 

competition for sunlight, water and food. When 

selecting a location it important to keep in mind the 

needs of each specific tree being planted to ensure a 

healthy future for the tree. 

2. Environment 

Climate change has forced many 

environments to adapt or die. It is important to 

realize that an environment once used for growing a 

specific tree might not be as conducive anymore. 

Planting trees in the right environment helps to 

ensure that they have a healthy foundation for 

growing and will allow them to settle their roots 

securely into the ground. When the right 

environment is chosen for a tree less energy will be 
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used to survive or adapt to climate change and more 

creative energy will be available to grow and 

flourish.  

3. Preparation 

Why all the preparation? Because, it's not 

about what it is, it's about what it can become -Dr. 

Seuss, The Lorax- 

Even with the ideal location and 

environment, the right amount of specific 

preparation will determine the growth and health of 

the tree. Preparation is a crucial factor that will 

ensure that the tree gets a head start. During the 

preparation stage it is important to take into account 

that the tree that is going to be planted is still young 

and fragile. This is a crucial stage as the young tree 

is moved from its initial environment and location 

into new circumstances with various new 

conditions. It is of critical importance that this 

transition stage is made as painless and unsettling as 

possible for the young tree. Preparing the ground for 

the new tree needs to take into consideration the 

right amount of space, nutrition and care for the tree 

to adapt to its new environment.  

 “Catch! calls the Once-ler. 

He lets something fall. 

It's a Truffula Seed. 

It's the last one of all! 

You're in charge of the last of the Truffula Seeds. 

And Truffula Trees are what everyone needs. 

Plant a new Truffula. Treat it with care. 

Give it clean water. And feed it fresh air. 

Grow a forest. Protect it from axes that hack. 

Then the Lorax 

and all of his friends 

may come back”. 

-Dr. Seuss, The Lorax- 

  

No matter if you plant the tree by yourself or 

with your family, friends, club, class or scout 

members, you will want to use proper tree planting 

procedures - to make sure the tree has the best 

chance for a long life. The following steps are 

important to follow when planting a tree 

(www.kidsface.org):  Use proper tree planting tree 

procedures: 

 

1. Dig the hole as deep as the rootball and twice as 

wide. The roots connect the tree to everything that is 

essential for it to grow. The roots also ensure 

stability and safety for the tree. 

2. Check to see if the soil around the wall of the hole 

is packed too hard - if it is, loosen it up a bit with a 

shovel or a spoon. Identifying the specific needs of 

your tree will ensure appropriate early care without 

unnecessary intervention. By using the right tools 

the tree can be planted with no unnecessary back 

logs.  

3. Remove the container from the rootball. The roots 

are like the tree's blood vessels and they work best if 

they are not all twisted and knotted up, so you might 

need to gently straighten them out if they are 

circling around after having grown in the container. 

This helps the tree to find its new growing paths to 

ensure that the tree roots use the earth below as an 

infinite growing space. 

4. Place the young tree in the hole, making sure the 

soil is at the same level around the tree as when the 

tree grew in the container. If your tree has burlap 

around the rootball, place the tree in the hole and 

then carefully untie the burlap. Leave the burlap 

lying in the bottom of the hole (this is Okay - the 

burlap will simply turn into organic matter over a 

period of time). 

5. Fill in around the roots with nutrient rich soil.  

Gently pack the soil with your hands to make sure 

that there are no air pockets. Eliminating air pockets 

provide the tree with a solid and compacted 

foundation to grow in.  

6. Make a little dam around the base of the tree as 

wide as the hole with left over soil or grass clumps 

to hold in the water. There is no point in trying to 

water the tree deeply to its roots if the water keeps 

on flowing away. Make use of sustainable ideas to 

keep the water around the tree until the tree used 

what is needed from the bottom to the top.  

7.  Give the new tree a good soaking of water to 

help settle it into its new home. However, monitor 

the amount of water not to drown your tree while it 

is still young. 

8. Remember the "One In A Million" Promise. 

Every tree that is planted is unique and is one in a 
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million. No matter how many trees planted there is 

no one tree that are the same. 

9. Need more help? Contact your state or 

community forester listed in your telephone 

directory or call your local nursery for help and / or 

advice. Remember than there are always experts in 

the field that are willing to assist. Prevention is 

always better that cure. 

 

But now," says the Once-ler, "now that you're here, 

the word of the Lorax seems perfectly clear. 

UNLESS someone like you cares a whole awful lot, 

nothing is going to get better. It's not. 

-Dr. Seuss, The Lorax- 

 

As an early childhood educator, I speak for 

the children, because children are small and their 

voices are soft and unless we take care of our 

children and the way they develop, nothing is going 

to change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unpacking this analogy of the connections 

between the healthy growth of trees to early 

childhood development is helpful in understanding 

the organic process of learning and development. 

Consider the following connections between the 

growth and development of a tree to the growth and 

development of a child: 

The key questions are how does this analogy 

relate to education and early childhood 

development? What does the analogy mean for us as 

educators? And how might policy have an impact on 

different locations, learning environments, and 

preparation? 

 

Location 

It is argued that teachers should help learners 

reach autonomy through guidance and purposefully 

planned learning environments that will route the 

child to adulthood.  Should learning environments 

not then take into account both the needs and the 

urges of the young child?  By being aware of the 

individuality of each child, and by applying an 

integrated approach when creating the learning 

environment, which takes the child into account as a 

whole, it is definite that happy and inquisitive, 

lifelong learners will be created.  According to De 

Witt (2013:216) children can be motivated by 

appealing to the urge of self-assertion with remarks 

such as: “Wow, your work is amazing; I love the 

detail you added to your picture; I can really see you 

are working hard; Keep it up, I know you can make 

something even more creative.”  These remarks 

spark a connection between the child and the 

learning environment; a connection of inspiration 

and perseverance that will lead to greater 

expectations. 

 

Learning Environments 

What if learning environments were more 

placid?  Imagine all learning environments 

connecting children socially, emotionally, physically 

and cognitively.  What if learning environment 

formed part of a plan to connect education to each 

child’s preference?  What if learning environments 

enhanced the connections between learning and the 

learning experience? 

According to the Centre of Innovations in 

Learning, the latest in education is asking us to teach 

our students to create their own questions, do their 

own research, and form their own conclusions with 

their learning.  However, are learning environments 

conducive to adhere to these high expectations?   

As mentioned earlier trees have different needs to 

grow and develop. The same applies to children, 

they also have different needs. De Witt (2013:214-

215) states that it is the role of the teacher is to have 
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knowledge of the young child and that the teacher 

should know what the needs of the young child is: 

• Need for acceptance 

• Need for success 

• Need for security 

• Need for sympathy 

• Need for love 

 

Need for acceptance 

Learning environments should foster 

equality and acceptance.  Children should be able to 

connect learning to learning environment where 

everyone is socially, emotionally, physically and 

cognitively accepted.  If children learn in 

environments that foster self acceptance it is easy 

for children to learn how to accept others, keeping in 

mind that at the heart of learning lays social 

interaction and that children predominantly learn 

from each other.  It is important for children to 

accept who they are and make social connections. 

 

The need for success 

The need for success can instantaneously 

connect or disconnect the child from the learning 

environment. Every child has the need to be 

someone; someone who can achieve something.  

Learning environments should foster the need by 

allowing a sense of achievement.  Children mostly 

encounter failure at school and this allows for 

negative connections to learning.  These connections 

foster resistance towards the learning environment 

and productive learning.  Learning environments 

should ensure positive experiences that will allow 

building the learners’ self confidence. 

 

The need for security 

Children that feel safe will be able to learn.  When 

children feel insecure they are in constant fight or 

flight and the brain rejects learning to take place in 

the pre frontal cortex.  Children need to feel safe 

socially, emotionally, physically and cognitively.  

Learning environments should never be associated 

with stress and anxiety.  

 

 

 

The need for sympathy 

Children need to feel that they are being understood.  

Children need to feel that the learning environments 

that they learn in, understands who they are.  

Learning environments should not place intentional 

or unintentional high demands on children.  

Children that are crying and moaning all the time 

might just be saying that the learning environment 

needs to change.  Teachers should remember that 

children are individuals and they need to be treated 

as such. 

 

The need for love 

“Here is my secret. It is very simple: It is only with 

the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is 

invisible to the eye”, an excerpt from the Little 

Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry.   

All human beings need love.  Love is a 

crucial ingredient in the recipe of creating successful 

learning environments.  Children that does not feel 

loved will look for love elsewhere and often try to 

force the teachers or friends in a negative manner to 

love them (De Witt 2013;215). 

 

Preparation 

The same as identifying the right fertilizer in 

preparation for a specific tree, it is equally important 

for educators to preparte by having the knowledge 

of what drives the young child. According to De 

Witt (2013:215-216) educators should have 

knowledge of the following aspects that drives each 

individual:  

• Play 

• Curiosity 

• Construction 

• Collection 

• Destruction 

• Spirit of adventure 

• Self assertion 

 

Knowledge of the child’s needs and 

knowledge of what drives the child can be seen as 

key connections between learning and creating 

effective learning environments.  Effective learning 

environments are key for learning, because the 

preschool teacher is charged, every day, with 
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observing children and communicating with them in 

ways that support their functioning, learning, and 

thinking in cognitive, social, physical, and 

emotional areas of development (Brenneman 

2011:3). 

 

Conclusion 

“The Lorax: Which way does a tree fall?  

The Once-ler: Uh, down?  

The Lorax: A tree falls the way it leans. Be careful 

which way you lean”. 

-Dr. Seuss, The Lorax- 

 

Reflecting on the words of Dr. Seuss we 

should be careful of the way we lean in education, 

we should be careful of the learning spaces we 

provide, the policies we write and of the global 

education culture we create, because a tree falls the 

way it leans.  
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The following article is written by Ross 

Thompson from Minneapolis, Minnesota.  The editors 
asked Ross a series of four questions and asked Ross to 
share with the PPPIF readership his thoughts and 
feelings.  Ross is a lead teacher at the Shirley G. Moore 
Laboratory School as well as an instructor for the Early 
Childhood program at the University of Minnesota.  See 
more about the happenings in Ross' class room 
here: http://www.cehd.umn.edu/icd/labschool/ 

 

An Interview 

By Ross Thompson 

 

What is an example of a high-quality play 

experience in your classroom?  What have you 

observed?  Please share an example of a situation 

you consider a high quality play experience, share 

a little story.  Any suggestions or strategies you 

feel are especially helpful? 

 

It was the beginning of a new year, and the 

children were excited to be back!  In my room of 3-, 

4-, and 5-year-olds, almost all of the children were 

returning for their second or third year at the Lab 

School.  Thus, many were quite familiar with the 

classroom, the daily routines, the teacher, and most 

of their peers.  However, this year also started with a 

few families that were completely new to the school 

– having none of the same connections that their 

classmates had.  This proved to be quite challenging 

for one student in particular -- Carl.   

Desperate to make friends within the first 

few weeks, Carl did whatever possible to “join” the 

play of his classmates: jumping right into the middle 

of an established story, grabbing and pulling a newly 

self-proclaimed “friend” unwillingly to his block 

structure, as well as shouting in the faces of the other 

children when they denied his request to share 

materials or let him join them – even after he, “asked 

nicely” to include him.   

After several failed attempts during the first 

few weeks, Carl became more visibly frustrated with 

his lack of connection.  However, his resiliency 

remained strong.  One morning, a “seal tank” came 

to exist in the block area, with room for just two 

seals in the tank at a time.  “I want to be a seal, too!” 

Carl shouted in frustration, responding to the “but 
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there’s not more room” comment from his 

classmates.  Then one simple addition to the play 

changed everything. 

Seeing an opportunity to expand the story, I 

brought Carl over to the unit block shelf and said, 

“I’ve got lots of fish over here at the fish store.”  

The current-seals excitedly clapped their flippers.  

Frustration quickly transformed to excitement.  He 

ran over, and grabbed as many blocks as he could 

fit into his arms.  However, before handing over the 

blocks, he thought of a way to become an integral 

part of the story – a seal trainer! “You have to do a 

trick before you get a fish, seals!”  He barely 

finished his sentence before the seals started 

clapping and barking – smiling and laughing the 

entire time.  The fish were delivered, and a new 

version of the story emerged.  Friendships quickly 

formed.  This group continued to seek each other 

out for the rest of the week, recreating the seal tank, 

getting the fish, thinking of new tricks to perform.  

The exuberance of this new play-theme intrigued 

many of the other children, and by the following 

week, nearly the entire class became part of the seal 

play.  Seals later turned in to penguins, which then 

turned into zoos, which ended up fueling our 

dramatic play stories for most of our fall session.   

Many times, high-quality play experiences 

start small, and can be easily overlooked or 

dismissed.  However, when given the right time, 

space, materials, and/or modeling, what starts small 

can grow into stories that last weeks.  Even the 

tallest, strongest trees must start as a small seed.  

All play has the potential to be high-quality, it takes 

a thoughtful and knowledgeable observer to see that 

potential and nurture it as needed.   

 

What do you learn as a teacher by observing 

children during those play experiences? 

 

As teachers, it is our job to closely observe, 

authentically assess, and create curriculum based on 

our reflections and evaluations.  However, the 

nuances of development are so subtle and unique to 

each child that trying to lead whole-class lessons to 

teach specific skills can prove “challenging” to say 

the least.   “Please keep your hands to yourself.”  

“Sit down – crisscross applesauce.”  “Put a bubble 

in your mouth.”  Often times, and especially for 

younger children, we believe that there are two 

parts to the day: lesson time and free-play time.  

However, there is so much valuable learning that 

occurs during high-quality play experiences – both 

self-directed as well as lightly teacher-facilitated – 

that it can, and should, be at the core of every early 

childhood program. 

Of my class’ three-hour day, a third of that 

time is reserved for free play.  Teachers guide and 

model as needed, however we truly believe and 

trust in letting the children dive deep into their 

creative stories, which strengthens the bedrock that 

is the social community we try to create within our 

room.  Children are amazingly talented at 

negotiating and caring for one another, and although 

they may need some initial modeling related to 

language or strategies to begin expanding their 

social/collaborative play (going from preoperational 

to concrete operational thinking according to 

Piaget), I have seen children helping one another 

develop these skills while engaging in play, time 

and time again.  

Children need time to get into these deep, 

high-quality, play situations…or so I’ve learned.  

When play was limited to just 15-20min chunks of 

the day in my class, the children were still only 

setting up their play structures and stories when it 

was time to stop and move on to the next part of the 

day.   

It is through play that I have observed 

children’s development move forward by leaps and 

bounds.  As children are fully engaged in their play, 

I have observed them make new connections: 

generalizing and transferring their knowledge in 

new and novel ways, and showing me their 

understanding of their world.  By closely observing 

children at play, teachers can authentically assess 

the children’s true levels of development and 

content knowledge.   

What I have learned by participating in and 

carefully observing high-quality play experiences is 

to trust the ability levels of children.  I am 

continually reminded of what they can do!  They 

can work together.  They can make friends.  They 
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can express their feelings, emotions, and ideas. 

They can create and tell extremely fanciful, 

creative, and inclusive stories that create 

opportunities for many children to be a part of the 

play.  They can advocate for themselves; saying in a 

kind and friendly way that they just want to play 

independently or in a small group that still allows 

others to feel respected, while still honoring their 

own feelings.  In my classroom, you don’t have to 

be friends with everyone, but you do have to be 

friendly towards everyone.  They can solve difficult 

problems – independently, as well as when working 

with a group.  They can come to believe in their 

own efficacy as a “thinker” and a “learner.”   

 

What do you think or know children learn from 

that type of experience? 

First and foremost, the emotional and social 

development that takes place during play is 

foundational for all areas of later development.  So 

often, adults see play as just play, but it is so much 

more than that!  Play is the time were children 

practice all the new skills they have learned in a way 

that is enjoyable, meaningful, “safe,” and relevant to 

their lives.  (I used “safe” because I also believe that 

children need to take risks; challenging not only 

their physical bodies, but also pushing their 

emotional, social, creative, and cognitive 

competencies, as well.  But the discussion of 

importance of taking risk, as well as the 

conversation about risk vs. hazard, will have to be 

for another time.)   Play creates opportunities for 

children to explore and strengthen a newly budding 

connection, and then invites it to blossom into a 

friendship that can last a lifetime (as I have reports 

from a few families that continue to remain in 

contact nearly 10 years after their time together in 

my preschool classroom).   And even if their 

friendships only lasts that school year, a few months, 

or even just for the day, seeing that shared moment is 

one of the most rewarding parts of my job – knowing 

that internally this child feels cared for, honored, 

joyful, and confident.  And I believe it is that 

growing self-confidence and self-esteem that helps 

children become more ready for the multitude of 

other tasks that await them later in life.   

 

High-quality play is open-ended.  It’s flexible.  It’s 

ever-evolving.  However, there are rules – 

sometimes put in place by the adults (i.e. for 

safety…or possibly sanity!), and sometimes created 

and agreed upon by the children.   Rules are needed, 

and children learn many things from them – arguably 

one of the most important might be the 

reinforcement and fostering of executive function 

skills (e.g. delayed gratification, impulse control, 

cognitive flexibility).  By abiding the rules 

established for the day’s play, these skills are 

continually being promoted and supported.  If you 

want to be a member of the group, you have to figure 

out strategies that work for the group.  An internal 

dialogue may sound something like this: “I really 

want to use that truck that she has right now.  But if I 

take it away from her, she will get mad…and then 

she might not want me to play with her any more.  

What did I do before that worked?  Oh yeah, I 

remember asking before just taking.  I’ll try that.  

(Now, out loud and to the child with the truck) Hey, 

can I use that truck?  (Internal) Oh, she said no!  Oh 

man, that makes me so mad, I’ll just push her down 

and take it.  Wait, that didn’t work last time.  The 

teacher stopped me and said it is not okay to push 

people down and take their toys.  Pushing hurts.  

They said I should ask to use it when they’re down 

with it! (Out loud) Can I use it when you’re done?  

(Internal) She said yes!  Okay, I can play with these 

stuffed puppies until she is done.”  Of course, that 

takes a lot of practice, but play helps create 

situations for children to learn and practice…and 

practice…and practice! those skills.   

 

What do you think are some difficulties your 

parents have regarding the use of play in the 

classroom?  (Maybe they totally support play and 

you could talk about parents’ views from that 

positive perspective.) 

I think often times many parents are quick to 

dismiss play, feeling like there is not enough 

“learning” taking place or that we are “wasting” 

time that could be used for increasing academic 

content knowledge.  And that’s partially 

understandable.  As adults, what we remember 
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about school is learning “the facts” – the ABC’s, the 

123’s, the multi-derivative calc…wait, maybe not 

that so much!  So going to preschool is the chance 

to learn (or “memorize”) those facts earlier…and by 

that rationale help the child become smarter and 

better equipped for all the knowledge that awaits 

them in elementary school.   

What adults forget, don't realize, and even 

take for granted, is all the skill development that has 

to happen in the other domains before, as well as 

simultaneously with, their child’s cognitive 

development.  What I tell parents is this: Of course 

it would be great if your child is reading and easily 

counting to 100 when they leave my preschool 

classroom, and we’ll have lots of opportunities to 

practice and work on those skills.  But what I’m 

more concerned about supporting and fostering is 

your child’s emotional and social development, as 

well as their physical and creative development, 

too!  When your child leaves our classroom, I want 

to make sure they can: make friends, maintain 

friendships, express their feelings, sympathize, 

empathize, respond appropriately to the emotions of 

others, negotiate, compromise, resolve conflicts, 

stand up/advocate for themselves, regulate their 

own emotions/excitement, help remind others 

whom might be overly excited, feel like they 

belong, feel like someone (if not many) cares about 

them.  I want your child to have a strong sense of 

self-confidence and self-esteem.  I want your child 

to be willing to take risks, knowing and trusting that 

it is okay if things don’t go right the first, second, or 

seventh time.  We can always try again.  I want 

your child to see themselves as a problem solver. I 

want your child to be curious.  I want them to 

wonder.  I want them to inquire and question.  I 

want them to love music, as well as love both 

listening to and telling their own stories!   

And as adults, we forget that we had to 

“learn” all of those things some point, as well.  A 

goal of my preschool classroom is to help every 

child leave with skills that will help them interact 

with, question, discover, and be excited about the 

world that surrounds them!  Play is the best vehicle 

to help children do exactly that!  Play is vital for the 

development of all the domains, and as a thoughtful 

and intentional teacher, I will include opportunities 

to foster a child’s academic skills based on their 

current developmental level of that child.  In my 

classroom, we have time for lessons and 

instructions that introduce new content, however it 

is during high-quality play experiences where 

children really begin to transfer that knowledge and 

development a deeper understanding.   

Imagine, as an adult, you’re learning how to 

hit a golf ball for the first time.  Initially someone 

walks you through how to hold the club, how to 

rotate your hips and shoulders, how to keep your 

eyes on the ball, etc.  Then they ask you to practice 

hitting balls into a net.  But, that’s all you ever get 

to do – hit balls into the net.  No driving range.  No 

time on an actual course.  No outdoors.  No 

beverage cart!  Now ask yourself, do you think you 

would keep “playing” golf.  The same is true for 

children and an absence of play. 

And…if we really boil it down: play is fun!  

And that’s okay! 

 

For parents: How do you work with parents to 

help them understand the importance of play?  

What do you do to help parents understand play?  

Any tidbits or strategies you recommend? 

 

At our school, we have regular contact time 

with families, albeit brief some days.  The teachers 

are outside the school during the arrival time in the 

morning, as well as at the end of our day during 

dismissal: greeting families as they arrive, and 

helping bring children to and from their cars safely 

everyday.  Having even just 30 seconds to quickly 

check-in keeps us (the families and the teachers) in 

regular communication.  And if we need more time 

to discuss a question or concern, we may set aside a 

few minutes during that arrival or dismissal time, 

however if that’s not enough, we may set up another 

time outside of the school day to meet. We also 

have three conferences a year to talk about the goals 

and development of their child.  We encourage 

families to come in and observe their child (each 

classroom has an observation booth as to not disrupt 

the play or influence their child’s behavior).  We 

also have regular family events, at least one a 
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season, where families are encouraged to come and 

play with their child.  It is through all of these 

connection points that we help adults see the value 

and necessity of play in our program.   

To gain a quick and true understanding of 

play, I wish I could simply say, “Just read these two 

books, and you’ll get it!” or, “Buy my tapes, and 

you’re all set!”  Of course, reading and talking to 

teachers is a great way to gather new knowledge 

and understandings about how children 

development.  However, just like the children, you 

have to learn by doing.  Be hands on with your 

child.  Play with them.  Watch them play wit

others.  Listen to your child.  Give them limits.  

Become okay with saying “No” if you’re not 

already (however don’t always feel you have to use 

that as a first response).  Trust your child.  Believe 

in what they can do.  That doesn’t mean let them 

learn about electricity by sticking a fork into an 

outlet.   But help them figure out ways to try “hard” 

things.  Let them struggle.  Don’t give them the 

answers right away.  Because, when given enough 

time and the right materials, you’ll be amazed at 

what your child will be able to accomplish.  Also, 

push yourself to let them be on their own at times.   

Children are amazing, and are teachers themselves.  

Be open to being the student at times, as well.   As 

you challenge yourself to understand these points, I 

believe you’ll become a strong advocate for play, if 

you’re not already!   
 
 
Lyndall Miller, M.Ed., M.A.J.Ed., M.S.Ed. is the 

director of the Jewish Early Childhood Education 
Leadership Institute (JECELI), a collaboration between 
The Jewish Theological Seminar and Hebrew Union 
College-Jewish Institute of Religion.  

 

Jewish Play Possibilities: Discovering Invitations 

in a Cultural Context 

By Lyndall Miller 

  

I want to bring you to an unusual play space: 

Jewish texts, and not just the Five Books of Moses, 

but the Talmud (very much the Talmud). In my 

studies, I consistently come across scholars who say 

that the people who appear in its pages left room for 

us to join them in trying to understand what the 

season, where families are encouraged to come and 
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Lyndall Miller, M.Ed., M.A.J.Ed., M.S.Ed. is the 
director of the Jewish Early Childhood Education 
Leadership Institute (JECELI), a collaboration between 

inar and Hebrew Union 

Jewish Play Possibilities: Discovering Invitations 

I want to bring you to an unusual play space: 

Jewish texts, and not just the Five Books of Moses, 

but the Talmud (very much the Talmud). In my 

studies, I consistently come across scholars who say 

that the people who appear in its pages left room for 

join them in trying to understand what the 

written words are saying.  To me, that is an 

invitation to play. I should mention that the Talmud 

is the Oral Torah, sometimes called “The Torah in 

the Mouth”
1
. It originated in an unwritten form that 

was performed in a particular social context. The 

texts are obscure, requiring interactive study with 

someone else (usually a master teacher) to reveal 

their meanings and those who are interacting with 

them can come to very different conclusions! Even 

though they are written, they require dynamic 

dialogue, using emergent rules, to become activated 

for the individual and for the group.

like play to me, exploring what

questions, poking into where different ideas can take 

us if we dare to put them side by side, and usually 

engaging in this activity together. The Sages of the 

Talmud, while considering laws and very serious 

discussions about what it means to be an ideal 

human being, include talk about seven headed 

monsters in the study house, whit

in branches of myrtle in dreams, and tiny pigs that 

have to be smuggled out of Alexandria. These 

oddities arise because there is virtually nothing that 

cannot be questioned or “played out.” Where was 

Daniel while his colleagues were in th

furnace? That’s where the Alexandrian pigs come 

into the picture. If part of play is imagining 

possibilities, experimenting and taking risks, 

looking for unusual combinations and enjoying 

others’ explorations, I find it in the Talmud. The 

Sages had millennia to sharpen and enjoy their play 

skills. Those of us who continue to study these

                                                
1
 Jaffee, M. (2001). Torah in the Mouth: Writing and Oral 

Tradition in Palestinian Judaism, 200 BCE

New York: Oxford University Press.
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and those who are interacting with 

them can come to very different conclusions! Even 

written, they require dynamic 

dialogue, using emergent rules, to become activated 

the individual and for the group. So this feels 

like play to me, exploring what-ifs and crazy 

questions, poking into where different ideas can take 

hem side by side, and usually 

engaging in this activity together. The Sages of the 

Talmud, while considering laws and very serious 

discussions about what it means to be an ideal 

human being, include talk about seven headed 

monsters in the study house, white horses standing 

in branches of myrtle in dreams, and tiny pigs that 

have to be smuggled out of Alexandria. These 

oddities arise because there is virtually nothing that 

cannot be questioned or “played out.” Where was 

Daniel while his colleagues were in the fiery 

furnace? That’s where the Alexandrian pigs come 

into the picture. If part of play is imagining 

possibilities, experimenting and taking risks, 

looking for unusual combinations and enjoying 

others’ explorations, I find it in the Talmud. The 

millennia to sharpen and enjoy their play 

skills. Those of us who continue to study these texts 
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Tradition in Palestinian Judaism, 200 BCE-400 CE. 
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have the same opportunity.  

Play with materials can offer the same joys. 

If physical objects, and those who control them, 

allow for a variety of possibilities, I can try unusual 

combinations, create physical (rather than verbal) 

metaphors, as well as discovering humor in odd, 

surprising, discoveries. I can also share my 

processes, constructions, and conclusions with 

others, and learn from their experiences. In t

of materials, having a lot of time to invest is useful

as well. 

However, play with materials, like play in 

the Talmud, can be revelatory not only of a wealth 

of possibilities, but of self-understanding and core 

values. Drs. Walter Drew and Marcia L. Nell 

worked with a group of emerging Jewish early 

childhood education leaders in a program that I 

direct, providing a real-life adult experience of the 

play process with open-ended materials. In solo 

play, many became aware that we are asking 

children to know themselves in a more immediate 

way than we ask of ourselves. In cooperative play, 

we engaged in dialogues about possibilities and took 

risks with each other, learning the patterns of how 

we interacted. In reflecting on the experience, we 

talked about how perspectives on the “other” 

affected our work together, and how these 

perspectives and processes were changed as we 

found our group rhythm. We also spoke about the 

feeling of peacefulness that came from first 

centering ourselves, and the strong, even 

connections we felt with each other as we 

synchronized our play in groups. Many of the 

members of our community took the play 

experience back to their own programs or to 

conferences, and spoke of the enthusiasm and joy 

generated in these sessions. 

In this respect, again, play with materials is 

similar to “play” in the Talmud. In working through 

arguments, messages that are not at all obvious in 

the somewhat opaque language begin to reveal 

possible meanings. There are lists of personal 

qualities, interactional values, and communal norms 

that can be derived from its discussions. 

However, like play, it is best to discover 

them rather than to just read the lists. These are the 

Play with materials can offer the same joys. 

If physical objects, and those who control them, 

I can try unusual 

combinations, create physical (rather than verbal) 

metaphors, as well as discovering humor in odd, 

surprising, discoveries. I can also share my 

processes, constructions, and conclusions with 

others, and learn from their experiences. In the case 

of materials, having a lot of time to invest is useful 

However, play with materials, like play in 

the Talmud, can be revelatory not only of a wealth 

understanding and core 
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ended materials. In solo 

play, many became aware that we are asking 

know themselves in a more immediate 

way than we ask of ourselves. In cooperative play, 

we engaged in dialogues about possibilities and took 

risks with each other, learning the patterns of how 

we interacted. In reflecting on the experience, we 
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feeling of peacefulness that came from first 

centering ourselves, and the strong, even spiritual 

connections we felt with each other as we 

synchronized our play in groups. Many of the 

members of our community took the play 

experience back to their own programs or to 

conferences, and spoke of the enthusiasm and joy 

In this respect, again, play with materials is 

similar to “play” in the Talmud. In working through 

arguments, messages that are not at all obvious in 

language begin to reveal 

possible meanings. There are lists of personal 

nteractional values, and communal norms 

that can be derived from its discussions.  

However, like play, it is best to discover 

them rather than to just read the lists. These are the 

reasons I suggest that we give everyone in Jewish 

early childhood education the opportunity to play 

with texts – to speak face to face, from one mouth to 

another – to have the experience of discovering 

these values, and considering what they mean to 

oneself.  

However, Jewish life and practice present us 

with some interesting “play problems.” Reflection, 

interdependence, community, and spirituality are 

part of our culture. This means that these aspects of 

play can, and should, be explicitly supported in our 

programs. However, we also have many ritual 

objects that we use in practic

open-ended objects – they have specific roles. We 

have particular rituals that we perform with them. 

How does this situation factor in with the use of 

materials for play that allows children (and adults) 

to engage in open experiment

the same is true for any faith/ethnic community: we 

want members of our groups to learn the ways that 

define us.  

Fortunately, humans being what they are, 

within the range of ritual objects in a culture, 

individuals find ways to express their own dialogue 

with that object. But back to the children. Often, in 

our programs we give children materials to “make 

the ritual objects” physically, but what are they 

“making” of them spiritually? How can the objects 

become symbols, representing connections with 

personal meaning? In other words, is the true play 

experience available to children who are 

reasons I suggest that we give everyone in Jewish 

the opportunity to play 

to speak face to face, from one mouth to 

to have the experience of discovering 
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encountering Jewish ritual objects? I think that this 

is an essential question to consider.  

I want to present some possibilities. 

children need to immerse themselves in the actual 

cultural religious experiences. Adults, rather than 

directing children in these ritual moments, model in 

a holistic way, talking about how they themselves 

are getting ready, what they need, what they 

anticipate, how much they enjoy sharing the 

moments with everyone else, and showing these 

feelings nonverbally as well. We know from studies 

of creativity that immersion is the first step 

try to discover what we mean by “Jewish 

immersion” rather than Jewish teaching. They need 

to know firsthand about the elements that are “in 

play.” Second, the children need access to real ritual 

objects, not those that have been translated into a 

childish form of plastic or wood. Several of our 

group members provided “raw materials” for 

children to create what they wanted to use for one of 

the holidays that happens to revolve around a story 

of queens and kings, palaces and disguises. With 

this approach, the children engaged in producing 

cultural tools, absorbing the group’s common need 

for them while contributing their own ideas.  But 

let’s go a step further – do we allow them to co

create that culture? How do we provide them with 

authentic experiences that will in turn allow them to 

enhance the spirituality of these moments with their 

own contributions? I want to consider both of these 

questions – how can the children engage in and 

investigate objects that we want to become symbols 

for them, and what materials/ideas might they add to 

our rituals that will continue to enrich them? This 

process, too, has been part of the long history of the 

evolution of Judaism. 

As in the Talmud, the questions are 

intriguing; the answers are probably divergent and 

even contradictory! I look forward to whatever we 

may find as we continue the dialogue together.

Learning, in Judaism, is considered to be equal to 

prayer, to be a spiritual experience. I invite you into 

the play of ideas that allows us, together, to go 

beyond ourselves, creating deeper meanings for 

symbols and new possibilities for discovering and 

living our values. Let’s play! 
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September 2015 

 

Dear Family, Friends, Colleagues, Mentors, and 

Models to Emulate, 

  

I wish to transmit to you in words how 

deeply you have contributed to my newly acquired 

energy since my wonderful weekend long birthday 

party!  I have been bestowed with great vitality and 

vigor! The gathering to celebrate my 90

as well as the outreach expressed by those who 

could not make it in person, truly reinforced for me 
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the importance of continuing my PASSION, MY 

WORK, MY BELIEF IN YOU, AND MY TRUST 

IN THE FUTURE OF HUMANITY. ..  

I received some amazing different birthday 

gifts which express well what I speak of…. 

This says it best: 

One of the gifts, a framed poster with a beautiful 

rainbow of colors over which is written, in English 

and in Hebrew: 

“Tikkun Olam ---- Repairing Our World” 

“You are not obligated to complete the work 

But neither are you free to abandon it.” 

 
And the second gift I was very honored to 

receive was the 2015 HUMANITARIAN AWARD  

From the NAEYC’S  

Play, Policy & Practice Interest Forum 

For 

Caring for Others  

For Play and for Peace 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please don’t wait 10 years to re-connect at my 100
th

 

birthday gathering!! ☺  Let us continue our work 

individually as well as together.  May the 

connections we have made and will make ever 

strengthen the work we so passionately continue to 

do.  See this as a period of preparation for the 

challenges ahead in bringing about a world we can 

be proud to leave our children and grandchildren to 

inherit. You are already doing it! Thank you for 

continuing your commitment to children, families, 

neighborhood, and community and to TRUE 

PARTICIPATORY DEMOCRACY.  We may have 

many trials ahead of us BUT all of you are creative 

players and problem solvers!!!  

 

Thank you! Thank you! Thank you for all that you 

do, and for being there with me (whether in spirit or 

in body) on what turned out to be a most special 

occasion! 

 

LOVE AND PEACE, 

Edgar (Klugman) 
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Is there a theme or topic you would like to see addressed in Connections? We are looking for topics, 

articles and guest editors for our next edition of Connections. 

Please contact either: 

Lynn Hartle at lch1@psu.edu or  

Karen Lindeman at klindeman@edinboro.edu 

 

 


