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Play Diplomacy: What is Play Diplomacy? 
The ability to play is innate and cuts across 

diverse ethnicities, ages, and backgrounds. The 
uplifting nature of play contributes to harmony and 
happiness. Play contributes to healthy living, life, 
and the pursuit of happiness.  
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A contrasting and current reality of living is 
that unrest and divisive rhetoric is pervasive and 
rapidly increasing. Hate, violence, and divisiveness 
have far-reaching effects on us from our micro-
environments to the macro-environment, as 
witnessed in the Syrian war, family separations on 
the US borders, rallies in Charlottesville Virginia, 
and bullying within schools. While we recognize 
that everyone deserves protection, safety, and 
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respite; sustainable solutions to achieve harmony 
are much harder to find.  

It is in this context that we ask ourselves, can 
we harness the innate, joyful, person-driven, and 
character-building potential of play to develop a 
response to hate and violence? Engaging teaching 
and learning environment for children and adults, 
regularly harness the power of play. Can we create 
a more harmonious community by leveraging the 
power of play?   

In response to these questions, the concept of 
Play Diplomacy emerged. Our conventional 
understanding of diplomacy implies the processes 
of building connections, mutual understanding, 
collaborations, and consensus around common 
goals. Ultimately there is an expectation that 
diplomacy is uplifting for all stakeholders. 
Authentic play can achieve the same goals. Play 
has a definite advantage over other forms of 
diplomacy building because play is innate for 
humans, and other forms of diplomacy (such as 
negotiations between political leaders) are not. 
Unlike for some forms of diplomacy building, 
everyone can play without the need for specialized 
training and education.  

Play diplomacy is a process of creating a 
shared space for advocates of play to gather – a 
space that embraces all disciplines, methods, 
perspectives that leverage play for social and 
personal justice. We believe that the positive 
outcomes of play can offer sustainable solutions 
that contribute to a peaceful society. Play 
diplomacy then is the process of leveraging the 
benefits of play to create a better and more 
harmonious world. Play diplomacy entails 
constructing playful and harmonious responses to 
the divisive rhetoric, and intolerance, and suffering 
that is increasing globally.  

As we share the concept of play diplomacy 
with our colleagues, we were often asked the 
question: what do play diplomats do? Play 
diplomats are people who leverage play to build 
relationships between people, communities, and 
cultures. Play Diplomats have always been around, 
working hard in their silos to make an impact in 
big and small ways. Since play is an innate 
tendency, people can engage in playful activities 
without much tutoring and instruction. Therefore 

every playful person who aims to build a more 
perfect union, community, and relationship can 
serve as a play diplomat. Play educators, 
researchers, and advocates do the work of play 
diplomats. They leverage the benefits of play to 
build relationships and harmony among people, 
groups, and communities.  

In this issue of Play Policy and Practice 
Connections, we have invited professionals from a 
wide range of disciplines to share instances in their 
practices that exemplify the work of play 
diplomats. Through playfulness, they built bridges 
and relationships among individuals, communities, 
and cultures. The articles include the perspectives 
of clinical psychologists, play activists, and 
educators. 

 
Play Diplomats as Intervention Agents: Peers 
Promoting Friendship and Social Skills by 
Kathleen I. Harris, Associate Professor, Seton Hill 
University 

My summer reading list included a new book 
by Rebecca Frech, entitled Can We Be Friends?  I 
was especially interested in reading this book 
because it relates to my research on peer leadership 
skills, in particular, peer-mediated interventions for 
promoting play.  In this work, Frech has defined 
friendships, explored various personality types, 
and described issues related to friendship.  
Believing that people spend more time on social 
media today trying to reconnect with others from 
the past and missing out on relationships with their 
neighbors, Frech (2018) stated that relationships 
are no longer interwoven as people maintain social 
and emotional ties through technology and social 
media.  The once popular types of communities in 
which we have always lived may no longer even 
exist for many people (Frech, 2018). The 
importance of friendship and social competence in 
early childhood, the role and characteristics of play 
diplomats, and their usefulness in initiating 
friendships and promoting social skills in early 
childhood inclusive classrooms are the subject of 
this article. 

Importance of Friendships in Early 
Childhood. Early childhood friendships are 
powerful for numerous reasons (Villareale, 2009).  
Friends and family are needed for survival and 
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safety (Frech, 2018) and for bringing out the best 
in people.  Friends, like Jiminy Cricket, ignite 
better natures (Frech, 2018).  

Friends who are close can often see patterns in 
one another’s lives.  They are needed to help 
people keep calm. In today’s multitasking society, 
a good friend is very valuable to mental health. 
Good friends are also honest and protect one 
another; however, one of the best reasons for 
having friends is that they can support the pursuit 
of one’s dreams.   

Positive individuals who do not allow friends 
to quit on a dream; friends cheer, encourage, and 
support one another in finding their passions in 
life.  Early friendships have been identified as the 
most powerful single predictor of long-term social 
adjustment (Strain & Schwartz, 2001). 

Although young children develop social 
competence from an early age, they are not born 
knowing how to make friends (Kostelnik, 
Solerman, & Whiren, 1999).  Children do not 
come into the world knowing the rules and norms 
of society. Mastery requires skills for functioning 
effectively in society and necessitates times, 
growth, comfort, and human interaction (Maslow, 
1954).   

Until a child’s needs, including the relationship 
and positive interactions with peers, have been 
met, they are limited in their ability to move 
forward into academic learning (Kemple, 2004). 
Time spent on providing support, opportunities, 
and activities in the area of peer competence is not 
misused time but an essential component to 
creating friendships. 

All about friendship (Villareale, 2009), the 
preschool years are a time when children’s 
developing language and perspective-taking 
abilities increase during play that includes 
cooperative, social pretend play (Bredekamp & 
Copple, 1997).  Singer and Singer (2005) asserted 
that children’s play is central to their sense of 
themselves and their relationships with others.  

When teachers incorporate developmentally 
appropriate decisions about supporting children’s 
emerging social competence, they draw upon what 
they know about the needs, interests, and abilities 
of an individual child (Kostelnik, Whiren, 

Soderman, Stein, & Gregory, 2002). Friendships 
help young children acquire memories, learn to 
play, and establish conflict resolution skills that 
accompany them into middle childhood and 
eventually adulthood (Novick, 2018). As these 
abilities develop, play diplomats may provide 
opportunities for children with and without 
disabilities to build friendships and strong social 
skills.   

 
Photograph 1 Friendships, a special social 

relationship in early childhood, contributes to a 
young child’s development and characterized by 
enjoyment and shared interests 

Importance of Play Diplomats During Play. 
When investigating the definition of a diplomat, 
several positive attributes associated with 
important behaviors and qualities emerge.  For 
example, a diplomat is a very patient individual 
who displays strong organizational, 
communication, and leadership skills.  Practicing 
good judgment with high integrity, diplomats are 
resourceful and demonstrate strong interpersonal, 
creative, problem-solving, and time management 
skills.   

Under difficult situations, they can tolerate 
stress. Using peers who practice positive social 
skills to help children, both the typically 
developing and those with disabilities is a strategy 
well researched in the literature of early childhood 
(Kohler, Strain, Hoyson, & Jamieson, 1997; Wong, 
2013).  

By creating interactive activities with a socially 
competent peer, such as a play diplomat, teachers 
provide play opportunities to improve social 
interaction skills in the inclusive early classroom 
environment (Harris, Pretti-Frontzak, & Brown, 
2009). Play diplomats can guide children to reflect 
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upon their thinking in addition to adapting to the 
perspectives of others.   

Characteristics of Effective Play Diplomats.  
Young children engage in a variety of social 
behaviors during play with peers that contribute to 
early friendships (Tremblay, Strain, Hendrickson, 
& Shores, 1981). The following social behaviors 
can help teachers identify play diplomats in early 
childhood classrooms.   

 

1. Establishing play with peers.  
Declarations usually include “Let’s play” and are 
often followed by specific suggestions or 
directions.  For example, “Let’s play restaurant.  
You be the chef, and I’ll be the customer.”  

2. Taking turns.  Play diplomats demonstrate 
taking turns and sharing with peers.  They are able 
and eager to oblige peers’ requests to share.   

3. Supporting others during play.  This 
includes showing peers or role modeling what to 
do during a particular play activity or assisting a 
peer to solve problems during times of distress.   

4. Giving feedback and praise to peers.  
Play diplomats praise and compliment peers for 
their success and play accomplishments. 

5.  

A second approach to selecting play diplomats 
involves considering the children in the classroom 
regarding their strengths, defined as the ability to 
provide consistent performance in a given activity 
(Clifton, & Liesveld, 2008).  Strengths have 
potential as an empowering tool for selecting a 
play diplomat when used in combination with a 
child’s knowledge, temperament, and dispositions 
(Clifton & Anderson, 2002).   

Each child has a unique biological makeup 
with a combination of strengths that can be 
developed (Clifton & Anderson, 2002), so early 
childhood teachers can identify play diplomats 
when observing children during play, taking digital 
pictures, and documenting class activities.   

Table 1 suggests strengths early childhood 
teachers may consider when selecting play 
diplomats.   

Table 1  Strengths to Consider when Selecting 
Play Diplomats 
Achiever: Hard Worker 
• Play diplomat who gets things done and is 
awarded for his or her work 
Analytical: Thinker 
• Play diplomat who notes a problem and 
brainstorms solutions to the problem. 
Arranger: Organizer 
• Play diplomat who enjoys putting together 
puzzles and likes to see how everything fits 
together 
Command: Leader 
• Play diplomat who will take charge and make 
important decisions 
Communication: Talker 
• Play diplomat who likes to talk and carry on 
conversations with peers 
Connectedness: Connector 
• Play diplomat likes to figure out why things 
happen and see relationships 
Developer: Team Player 
• Play diplomat who likes to assist peers and do 
her or his best in any situation 
Empathy: Sensor 
• Play diplomat who can respond to peers’ 
feelings 
Focus: Planner 
• Play diplomat who likes to make a plan before 
starting to play 
“Includer”: Accepting One 
• Play diplomat who likes to include everyone, 
leaving no one left out 
Positivity: Cheerleader 
• Play diplomat who makes peers happy because 
of his or her positive attitude and inspires others 
Relator: Relating One 
• Play diplomat who likes to work and play with 
peers to achieve a goal and create  friendships 
Restorative: Problem Solver 
• Play diplomat who likes to determine what is 
needed to solve a problem and then do it 
Woo: Initiator  
• Play diplomat who likes to meet new friends 
and welcomes them into play  
 
Adapted from Clifton, D. O., & Anderson, E. (2002). 
Strengths-Quest: Discover and develop your strengths in 
academic, career, and beyond. 
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Benefits of Play Diplomats During Playtime. 
For young children requiring extra support during 
play in the areas of social and emotional 
development, play diplomats can provide a 
thoughtful awareness and sensitivity to the 
abundant possibilities inherent in social play. They 
encourage the introduction of children to peers by 
peers and open additional authentic and natural 
opportunities for positive relational interactions 
(Novick, 2018). For example, play diplomats can 
initiate play scenarios with children by setting out 
materials and encouraging taking turns with peers 
in small group activities, such as dramatic play or 
board games.  Play diplomats can lead children in 
initiating play experiences and motivate them to 
participate with peers and ask questions during 
play.  They can also gently transition children from 
one play activity to another and near the 
conclusion of play activities take time to reflect by 
having them share their thoughts and feelings.   

 
Photograph 2 Play diplomats can initiate play 

with peers, support turn-taking by assisting peers 
during play, and support the development of 
positive social skills 

Role of Play Diplomats During Playtime.  
When increasing the friendship skills of children, 
play diplomats can be effective during playtime. 
Before play begins, the environment should be set 
up with friendship activities and engaging toys and 
materials of interest to the child and play diplomat. 
As play time commences, the play diplomat 
welcomes the child to play and extends hospitality 
to her or him. During play time, each child plays 
with her or his play diplomat for the first 10 
minutes. If they extend play beyond 10 minutes, 
the teacher may consider a reward for the child 
entering play with the play diplomat. Throughout 

playtime, teachers may observe positive social 
behaviors, prompt friendly verbal and nonverbal 
gestures, and provide praise and reinforcement. 
Teachers may take photographs during play time 
and create a bulletin board featuring acts of kinds. 
When play diplomats exhibit strong friendship 
behaviors, the teacher can make a note of them and 
display them to encourage class community. 
Teachers can also organize peer play with play 
diplomats outdoors with games like Farmer in the 
Dell; Duck, Duck, Goose; and Who Took the 
Cookie from the Cookie Jar? At the end of 
playtime, the teacher should praise the play 
diplomat for a job well done: Praise should 
specifically identify the friendly and playful ways 
the play diplomat played, prompted, and interacted 
with the child.   

 
Photograph 3 Play diplomats offer moments to 

share the wonder and discoveries with new friends 

Conclusion 
The friends people choose to invite into their 

lives bring with them fun, comfort, challenge, a 
safety net, and companionship (Frech, 2018). Play 
diplomats offer opportunities for “friend moments” 
during early childhood to share laughter, 
conversations, discoveries, and favorite interests 
with another child.  With the addition of play 
diplomats in an inclusive early childhood 
classroom, all children have the opportunity to 
enjoy new play adventures, share feelings with 
others, and create relationships by learning what 
friendship is all about.   

“A friend is one of the nicest things you can have, 
and one of the best things you can be.” Douglas 

Pagels (2017, p. 38) 
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Developing Play Diplomats through 
“Playcentric” Field Experiences in Early 
Childhood Teacher Education by Dr. Sean 
Durham, Assistant Professor, Curriculum and 
Teaching, Auburn University, rsd0007@auburn.edu  

Play is a renowned mechanism for 
development and learning in the critical early 
years. Play, a “powerful medium for learning” 
must be the right of every child – not just a 
privilege for the fortunate (Souto-Manning, 2017). 
Early educators understand the power of play and 
many agree with near-religious fervor that it is 
what children need. Yet, play in schools and 
programs continues to decline in quantity as well 
as in stature, far from being a pillar in the process 
of early learning (Miller & Almon, 2009; 
Nicolopoulou, 2010). What is happening? Do we 
really believe in children’s right to play? Is it 
indeed efficacious for children’s early learning? 
Can we trust play to provide children with what 
they need for optimal development? If we hold 
affirmative convictions about these questions, why 
then does play continue to decline as a 
distinguishing characteristic of childhood? As the 
negative effects of a play-poor childhood 
becoming more and more evident (Gray, 2011), 
what can be done?  
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Advocacy. Despite the decline of play, 
advocates continue to vigorously sound the alarm 
and offer alternatives to today’s families and 
educators. Play pedagogies continue to be 
developed; positions statements and research 
studies are crafted; and more books extolling play 
are written in hopes of a turning tide. Sometimes, 
though, it seems that much of our advocacy tends 
to preach to the choir and merely station itself in 
opposition to those using “inappropriate” practices.  
We, who value play, and its place within 
childhood, are right to be concerned. We are to be 
commended for our passionate efforts. However, in 
a world where opposing points of view often 
exhibit no intention of pursuing common ground, 
simply standing up, stating our case, and holding 
our ground appears to be a wanting strategy. As 
important as advocacy is, it may not be enough. In 
early childhood education, well-informed, 
compassionate, and effective diplomacy may be 
required to construct strong bridges among theory, 
policy, and practice. Advocates, those who plead 
for or speak on behalf of another, assert that play is 
a good and necessary thing for children’s early 
experience. Play diplomats are first and foremost 
players themselves. Just as an envoy to another 
country is a citizen first, play diplomats speak from 
firsthand experience, with conviction, and see a 
“long game” that is played best in harmonious 
relationships with others. 

Diplomacy. Robertson (2016) laments that in 
our modern popular usage, diplomacy often means, 
roughly, “a catch-all alternative to war” (p. 19). In 
contrast, a historical definition found in the Oxford 
English Dictionary (1971) describes diplomacy as 
“artful management in dealing with others”. Let us 
consider the potential that exists when we employ 
“artful management” in our pursuits for more 
playful childhoods. Mathur, Sharifan, and Shirole 
(2018) recently introduced play diplomacy as “the 
process of leveraging the character-building, 
player-initiated, and joyful aspects of play to build 
harmonious relationships between individuals and 
communities.” Is there any context where 
“harmonious relationships between individuals and 
communities” are more valuable than in our 
schools and programs for young children? Play 
diplomats, in the trenches of our programs and 
schools, lend their first-hand experiences with play 

to fuel respectful and joyful dialogue with others. 
They do not simply argue that play is a right that 
children should be afforded. They exude the spirit 
of play in their personal and professional lives and 
use multiple strategies to document, make visible, 
the promise of play in the development of children. 
We need advocates to remind our world that play 
is important and why children deserve more of it. 
We also need play diplomats who testify to the 
power of play and invite others to join the fun. 

A Shift in Focus: Advocacy to Diplomacy. 
Following years of attempts to build strong early 
education play advocates through coursework in 
teacher education, I became disillusioned by how 
quickly many of the teachers I prepared became 
overwhelmed, silenced, and subsumed into 
cultures of compliance where play was often 
reduced to time-off for good behavior. I concluded 
that my students needed to construct their own 
values about play and insist on its prominence in 
children’s education. 

Despite exposure to a theoretically based, 
developmental perspective on early education, 
many teacher candidates, upon employment in 
conventional academic settings, allow play to slip 
into a nostalgic backseat to teacher-centered 
instruction. This phenomenon forced me to 
question the firmness of the foundation I was 
providing since play pedagogy was so easily 
washed away by the currents of a pushed down 
curriculum.  

Going “All In” with Play: Permission to 
Play. In 2016, my colleagues and I reimagined our 
summer enrichment program around the theme, 
Permission to Play. Historically, this community 
program had provided a constructivist early 
education program for community children and 
served as an early field experience for preservice 
teachers. We knew that this innovative 6-week 
early field experience offered unique professional 
development benefits for our students not typical 
of school-based experiences. For example, the 
summer enrichment practicum enhanced preservice 
teachers’ work with integrating music and the arts 
into the curriculum (Barry & Durham, 2017). Also, 
we found that the program’s child-centered 
teaching philosophy allowed preservice teachers to 
make meaningful learning connections with dual 
language learners (Durham, Harrison, & Barry, in 
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press). Permission to Play, we determined, would 
be solely focused upon identifying what happens 
when children “just play” in a richly prepared 
physical environment supported by competent and 
caring adults. As Permission to Play became a 
reality, we wondered:  

• How might this experience impact 
preservice teachers’ thinking about the role 
of play in children’s development?  

• Specifically, how might this experience 
influence their consideration of play in the 
classroom as a viable educational method?  

• How might experiences influence their 
choices to defend the place of play in 
children’s lives?  

• Might they discover play as a means of 
bridging the oft-assumed dichotomous 
relationship between play and academics? 
A flexible daily schedule included morning 

community meetings, large (1-2 hours) blocks of 
time for self-directed activity, negotiated times for 
outdoor play, and small group investigations of 
topics of interest. The physical environment 
provided daily access to a large, well-stocked 
block building area, sand and water play; a smaller 
room dedicated to symbolic representation through 
various art media; dramatic play spaces and props; 
a book area, and two large tables near shelves full 
of loose parts. Materials and interest areas were 
enhanced as topics of interest emerged and 
deepened.  

At the outset of the program we were surprised 
by the reactions of many of the children. We 
found, sadly, that many appeared completely 
unfamiliar with the degree of freedom the program 
offered. It was clear that most children expected 
adults to tell them what to do, even how to play. A 
haunting anecdote from one practicum student 
described a child who felt the need to ask 
permission before choosing each color to be used 
to paint a picture. When they embraced our 
permission to play, children soon took full 
advantage of their freedom and entered deeply into 
the affordances of the environment and 
relationships. By the end of the program, yards of 
pedagogical documentation displays lined the 
hallways to illustrate the interests, achievements, 

and learning standards met through the activities of 
the children. 

Initial Impressions. Teachers’ personal 
experiences of play help them identify and 
overcome barriers to using play as a learning tool 
and to promoting advocacy for play in schools. As 
well, preservice teachers gain insights about the 
value of play for themselves and children as a 
result of participating in play workshops (Nell & 
Drew, 2013). Our experience developing a 
“playcentric” field experience appears to provide 
further evidence of the transformative nature of 
personal experiences with play. During Permission 
to Play, we asked our students to engage in 
reflective writing about their experiences. These 
ungraded and de-identified submissions are now 
undergoing qualitative analysis so that we may 
identify themes that might represent common areas 
of professional reflection and growth. Our initial 
examination of these data is encouraging and 
appears to indicate that our students constructed 
new, personal knowledge about the role of play in 
children’s learning. As well, their writing suggests 
that many embraced play as an essential part of 
their pedagogy. Margaret wrote: 

“This year was really the first time I 
had encountered the theory of play in 
the classroom…I had been worried 
about how it would work but now 
with the  summer practicum I 
am starting to see the benefits… at 
first I was leery about the 
 concept but after witnessing 
it, I am beginning to like it more and 
more…I now also see how much 
children are learning just during 
play alone. I never noticed it before 
learning about the benefits of play in 
the classroom. Now I am able to see 
how much they are learning even 
when they are not at school.”  

Karly also describes a change in her thinking about 
play in the classroom,  

“When instructors talked about how 
important play was, I understood it, 
but was  also skeptical about how it 
could work in the classroom. Because 
my thought of a classroom is much 
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more structured than “just play,” I 
loved the idea of allowing the 
children to have so much free choice 
in the things that they were doing, but 
was not Enrichment. I have seen that 
the standards can be met while 
allowing the children to still play as 
they choose. It really does make me 
happy to realize this. It was sad to 
think of the fact that I know how 
important play was for children, but 
for them not to be allowed to engage 
in it.” 

Alicia’s writing illustrates strong sentiments about 
the importance of play and adult roles.  

“I have learned that children learn 
when their experiences are not 
limited by adults… Children have 
growing minds and imaginations and 
when they want to do what they have 
their mind set on, there is no 
changing that. After experiencing 
summer enrichment first hand, I am 
not sure how people can criticize the 
importance of play. I see the children 
every single day learning new things 
through play.” 

Valencia perhaps captures the sentiments of many 
of the students. Her writing portrays an emerging 
professional who is dedicated to the personal 
discoveries that she made during the practicum. 
Within her writing, one can envision these words 
being artfully shared with others to build bridges 
between play and children’s education. She wrote, 

Before I entered the early childhood 
education program, I thought play 
was important. However, I did not 
think that it was educational. I 
thought that play was important 
because children should be able to 
have fun and be kids. While I still 
believe this is true, I now know how 
crucial play is to development 
across all areas. Before the Summer 
Enrichment Program started, the 
fact that play is how children learn 
was already engrained into my 
head. However, until SEP began, I 

had not really witnessed this fact in 
such an up close and genuine way. 
SEP has further convinced me that 
play is the  foundation of growth 
for young children. I have witnessed 
children, from age 3 to age 10 and 
every age in between, benefit from 
playing in their environment. I have 
seen shy and quiet children come 
out of their shell and instantly begin 
showing their genius when the right 
materials were placed in front of 
them. I have watched children begin 
to understand concepts that people 
twice their age still struggle with, 
just through experimenting and 
playing with what was available to 
them. I am thankful that my 
education and the Summer 
Enrichment Program have taught 
me the importance of play before I 
go out and become a teacher in the 
real world.” 

Summary. We are eager to learn more about 
how offering preservice teachers a strong 
experience of play early in their preparation relates 
to their ultimate respect for play in the classroom. 
Based upon the firm sentiments expressed in their 
writing, having seen first hand the value of play in 
the lives and learning of young children, we feel 
that at the very least, these future teachers are 
likely to engage with their schools and 
communities as play diplomats.  

Of all human activity, play is unparalleled in its 
capacity to bring people together. From the infant 
who approaches a peer to join the exploration of a 
toy, to international Olympic contests, humans 
seek proximity through play. Coming together is 
the first necessary step toward listening to one 
another, sharing ideas of either peace or 
contention, and seeking mutuality through 
negotiation. Play is not simply like diplomacy. 
Play is diplomacy. The development of altruism, 
and a sustained focus upon citizenship and 
democracy must be primary focal points in early 
education (Haslip & Gullo, 2018). Early childhood 
teacher educators can support the development of 
play diplomats who recognize the holistic 
advantages to children in the classroom. 
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Maintaining the rigor and joy of play in their own 
lives, all educators can leverage the positive 
emotions and interpersonal engagement that play 
affords all to imagine and create compassionate 
and effective educational communities.   
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Pop-Up Adventure Play: Play Brings Us 

Together (Photo-document)  By Morgan 
Leichter-Saxby and Suzanna Law 

Pop-Up Adventure Play is a not-for-profit 
play advocacy organization and a registered charity 
in the UK. Pop-Up Adventure Play advocates for 
"child-directed, open-ended play," hosts pop-up 
adventure playgrounds, provides Playwork training 
and pop-up play support and free resources to other 
play organizations worldwide. Pop-up Adventure 
play held its first pop-up adventure playground in 
New York City in 2010. Since then there have 
been Pop-Ups in more than 17 countries. 

Pop-Up Adventure Play is founded and staffed 
by playworkers.  We are the founding members of 
Pop-Up Adventure Play in the UK, and we are 
playworkers. We focus our work on children's play 
for its own sake – whether by filing paperwork to 
host public events, chatting with parents about risk, 
or simply tearing pieces of duct tape. Prof. Fraser 
Brown believes that “playworkers should adopt a 
non-judgmental, non-prejudicial, non-directive, 
and largely reflective approach to their work.” To 
do this effectively, we need training and mindful 
colleagues. By supporting children's play, we can 
bridge the gaps between us and meet in a different 
way, as our bravest and most creative selves - 
changes that benefit everyone. Supporting 
children’s play is not always easy or comfortable, 
but it can be rich, joyful, transformative and 
poignant. 

Pop-Up Adventure Playgrounds bridge the 
gap between playwork knowledge and public need. 
Regardless of our background, we advocate for 
play and can talk until we are blue in the face, but 
it will never be as persuasive as simply seeing it 
happen. Pop-Ups are free celebrations of play in 
public space, where everyone is welcome. We 
advise organizers to gather ordinary, junk materials 
– cardboard boxes, yarn, mixing bowls – to make it 
easier for them to encourage play wholeheartedly. 

Anyone can provide space, time, materials and 
permission for children to play. Since we began in 
2010, we have supported more than 300 Pop-Ups 
in 25 countries, which has shown us that the scale 
of today's deprivation. Organizers have shared 
familiar barriers and anxieties with us, and their 
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joy which reflects that of the people who attend. 
Play is appealing on a deep, human level because it 
allows people to leave their daily concerns behind 
and enter a shared space of make-believe. Here, 
people are free in a larger sense as well. 

They generally arrive in family groups, 
children pulling away from their parents' hands to 
investigate the piles of stuff. Adults often ask 
about the intentions behind this event. They may 
take flyers or find a spot on the grass. Volunteers 
circulate, staging materials to suggest ideas 
without dictating any. Strings may be hung 
spanning two trees and then dropped, coiled to the 
ground. Cardboard boxes too small for forts may 
be stacked in a wavering tower, just begging to be 
kicked over. We seek to offer possibilities for 
those who arrive uncertain, but ready to take that 
idea in a direction we could never have imagined. 
Children may build forts out of cardboard boxes, 
or rocket ships, prisons or trading posts. They 
decorate them, expand or flatten them in war. 
Children often fence with their friends, using sticks 
or sponge pool noodles as they run between the 
trees. They paint their faces, wrap fabric around 
themselves. They run and laugh and sit in the grass 
investigating the world at a scale and pace rarely 
allowed. Time moves differently, in play. 

As an hour or two passes, we often see the 
family groups have begun to merge. People make 
new friends and reconnect with old. It is no longer 
obvious, who came with whom. Games blend so 
that human helicopters buzz down a Main Street of 
cardboard shops or a row of tiny cups appear 
carefully laid out along a fallen log. Often, parents 
find their own play, contentedly drawing window 
boxes on a fort that its previous owners have long 
since forgotten. They need this too, we have 
realized. Adults, whether parents or professionals, 
are often chronically play deprived. 

That is why we built opportunities for play into 
our all aspects of our work, both through Pop-Ups 
and embedded in our professional development 
and public lecture sessions. 

 
Photograph 4 Pop-Up Adventure Playground in Costa Rica where 
300 people came to play in a public park 

 

 
Photograph 5 Pop-up adventure playground in a school in Australia 
where - after an overnight powercut - all 300 children needed a 
little time to relax and play. 

 

 
Photograph 6 Pop-up adventure playground in Singapore where 
over 100 people came out to play on a very humid hot afternoon 

 Pop-Up Tours: Canada 

People contact us from within schools, 
parks and recreation departments, church groups 
and parent associations. They are in cities and the 
countryside, affluent and struggling financially, 
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excited and terrified. However, they found us, they 
started by looking for a connection. 

"Pop-Up Adventure Play has 
shepherded me from a vague interest in 
adventure playgrounds to a career in 
playwork. They have connected me with 
playworkers across the USA and other 
countries, allowing me both to learn remotely 
and to travel. Although relatively new to the 
field, through Pop Up Adventure Play I have 
access to some of the leading thinkers in 
playwork today. I feel like a valued member of 
a larger movement I think largely due to 
PUAP's skillful community-building." ~ Alex 
Cote 

We affirm that they're on the right track, 
that they have everything they need to get started. 
We send lists of suggested materials and handouts 
for parents and volunteers. We answer questions 
and post their stories on our blog. But none of this 
is the same as meeting, face-to-face, and sharing in 
that enthusiasm together. Few of the organizations 
who write to us can fly us out for a visit, so in 2014 
we began touring. Our first was 12,000 miles, 
across the USA and back again. In 2015, we went 
around the world, stopping in the UK, USA, Costa 
Rica, Australia, Singapore, and Hong Kong. 

Stringing together visits in this way allows 
us to see folks we would otherwise never have met. 
This was particularly true in our last tour, which 
included 30 events at 18 stops across Canada. We 
met 1200 children and traveled 10,000 miles to do 
it. In cities, we met groups finding places of 
stillness in pockets of green space. In small rural 
villages, we found people with astonishing 
enthusiasm and dedication, working to grow the 
community in all its forms. In conference rooms, 
school auditoriums, and the kitchens of our hosts, 
we hugged people as they cried in relief to know 
they were not doing this alone. In fact, they are 
part of an international movement. We all are.  

 

 
Photograph 7 Canada Tour Stop #3 of 18 - An 8-hour pop-up 
adventure playground for over 1000 children from all over the 
London, ON area. The little yellow car is the vehicle that we used to 
drive across the country and was our unofficial mascot for the 
journey. 

  

 
Photograph 8 Canada Tour Stop #10 of 18 - Pop-up adventure 
playground in Edmonton, AB where children from multiple summer 
camps came together to play at our pop-up held at a local school. 

 

 
Photograph 9 Canada Tour Stop #17 of 18 - A small town in the 
Forty Mile region of BC invited us to pop-up and play with the 
handful of children they have in the area. 
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Summary 
Every child is unique, but every person 

shares some aspect of the experience of being a 
child. Play can bring us together, bridging 
language gaps with a single look, making friends 
in a moment. In a world where we are reminded 
daily of our differences, the human capacity for 
misunderstanding or cruelty, play can bring us 
back together around joy and imagination. 
Together, we can turn what we have into what we 
need. 
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Book Review by Julia Kroeker, Florida South 
Western State College 

Becoming Brilliant: What Science Tells Us 
About Raising Children highlights the need for 
children to learn six essential inter-related skills, 
referred to by the authors as the 6Cs: collaboration, 
communication, content, critical thinking, 
creativity and confidence.  The text is composed of 
11 chapters, beginning with 4 chapters where the 
authors explain the problems associated with an 
obsession with teaching children content and being 
relatively unconcerned about other skills and 
abilities.   

The next 6 chapters (dedicated to each of the 
6Cs) describe each of the skills and the four levels 
of each with numerous examples from the authors 
own lives and from research studies. The final 
chapter describes how the 6Cs are interwoven to 
create a potential new report card for the 21st 
century.  

The authors acknowledge that content is 
important but that content alone will not help 
children succeed in today’s world.  School reform 
is a common cry, but in recent years, school reform 

has moved away from research-based strategies 
and emphasized content and testing more than ever 
before.  The text asks the reader to imagine what 
education could be and asks the question: “What 
would it take to help all children be happy, healthy, 
thinking, caring, and sociable children who enjoy 
learning and who move toward becoming 
collaborative, creative, competent, and responsible 
citizens of tomorrow” (p. 30). After all, these are 
goals we have for our children, are they not?  Who 
would consider a child successful when he knows a 
lot of facts but is unhappy?   

Chapter 3 describes educational systems in the 
world that are moving in the right direction, 
recognizing that content alone will not adequately 
prepare students for the workforce of tomorrow, or 
for success in life.  The countries featured include: 
Finland, Singapore, Canada and Uruguay.  Chapter 
4 makes the case for the learning of “soft skills” in 
addition to the “hard skills” children are already 
learning in and out of school.   

The six chapters that describe the 6Cs in detail 
are easy to read and rely on countless real-life 
examples and research-based examples.  Each 
chapter describes the need for the skill to be taught 
(or learned) and then describes each of four levels 
of mastery.  The descriptions of the levels are very 
helpful, as the descriptions go from what the skill 
looks like at level 1, which is often where babies 
are but can also relate to adults, all the way up to 
the highest level of mastery.   

Babies start out doing things on their own 
(level 1 of collaboration), communicating with raw 
emotion, using content in a situation-specific way, 
believing everything they see (critical thinking), 
engaging in nearly non-stop experimentation 
(creative innovation), and barreling on (confidence 
as when they learn to walk).   

Certainly, not all individuals reach level 4 in 
every one of the 6Cs, even when they reach 
adulthood, but that should be the vision.  Someone 
operating at level 4 in the 6Cs can work to build 
things together (collaboration), tell a joint story 
(communication), is an expert in a given area 
(content), uses evidence to make decisions or solve 
problems (critical thinking), has vision (creative 
innovation), and dares to fail (confidence). 
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Each of the chapters that are dedicated to the 
6Cs conclude with a section on taking action.  
Within this section, there are tips for implementing 
the new information from the chapter in your own 
life, your children, and in the places you go, in 
addition to information about how to create 
environments that foster that particular skill.  
These sections are extremely helpful as it is always 
necessary to begin by looking at one’s self to be an 
instrument of change, and then extending the 
change to others.   

The last chapter of the text describes how 
taking a more Reggio approach to learning will 
move us in the right direction in terms of moving 
away from a focus solely on content to an 
approach that takes into account the whole child.  
The Reggio approach emphasizes the importance 
of being child-directed and exploratory in nature.  
In chapter 11, links are made between the 6Cs- it is 
obvious that you cannot collaborate effectively 
with others without communication and you cannot 
think critically if you have no knowledge or 
content.   

Content and critical thinking are needed for 
creative innovation. For individuals to have 
confidence in themselves, they must be creative, 
have learned some content and be able to think 
creatively.  It is in the last chapter that the link is 
made between the 6Cs and play.  Many think of 
play and learning (or work) as completely separate 
activities, but nothing could be further from the 
truth.   

As the authors explain, “Free play is crucial for 
children’s progress at all points on the 6Cs grid 
because it is through play that they acquire and 
practice these skills…” (p. 259).  Free play is 
enormously beneficial to a child’s development in 
all areas and to their progress in learning the 6Cs. 
The authors make the distinction between free play 
and guided play.  In guided play, the adult wants to 
teach children something specific.  Guided play is 
much more powerful in the child learning a 
specific skill or specific content than an adult 
simply telling the child what they want him to 
know.   

Children learn more when they are active and 
engaged rather than sitting and passively listening 
to an adult. One way to infuse playful learning into 

the classroom is through theme-based education, 
where children are working together to solve real-
world problems.  Playful learning is effective with 
young children as well as learners of all ages. 

The message in Becoming Brilliant: What 
Science Tells Us About Raising Successful 
Children is similar to the message in Most Likely 
to Succeed: Preparing Our Kids for the Innovation 
Era.  In fact, Golinkoff and Michnick reference 
Tony Wagner towards the end of the book.  
Wagner and Dintersmith (2015) describe 4 C’s: 
critical thinking, collaboration, communication, 
and creative problem-solving; they also 
acknowledge the need for some content 
knowledge.  The chapters that focus on each of the 
6Cs are unique to Becoming Brilliant, and they are 
arguably the most useful chapters in the book.  

As a faculty member teaching a variety of 
early childhood courses and as a mother of young 
children, I found this book timely and extremely 
useful.  I would recommend this book to educators, 
parents, college students and anyone who is 
invested in the life of a child.  The text is also 
useful for managers, supervisors and in the 
workplace; if employers want individuals to take 
chances, collaborate, and think of creative 
solutions, there are ways for them to foster these 
skills in themselves and to promote them in the 
workplace. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

The Art of Is: Improvising as a Way of Life  by 
Stephen Nachmanovitch, Ph.D. 
(www.freeplay.com) 
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From Martin Luther King’s improvised speech 
about his dream, to the story of a medieval 
Japanese woman who fends off an attacker with a 
paper sword, the theme that unites the stories in 
this book is doing what we can with what we have 
– whether we have a microphone and an 
enraptured audience, or a sword in our face and 
nothing but a blank sheet of paper in our hand. The 
Art of Is speaks from my experience as an 
improvising musician and to people in any walk of 
life who wish to more deeply investigate their 
reality, and attend to the surprises they find there 
with clarity, composure, and compassion.  

The Art of Is focuses on interpersonal and 
environmental dynamics of improvising, 
collaborating, and creating. It escorts the reader 
through improvising as the active phase of 
mindfulness. In medicine, for example, it means 
attending to the actual patient in front of you, 
rather than a generic case. Your knowledge and 
experience inform you but are not hemmed in by 
them. In life, it means attending to the full extent 
of whatever or whoever is before us.   

The book connects the creative process, too 
often examined in isolation, with its social and 
moral dimensions. We approach improvising both 
as a personal practice and a framework of mind to 
improve our creative engagement with the world. 
Art and the art-making process can influence our 
relationship to ourselves, everyone around us, and 
by extension to society as a whole.  
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