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Message from the President 

 
Dear IPA/USA members, 
 
As the holiday season approaches, more thought is generally given to play, toys, and fun. 
Parents visit toy stores and on-line toy catalogues, and teachers try to work around the 
demands placed by a test-driven environment to plan fun activities for the children. It is a 
good time for us to consider not only the play-value of toys but also the motivational and 
learning value of fun, playful activities and explorations all year round. 
 
You are receiving the Fall 2007 Newsletter by email as one of your membership benefits. 
Starting with this issue, members will receive the current newsletter, which will be 
archived on the website when the next issue is published. We hope you enjoy reading 
about organizational news as well as articles on play and advocacy.  
 
Next month, several other board members and I will go to the IPA World Conference in 
Hong Kong. The world organization has developed a strategic plan to increase its 
effectiveness as a play advocacy organization. The plan will be discussed at the 
conference, and I will keep you posted. If any of you would like a copy of the strategic 
plan, please email me, ojarrett@mindspring.com.  
 
As part of IPA/USA’s organizational structure, we now have board members to head up 
the following areas: outdoor play, after-school programs, liaison with other organizations, 
work with UNICEF and the UN, the recess initiative, diversity outreach, play leadership 
(playwork), play and mental health, and PlayDay. Other areas without designated leaders 
are (a) ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and (b) increased 
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academic pressure and decreased in play in early childhood education. Ideally it would be 
good to have committees working on each of the topics above. We are spread out all 
across the U.S., but technology should allow us to have virtual meetings. Let me know if 
you are interested in being a committee member on one of the topics above. And tell me 
if there is another topic you think IPA/USA should take on. 
 
Kim Doster, our new webmaster, is planning changes in our website which should be 
completed in a few weeks. In the meantime, an important addition is a partnership with 
Mind, Body and Child to feature their podcast on our website. The podcast includes 
interviews with researchers and advocates on physical activity, play, and health. Thank 
you, Rae Pica, for your willingness to share these important podcasts. 
 
Many thanks to Sharon Schneider, who was the primary guest-editor of this newsletter. 
Thanks also to the following board members for recruiting articles or contributing 
articles: Tom Reed, Anna-Marie Millbank, Dorothy Sluss, and Angela Eckhoff.  
 
As we advocate for the child’s right to play, it helps to have a playful spirit, but we must 
also be seriously determined. I believe that playfulness and determination are a powerful 
combination. 
 
All the best for a wonderful holiday season! 
 
Olga Jarrett 
IPA/USA President 
 
.   

F.I.T. KIDS ACT... Minimum Recess Minutes Needed 
 

Amy Lux 
Founder, Coalition for Children’s Health 

Chicago, Illinois 
  
The great minds written up in history have countless quotes about the need for play in 
children.  My favorite one is from Albert Einstein. "It is little short of a miracle that 
modern methods of instruction have not already completely strangled the holy curiosity 
of inquiry, because what the delicate little plants need most, apart from initial stimulation, 
is freedom; without that is surely destroyed." 
  
The Illinois House of Representatives tried to pass mandatory recess legislation this past 
spring for kindergarten through 8th grade. The focus was on Chicago's public 
schools, many of which do not allow children out of the building during the day.   Xavier 
Torres, 11, presented testimony at a hearing on legislation that would have made a 15-
minute recess mandatory for elementary schools students in Illinois.  "Sometimes when I 
get home from school, I'm so tired and frustrated from taking tests, being quiet and doing 
assignments all day long.  I would love to go for a bike ride or run around the block and 
play outside after school, but in my neighborhood we can't always do that because there 
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are a lot of gang bangers and people selling drugs, and I don't want to get mixed up with 
that."  He explained that he hopes to be a police officer one day so that he can help make 
his community a safer place for kids to play. 
  
Some of the factors in not being able to get this legislation passed was the length 
of Chicago's school day, which is the shortest in Illinois, and many schools commitment 
to non-mandated instruction like foreign language. Recess was once used to meet 
physical education mandates. Illinois legislation passed this past spring which requires 
schools to get off of physical education waivers.  Schools have a period of time to get off 
of the waivers, but so far many schools in Chicago have not made any movement.  It 
seems as if they think the law is not going to be enforced. 
  
Chicago shortened their school day to take away the extended lunch/recess period 
whereby the children once went home, because of safety concerns, about 30 years ago.  
One thing that happened to society in this period, was that mothers went to work full 
time, and no one was home.  In effect, administrators sent children home early, to empty 
houses, when the district should have added an on-campus recess.   
  
Today, Chicago offers physical education class as little as once per week.  The State of 
Illinois asks schools to provide it 5 days per week. 
  
Physical activity fuels the brain with a better supply of blood and provides brain cells 
with a healthier supply of natural substances. These substances enhance brain growth and 
help the brain to make a greater number of connections between neurons. These 
connections make the brain better able to process a variety of information, thus leading to 
higher achievement.   A seminal study by R.E. Kraft in 1989 found that vigorous physical 
activity occurred more frequently at recess- where children run, jump, and play as much 
as they want- than in P.E. class, where they participate in structured games and are often 
sedentary while waiting their turn or receiving instruction.  Legislation pertaining to 
physical education should mandate a minimum number of minutes for free play.  It is an 
essential component of education. 
  
Foster a playful environment for the children and see what wonders they will create. 
America is a country of famous inventions.  Look at countries with histories of very rigid 
schooling.  What are they famous for inventing?   Play is the grooming ground for the 
imagination. From this comes dreams. Through play, the future is full of boundless 
possibilities.  
  
Some schools worry about violence from gangs while the children are outside for play.  I 
think that the cost of protecting the playground would be well invested.  Send guards if 
that is what is necessary. 
  
Another factor for not wanting recess is that school officials do not want to deal with the 
extra headache.  Lets face it...  many school personnel would rather not deal with the 
discipline issues.  But there are costs to not allowing children to behave like children.  



 4 

The playground is where many children learn what is acceptable behavior.  How many 
adults have you ran into that you wish had learned simple playground etiquette?   
  
Federal legislation was introduced on July 31st, HR 3257, the F.I.T. Kids Act, which 
is requiring states to have schools get back to 30 minutes of physical education per day 
for kindergarten through 5th grade, and 45 minutes for 6th through 12th.  In the findings, 
legislators noted that obesity costs America $100 billion dollars per year, and that 
physical education helps control anxiety and depression.  Mental health care is one of the 
fastest growing costs in our health care system.  Children of any emotional makeup need 
to be given access to constructive ways to direct their energy.  Otherwise, all sorts of 
things get internalized and cause costly debilitating diseases.  One of the biggest causes 
of obesity is anxiety. 
  
The brain is an instrument that requires tuning in order to become focused, steady and 
inquisitive. The right and left sides of the brain must be balanced. Imaginative play along 
with art and physical education are necessary to unite the intellectual with the intuitive. 
The unification of both sides of the brain enables you to relax and concentrate at the same 
time. One of the reasons so many children are on ADD/ADHD medications is because 
the physical side of education is non-existent. More children are on psychotropic 
medications than ever. Those that don't get professional help are growing up mentally off 
center.  
 
Katie Couric recently reported on the overuse of psychotropic medication in children.  It 
aired on 60 minutes on September 30th.  An estimated 1 million children are diagnosed 
with bipolar disorder, more than autism and diabetes combined.   This is a diagnoses 
that until the 90's was thought to be very rare in children.  But Dr. Joseph Bederman, a 
Harvard professor and the head psychopharmacologist at Mass General Hospital, has 
found ways to find it more diagnosable in children.  For adults, it is defined as dramatic 
mood swings with severe highs and severe lows that last several weeks or months.  Dr. 
Bederman has changed that definition for children to "extreme irritability with 
recklessness, sleeplessness and hyperactivity."  But his definition was disputed by Dr. 
John McClellan of Seattle Children's Hospital.  Dr. McClellan sees countless children 
who have been diagnosed bipolar who are on the average of 4 medications, with as many 
as 12.  Under his care, most of these children end up on a hyperactivity medication and 
possibly a sleep disorder aid, along with behavioral therapy.  Katie questioned, "Are we 
drugging children for simply wanting to act like children?"  I have to wonder whether any 
of these parents or doctors have prescribed fresh air and playful exercise for their 
children. Children who are physically active are able to release pent up energy that might 
otherwise make them irritable.  They also are also going to sleep better.   
  
In the inner city, many kids are too stressed out to care to learn to read.  Society 
introduces significant pressure and stress for many students because of academic 
demands, family issues, and peer pressures.  Where do children learn to balance work and 
leisure time? How do they learn to take healthy breaks?  We all know how difficult it is 
to get all of our adult obligations taken care of.  Too often, kids are only shown the busy 
part of life. 
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We are wasting educational dollars if we think children are going to be effective learners 
in the environment we have given them.  How difficult is it for an adult to process 
information?  In any professional day-long seminar, there are two breaks, besides lunch.  
One about an hour and a half into the day, and another about an hour and a half after 
lunch.  Research shows that the attention span involves 90-110 minute cyclical patterns 
throughout the day, after which it needs downtime to recycle chemicals crucial for long-
term memory.  College classes honor this.  For any 3 hour class, there is a 15 minute 
break half way through.  Even prison administrators know enough to give inmates one 
physical break per day. 
  
On Disney's Recess cartoon, the 3rd graders had recess taken away to see if teachers 
could improve test scores.  Throughout the several days the experiment ran, students 
started spacing out, drooling, and finally the screen went fuzzy.  The kids basically 
blacked out.  My 5th grader's history teacher also believes children need recess.  "I teach 
history class after lunch.  It is like talking to a blank wall."    
  
Two schools in Chicago have recently switched back to a longer school day with a 45 
minute lunch and recess.  Principal Charlotte Stoxstell reports, "There's more teaching 
and learning going on in the afternoon.  The teachers aren't tired.  The kids aren't tired."   
Principal Joseph Kallas agrees that recess has expanded children's attention span.  
  
The brain is a physical organ and needs more oxygen than any other part of the body.  In 
this media age, traditional play involving exercise is often not the first choice for 
children.  Stretching, running, and playing controls and soothes emotions, removes 
anxiety and enhances mental performance.  It awakens creativity and fine-tunes the mind. 
If a child has slack attention and day dreams a lot, they need more stimulation to engage 
the mind and body. 
 
Henry David Thoreau quotes, "The body is the 1st instrument of the soul". 
 
My theory is that most aggressive behavior with adolescents is a product of not having 
adequate physical education. The endocrine system needs more attention. It encompasses 
the pineal, pituitary and adrenal glands. A significant process occurs around the age of 8. 
The pineal gland, the master gland of the pituitary and the whole endocrine system, cedes 
its predominant role to the pituitary gland, which releases reproductive hormones and 
triggers rapid growth in emotional/mental characteristics.  We are all familiar with the 
unpredictable mood swings of the pre-teen years. This is why national standards ask for 
more physical education as children reach adolescence. They need it to maintain balance. 
It is a time when sexual frustrations start to develop.  Promiscuity may be just energy that 
could be spent on more constructive physical endeavors. 
 
Another major event happens as a child enters adolescence.  As the pineal gland starts to 
wind down, so does a child's intuition and self control. It is believed that the pineal gland 
is the seat of intuition, nurtures spiritual qualities, and fosters emotional control. How do 
young children learn so rapidly?  Children from infancy through age 7 learn more than 
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any other time in their lives. They do so because of intuition. They keep their intuition 
active through play. If you shut down play, you shut down a large portion of their brains 
ability to learn. The pineal gland is considered to be a vestigial gland that could 
eventually shut down permanently. Do we want to shut down our children's ability to be 
intuitive? 
 
I watched my children go from knowing all their letters and sounds at age 4 to not even 
being able (or desire) to learn to read when they went to an all day kindergarten that did 
not have regular recess. Each of them came home during the first few weeks, throwing 
up, in tears, hating school. They were very anxious and begged to stay home. They forgot 
their letters/sounds. They basically shut down. They have hand eye fine motor 
disabilities, which compounded their inability to keep up. Basically, this means they have 
a difficult time getting their fingers to do what their brains are telling them to do. Writing 
is a nightmare. They needed the play time to work out anxieties. Instead, whatever 
special needs instruction they received was during the 'recess' period. They stayed in 
while their friends went out to play. In 2nd and 3rd grade, they were kept in because they 
did not finish their 'writing' tasks on time. Psychologists estimate 1 in 8 children suffer 
fine motor disabilities. Recess is what they need most. Keeping the large motor systems 
engaged, stimulating the mind, and offering relaxation. 
  
I find that my children are much more likely to want to lie around after school on days 
when they do not have recess.  On days when they do, they can't wait to get done with 
their homework so that they can go outside and play.  In an article entitled "Restricting 
Opportunities to be Active During School Time:  Do children Compensate by Increasing 
Physical Activity Levels After School?", researchers found that children who had a 
sedentary school day were 65% less active between 3 and 7:30 PM.  A teacher friend 
who works in an inner-city school finds that on the rare days when her principal allows 
her to give her 1st graders a recess, they often just stand around.  Many of these kids have 
not had many play opportunities in early childhood, because of working parents and 
unsafe playgrounds.  She added, "We need to be given the opportunity to teach these kids 
4-square and other classic playground games!" 

 
Everybody needs down time and time to socialize.  It's required in labor contracts, 
everywhere.  To sit at a table all day is not healthy for anyone, especially children.  
Recess and play hold promise in improving children's whole experience with school. 
School should be more fun and playful than it often is today.  Not just fun for the sake of 
fun, but fun in terms of more exploration, building, discovering, and being healthy. 
  
Free play gives children the opportunities for social-emotional development that are 
rarely available in classroom work or even in structured physical education.  It is a time 
when students can explore their own interests, and the less rigid setting enables them to 
collaborate and resolve conflicts on their own instead of following instructions as a 
teacher works out the problems. 
  
Something as simple as organizing their own game of tag and taking turns being "it" 
helps children develop the social skills that they will use for the rest of their life.   The 
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open structure also allows a chance for children to daydream or sit peacefully, a basis for 
the development of creativity and identity. 
  
Many schools offer no other time during the day when children can learn and practice 
social skills.  And because of factors shifting throughout society, many children have 
limited opportunities to develop language skills with other children outside of school. 
  
The Illinois Association for Health, Physical Education, Recreation and Dance, advocates 
for more recess in Illinois schools.  The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention's 
School Health Index recommends at least 20 minutes of recess each day. 
  
Editor’s Note: When Amy found out that her children were not receiving recess at school, 
she started a letter writing campaign to educate parents about its importance.  The 
Coalition for Children's Health developed into a nationwide network of recess advocates 
who committed to educating fellow parents, educational leadership, and legislators of the 
importance of playful exercise among children.  See www.geocities.com/recessplease for 
further research.  You can join the Coalition by contacting Amy Lux directly at 
amyjeanlux@yahoo.com. 
  
 

The Playtime! Project: Addressing the Loss of Recess in the UK 
 

Shelly Newstead, Common Threads Training, UK 
 
It’s true that we who work in children’s play in the UK have many reasons to be cheerful 
at the moment. Our tradition of adventure playgrounds, where children can engage in a 
variety of different play types and choose a plethora of open-access playschemes, proves 
that there is still a recognition of the importance of ‘free’ child-initiated play for children. 
Our national lottery has made available a huge amount of money solely for children’s 
play - and while the debates rage here about how that money is being spent ‘on the 
ground’, there can be no doubt about the importance of play  at a local and national level 
because of this funding. 
 
But there is one particular area of play that is currently causing huge amounts of concern 
to play professionals across the UK – and that is the area of play in schools. Recess (or 
‘playtime’ as it is called in the UK) is disappearing fast from the school day in primary 
schools. This elimination of playtime is causing huge issues for schools. One school in 
the east of England has been built without a playground, with the headteacher saying that 
children won’t need playtime because they will be so stimulated in their lessons. Another 
school in rural England has had six children removed by parents as a result of how 
playtime has been organised by the school – fencing children into pre-determined areas 
and restricting social contact at playtimes. A school in Scotland has recently hit the media 
because the headteacher has declared a ‘no touching at playtimes’ policy, following a 
fight between two children during one playtime. Other examples of routine curtailment of 
children’s playtime over the last few months have included children not being allowed to 
play in the snow or the rain, being banned from making ‘daisy chains’ and putting 
children into ‘family groups’ which prevent children from playing with their friends. 
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So where does this inappropriate and worrying treatment of recess stem from in the UK? 
Adult concerns in schools seem to be in three general areas; 
 

·  Raising academic standards – the theory being that the more time children spend 
in the classroom, the better their academic achievement will be 

·  Concerns about health and safety and the fear of litigation by parents as a result of 
accidents which happen in the playground 

·  A perception by adults in schools that children’s behaviour is deteriorating at 
playtime and that to shorten or delete recess will ‘solve the problem’.  

  
Recess Initiatives in the UK 
There are currently several initiatives in the UK which are aimed at addressing these 
concerns and raising the importance of recess and play in schools. Projects that teach 
adults traditional playground games to play with the children has had some success in 
helping adults on the playground to engage children in playful activities, and one of the 
major trades unions has launched their play policy for schools which has been welcomed 
by its members.  
 
Another initiative is the Playtime! project, which has been partially funded by the British 
government. Initially a piece of consultancy work with schools in the north of England, 
the Playtime! project set out to specifically address the issue of negative behaviour during 
recess which then had an impact on available teaching time and academic standards. The 
methodology adopted was to look at – and develop - how the school was facilitating play 
at playtime in three areas; 
 

·  play space – how was the school using its play space and how was it helping – or 
hindering – children to get the most play out of it? 

·  play equipment – what was the school providing for children to play with and 
how were the children able – or not able – to use what was provided? 

·  play people – what was the role of the adults who supervised recess and how 
could they help children to get more play out of their playtimes? 

 
The Playtime! project proved that children’s behaviour improved dramatically when there 
was more play on the playground and that academic standards were actually raised by 
children having a full and active playtime that was full of play. 
 
The results of the Playtime! project has now been written up into report so that other 
schools (and those that support them) can use the above methodology to put play back 
into the playground. A DVD was also made during the project which has some great 
footage of what a really “good” recess should look like in practice and also features 
interviews with staff, governors and children who talk about the changes they made in 
improving the quality of play at recess. 
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For more information on the Playtime! project take a look at the specialist website 
www.playinschools.org.uk and to find out more about Common Threads, who led the 
Playtime! project, take a look at their website www.commonthreads.org.uk  
 
 

Playwork and Challenging Behaviour: Is “Reframing” a possible 
playwork answer? 

 
Dawn Claypole: dawn.claypole@nottinghamcity.gov.uk 

Wendy Russell: wrussell@glos.ac.uk. 
 
Introduction 
Nottingham City has always recognised the benefits Playworkers bring for the city’s 
children and families.  Like any other major city, Nottingham is not without its 
challenges and Playwork interventions have an important role in many of our planned 
responses.  In 2005 our Play sites were showing increased reporting of incidences of 
challenging behaviour by children.  Nottingham City Council has long known that some 
behaviour regarded as challenging is a play expression that trained playworkers can 
understand and work with.  In line with Nottingham City Council Inclusion policy open 
access play services regard excluding children from provision for challenging behaviour 
as an inappropriate response and will only do so if behaviour by individuals puts others at 
risk. Nevertheless staff were finding behaviour increasingly difficult, with teams feeling 
less able to respond.   
 
There were many factors that contributed to the rise in reported incident from staffing 
experience to increased partnership work with more specialist services.   What was clear 
however was the need to support staff to prevent exclusion, while not contributing to 
stigmatisation.  A research project was initiated to look for an appropriately defined 
Playwork response that would ensure teams were equipped to resist starting the cycle of 
exclusion. 
 
The Research 
The starting point for the one-year action research project was to agree that the 
playworkers primary role is to support children’s play. This is a position fraught with 
contradictions, not least because children’s play belongs to children, yet adult 
professional relationships with children are generally understood within the frame of 
expert-to-incompetent. Debates around direction and intervention have raged long and 
hard within the playwork sector in the UK. Playworkers develop ways of working with 
the contradictions, generally aiming for a playful approach as often as possible, 
occasionally having to be more didactic. Most behaviour management approaches sit 
within the didactic approach; this project set out to see if anything could be learned from 
considering a playful (what we have called ‘ludocentric’) approach. 
 
Once such a starting principle had been agreed, the next step was to gain an in-depth 
insight into how each particular child played. It is well understood that play is not always 
‘nice’, and that there may be a purpose to the kinds of playing that adults find offensive 
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or challenging. The group of two playwork teams considered seven children over the 
project, four boys and three girls, all aged between ten and twelve years. These children 
presented behaviour including aggression, violence, mood swings and sexualised 
language and behaviour. The playwork teams drew up ‘play profiles’ of these children 
and brought them to a series of facilitated meetings. Play profiles consisted of observing 
which play types1 each child favoured, their metacommunication2 styles and play cues,3 
their favoured play narratives and finally their ability to establish and maintain play 
frames. It was the exploration of metacommunication and frames that gave us the richest 
material for considering a ludocentric approach. 
 
Brian Sutton-Smith’s recent work4 on play and emotions gave the project a particularly 
useful theoretical foundation for this approach. The suspension of ‘real world’ rules that 
forms the basis of playing is achieved through the co- creation of a frame within which 
behaviour is understood as playful and therefore not carrying the consequences of similar 
behaviour outside of the frame.5 Metacommunication, rules and rituals all help to create 
and maintain the frame. Thus, in play, children can express and experience the power and 
vitality of raw emotions relatively safely. Once this had been appreciated and applied in 
real terms to the playing of real children, we began to explore ludocentric ways that 
playworkers could support each child’s play style.  
 
The principle here was that the playworkers’ focus should be the children’s playing rather 
than their challenging behaviour. There would of course be times when the playworkers 
would have to step in and respond to extreme violence; however, this project shifted the 
analytical and reflective gaze away from this to a more holistic picture of each child’s 
play styles and preferences. What we found was that many of the children found it 
difficult to communicate clearly that they were playing, and emotions would often ‘seep’ 
through the frames and become real. Having realised this, we then discussed ways that 
playworkers could support the establishment and maintenance of play frames. This could 
often be through a modelling of clearer play cues, or through helping to provide the 
props, rules or environment to support the establishment of preferred frames. In some 
circumstances, a deliberate ‘reframing’ could be used, where playworkers set up games 
or activities that enabled the same narratives to be expressed but with less negative 
impact on other children. 
 
Conclusion 
Playworkers found this approach gave them something concrete to work with and led to a 
more balanced approach, a welcome shift away from constant correction and sanctions. 
With many (but not all) children, the extremes of non-playful challenging behaviour were 
less frequent and their ability to play was enhanced.  It is clear also that elements of this 

                                                 
1 Hughes, B. (2002) A Playworker’s Taxonomy of Play Types. London: PLAYLINK 
2 Bateson, G. (1972) Steps to an Ecology of Mind. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
3 Sturrock, G. and Else, P. (1998) The Playground as Therapeutic Space:  Playwork as Healing.  “The 
Colorado Paper”, Sheffield: Ludemos Press. 
4 For example, Sutton-Smith, B. (2003) ‘Play as a Parody of Emotional Vulnerability’, in J.L.Roopnarine 
(Ed.) Play and Educational Theory and Practice, Play and Culture Studies Vol. 5. Westport, Connecticut: 
Praeger. 
5 Bateson, G. (1972) Steps to an Ecology of Mind. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
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approach have the potential to reach outside of play services across other services for 
children.  The reframing of challenging behaviour, grounded in sound playwork theories 
and principles, can give staff the appropriate tools with which to respond.  In turn it can 
give children a chance to have their behaviours reinterpreted not misinterpreted.  The 
next steps therefore will be to explore how this learning might be integrated into the work 
of other children’s services professionals. 
 
The summary and full reports on the project are available from 
playservice@nottinghamcity.gov.uk. 
 
Support my participation too! 
 
Kate Bishop  
Research and design consultant for children’s environments, in particular, environments 
for children with special needs. Email: kbishop@bigpond.com 

 
We know that children come to 
playgrounds for their novelty, for the play 
challenges they find there, for the 
opportunity to socialise with other 
children, and simply to have fun. We can 
also say that the desire for these 
experiences does not vary across different 
groups of children. So why focus on any 
group of children in particular?  
 
Whilst the needs outlined may be shared 

by all children, children with disabilities may be restricted in their ability to experience 
these things in playgrounds. By focussing on the diversity of abilities that children may 
have, it is possible to create supportive environments which assist them to meet their 
needs and to participate. The actual nature of the play environment itself, its design, and 
the components within it can play their part in helping all children to be able to 
participate in play. 
 
Designing play environments for children who have a range of abilities is a challenge. 
The main aim of these environments is to support and facilitate all children’s ability to 
participate. Understanding how to approach the design of a supportive inclusive 
playground is the focus of this article. 
 
Who is the playground for? 
 
 To understand what constitutes a supportive play environment we need to consider who 
we are creating the environment for. The way we as designers conceptualize children 
with disabilities as a user group will greatly influence the subsequent environment we 
design for them.  
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It is crucial for the design team to be clear about how they conceive of children with 
disabilities and what overarching assumptions they are using as the background to their 
design. Even if unacknowledged these will be very influential on the playground design, 
and ultimately on the play experiences that are embodied in the design.  
 

Using an extreme example to make the point, if we 
consider children with disabilities to be passive 
observers rather than active participants in their 
worlds, the design created is unlikely to place an 
emphasis on facilitating their participation and 
engagement in the environment. However if we 
consider that children’s desire to participate in play 
is true for all children, then this shifts the emphasis 
within the design toward facilitating their ability to 
do so, no matter how restricted their participation 
may be. 
 
Interpreting accessibility as a concept  
 
Most readers will be familiar with accessibility as a 
concept but invariably it is interpreted narrowly to 
mean implementing changes in the environment 
that facilitate the travel of wheelchair users. The 
considerations needed for this user group are just 
the starting point. Children with sensory 

impairments or intellectual impairments or other kinds of physical impairments, not 
requiring wheelchairs, all introduce considerations for the designer creating a play 
environment in which the aim is to enable their participation.  
 
Spending some time in understanding the ramifications of some of the categories of 
disability that children can have will also be helpful in understanding how to anticipate 
their use of a play environment. It goes without saying that children with disabilities are 
not an homogenous group and that the experience and needs of children who are in 
wheelchairs will be fundamentally different to the experience and needs of children who 
are deaf or blind for example. 
 
The implications of different types of disability and their impact on children’s ability to 
engage with the playground needs to be considered. The variation in children’s abilities 
will have implications for the type and volume of spatial information that is available in 
the environment; the organisation and relationship between activities; the use and 
placement of colour, sound and texture; the volume of supportive facilities such as 
seating; amongst many other considerations. 
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Consistency of consideration 
 
The sensibility that supports the creation of a supportive environment needs to be 
maintained across the whole design process and there are many points of potential 
breakdown. For example careful attention may be paid to what kind of challenges are 

included in the playground so that a 
range of graded challenge is present, 
but very little attention may be paid 
to the way they are linked and the 
relationships between them. This 
means that the carefully chosen 
elements are undermined by their 
confusing context and the 
workability for children is reduced. 
For example, the bridge in the 
photograph provides the only access 
between two accessible play areas. 
This one design decision will inhibit 

the travel of many children between these two areas. 
 
There needs to be consistency of care and consideration throughout the process, so that 
children are able to read the environment as a whole and use it easily. It is not easy but 
making an environment partially accessible means making an environment partially 
inclusive and partially supportive. It is crucial that designers continuously consider the 
implications of every detail they add to the design for its workability for all children. 
 
Some of the key considerations 
 
Site selection: Playgrounds for all children should be placed near accessible parking and 
near an amenities block. The gradient of the site needs to be able to support a continuous 
accessible path all the way around the playground, and the outer perimeter of the 
playground needs to be fenced. 
 
Design and layout: The overall configuration of the design and layout needs to 
anticipate children and adults with sensory and intellectual impairments and those with 
reduced stamina. Careful attention should be paid to the sequence of activities, and the 
opportunities for rest and retreat that are available in the design. Seating with arms should 
be placed throughout the design.  

 
Legibility: 
Careful attention should also be 
paid to the legibility of the 
environment. This includes any 
signage or landmarks used, and the 
placement of colour, texture and 
sensory materials so that these 
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things can provide spatial information, particularly at points of transition such as between 
the main pathway and the beginning of activity areas. This information if used 
consistently on features that occur consistently through a playground, can help facilitate 
children’s movement in playgrounds. Or it can help to provide orientation or landmarks 
within a large environment.  
 
Flexibility and options: Providing flexibility and options within the environment and 
within each type of play activity enables children to find a match with their skills and 
increases their chances of participation. One of the ways of doing this is by providing 
graded challenge. This means providing challenge at different heights in the playground 
and ensuring in particular that there is a body of ground level challenges. It also means 
providing grades of intellectual, social and physical challenge within the playground as a 
whole and within any type of activity.  
 
Here is an example of a balance challenge which encompasses many levels of difficulty 
in the one play activity. It enables children with different abilities to play together. 

 
This photo and the photo of the child with the walker courtesy of Fiona Robbé 

 
In summary 
 
Designing supportive inclusive play environments is a real challenge and involves 
consistent mindfulness from the design team. The team needs to consider the implications 
of their decisions for all children’s ability to play and participate in their design. 
 
A supportive inclusive play environment is one which facilitates and supports all 
children’s ability to participate in play.  
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Rough and Tumble Play: A Developmental Necessity 
 

Dr Tom Reed 
Vice President- IPA/USA 

University of South Carolina Upstate 
treed@.uscupstate.edu 

Characteristics of Rough and Tumble Play 
Rough and tumble play (R&T) begins innocently enough with parents and is found in 
play games throughout history.  Consider the following things we do or games we play 
with infants and preschool aged children.  You will note that all of these actions are used 
to provoke children into responding in a physical manner and at the very least respond to 
you while the games are also very aggressive in nature.  For example we point our finger 
at an infant and say “goochy-goochy’goo” in hopes of provoking a response from the 
child. Innocent tickling of the feet or hands of an infant is also a similar example of an 
action an adult makes in order to provoke the child into responding to them.  As the child 
begins to interact with siblings etc youthful games such as “I’m gonna get you/You can’t 
Catch Me,” King of the Mountain, Red Rover, London Bridge, Kick the Can  emerge not 
only with parental approval,  but often older children and parents are the instigators of 
this behavior.  Later these actions evolve into stereotypical R&T behavior that includes or 
resembles wrestling, football, chase and flee and children pretending they are monsters 
etc. 

Who Engages in  R&T  
R&T is played primarily by boys however a significant number of girls engage in R&T 
behaviors as well.  Observations reveal that when girls who play R&T use the same rules 
as boys do.  It seems girls are more likely to engage in R&T if the father, older brother, 
and uncle will play with them or if there are lots of boys in the neighborhood.  However, 
there are other reasons why more boys than girls engage in R&T including social, 
biological social and emotional influences. 

Biological Considerations 
Generally speaking males develop larger muscles than do girls as such the developing 
body demands activity to assist in this development.  The preferred learning style of most 
males is visually and kinesthetic means which means they need to be able to push, pull, 
climb and generally needing to get their hands on things.   Girls are more linguistic and 
verbal so although they too need physical stimulation the drive to develop muscles is not 
near the demand placed on males.  It would appear that over time learning styles evolve 
from a developmental process to the way in which one accommodates being a member of 
a particular gender.  Males by and large participate in gross motor activities more so than 
females throughout their life by playing in adult softball, football and soccer leagues.  
Sports demanding less physical force and are more skill oriented such as volleyball and 
tennis seem to attract a more balanced population of men and women.  Furthermore, the 
hormone testosterone is attributed to more aggressive behavior as opposed to estrogen.  
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Social Influences 
Boys are learning what it is like to be a male in society as girls are learning what it is like 
to be female.  Studies have shown how differently males and females respond to sex 
stereo type toys and are generally more engaged in play with toys representing their 
gender.  Given a box of toys more typically masculine play between a father and his 
commences immediately.  However the converse is also true in that faced with a box of 
toys more associated with girls play is either delayed or comes to an abrupt end.  Males 
physically treat infants different based on gender as do women.  Males will be more 
aggressive with male infants than with females.  If you present a girl to a male and tell 
him it’s a boy studies show that the child will be handled more aggressively than if the 
care giver knew the child was a girl.    Despite advances we still live in a society where 
big boys don’t cry and the strong silent type is an attractive feature.   Often respect is 
accorded from one male to the next based on physical dominance.  It was not all that long 
ago when police officers were all male and you had to be a certain height in order to enter 
law enforcement.  In fact in all male societies (such as penal institutions) governance is 
based almost completely by those who can physically dominate or otherwise intimidate 
the general population.   

Differences Between R&T and Aggression 
Quite often the reason R&T is not permitted is because it leads to aggression.  The truth 
is an aggression act leads to an aggressive response.  In R&T there is no denial that from 
time to time players get upset or momentarily irate.  More than likely the cause of the 
irritation is because someone exceeded the normal limits of what was acceptable.  
However, this is necessary part of development and the socialization process in that limits 
most be evaluated periodically and adjustments made accordingly.  Few of us have gone 
through life without testing normal social limits from language expression to determining 
just how far over the speed limit we can go without being issued a citation for speeding.  
Challenging limits is often the vehicle for change and the renegotiation of rules that no 
longer apply.  There are some very distinct and separate views of the difference between 
R&T & aggression as outlined below:  
  
 R&T     Aggression 
 Play is the key element  A way release hostility 
 Understanding between players Revenge is paramount 
 Injury is an exception   Hurting someone is the goal 
 Care and concern for hurt players Have no intention of helping 
 Recognize the play face  Take advantage of play situations 
 The players are friends  Friendship is not a consideration 

Friendship and R&T 
Friendship is a critical element in successful R&T.  The players are likely to have been 
friends for a significant period of time and new players are accorded based on their 
perceived popularity.  The R&T players know that trust is an essential element in R&T.  
The closer the friendship the more intense and rich the R&T experience is for the players.  
For example when R&T players are asked why it is they can tackle one another and not 
get in a fight their response is likely to be, they are friends and that is how we play.  
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College and professional athletes often express their friendship for their former team 
member but play with more intensity against them based on the fact they are friends.  
However, teachers are likely to say to boys that friends don’t play like that.  A feminine 
element of friendship suggests that those who like one another don’t hit. Women make 
the greater majority of caregivers in this world and may find themselves in conflict with 
how males connect on an emotional level with one another.  The truth is for most males is 
that the closer the friendship the harder they can hit one another or otherwise engage in 
rough behavior either physically or verbally.  

R&T as a Form of Intimacy 
The opportunities for males to express affection for each other in public or private is 
virtually nonexistent.  Females who sit in close proximity, hug or otherwise engage in 
physical intimacy with one another is generally acceptable.  Boys are allowed physical 
intimacy without fear of teasing or shaming till about 1st grade. Girls can continue into 
late adolescence (and later) with considerably less fear of reprisal.  However, boys are 
clear on the rules governing where and when they can be touched which is most likely to 
be permitted while participating in or viewing sporting events.  Many a fanny are slapped 
during sporting events that simple would not be acceptable in any other venue.  Thus 
sports become the primary vehicle in which it is safe for males to express intimacy.  It 
provides them the opportunity to “connect” to other males they feel disconnected from.  
Consider that men will dance (doing the bump etc) with other men at a football game 
whereas they will not dance with the women in their life.  
 
Summary 
There are many benefits to children being allowed to participate in R&T.  Children can 
be trained to participate in R&T within reasonable guidelines.  The fear that R&T will 
lead to injury or aggression is not founded.  In fact there is less incidence of injury during 
R&T than in normal playground behavior.  Children need to have space where they are 
free to create, recreate and negotiate play experiences.  R&T is a very good venue for this 
type of give and take in a world that is constantly changing and the rules need to be 
periodically renegotiated or even created at any given moment.  R&T players are 
particularly adept at determining whether the space they are using is safe for this type of 
play.  Often they set safe parameters on their own without interference from the 
playground supervisor.  However, the play supervisor must be ready to assist in disputes 
that have the potential to escalate or to intervene when a child enters the play arena to 
release hostility or aggression.  R&T can be taught through direct observation and 
assessment of individual behavior and as often the case modeling R&T can be by far the 
most productive way to ensure safe limits are enforced.  It is important for us to keep in 
check one’s own experience because R&T may not be a way in which we might choose 
to play with our friends.  However, to the visual-kinesthetic learner, and particularly 
males, this is way in which active learning takes place as well as preparing them for their 
place in the 21st century.   
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Children (not at) Play 
 

Tina Nocera, 
Founder, Parental Wisdom 

 
This past summer, I noticed something very odd.  No matter where I went, I didn’t see 
any children outside playing.  Don’t get me wrong. There were children at playgrounds, 
and ball fields, but there were no children outside playing.   
 
I had to find out if my impression was accurate, and if so, why.  I spoke to parents around 
the country and these are the responses to the question, ‘why aren’t children outside at 
play?’  
 
Question:  Parents feel pressured about everything our children do.  They are compared 
to other kids, which puts us in a position to defend what our children can and can’t do. 
Someone is always questioning why a child isn’t walking yet, not crawling, not yet toilet 
trained, why a student isn’t in honors classes.  Everything is such a competition, every 
child is measured.  Play simply doesn’t contribute to winning any competition?  
Answer: No doubt we’re in a competitive culture.  But if you don’t compete, it’s no 
longer a competition. Things work out.  Kids eventually get toilet trained, and lose the 
pacifier. 
 
An appropriate answer to another parent playing a competitive game is “In my child’s 
own time.”  We seem to be in constant race to have children do things that they will do 
anyway, walk, talk, toilet train – but why is doing it first so important? In many cases it is 
better if they’re delayed?  This is best illustrated by Einstein’s own response to his 
discovery:  
  
“When I ask myself how it happened that I in particular discovered the Relativity Theory, 
it seems to lie in the following circumstance. The normal adult never bothers his head of 
space-time problems. Everything there is to be thought about, in his opinion, has been 
done in early childhood. I, on the contrary, developed so slowly that I only began to 
wonder about space and time when I was already grown up. In consequence, I poked 
deeper into the problem than any ordinary child would.”  
 
Remember Einstein talked late and did poorly in school.  If he was a kid today, he’d be 
on Ritalin and we’d still be waiting for that theory of relativity! 
 
Question: Easy for you to say.  If we don’t push our kids they won’t get into the right 
college. Parents are plotting out their kids tracks in school from first grade, some even 
pre-school!   
Answer: What’s interesting about all this is that some of the best colleges are now asking 
kids what they do for fun.   They are asking kids what they daydream about.  The 
response from students – “We don’t daydream, there’s no reward in it.” Well, if that 
doesn’t hit you right between the eyes! 
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Question: Let’s face it – the world is a very competitive place.  If our children aren’t 
pushed to succeed academically they will be left behind, and we could have prevented it 
so then what kind of parents are we? 
Answer: I guess the end game is about our children being successful.  But how is success 
defined and whose successes are we talking about, yours or your child’s?  Let’s first 
define success as a parent, and say that it is to raise a happy, healthy, well-adjusted, 
independent person that contributes to society.  If you would agree with that definition of 
success, you can see that it has nothing to do with the dollars or degrees your child will 
earn.  One of the many roles a parent plays is giving their children opportunities to 
explore the world to see what it is the child loves to do, and is passionate about.  And if 
he learns persistence, he can’t help but be successful.  Then you too will have succeeded 
as a parent, and will have educated the child’s whole being so they thrive.  
 
Parents today are so worried their children are going to miss out on something that 
they do – it’s childhood.  
 
Question: I hear you - great! If all kids did what they wanted to do, we would have a 
world full of cowboys and ballerinas.   
Answer: Well let me share an interesting story about a ballerina.  Did you ever hear of 
Gillian Lynn?  In the 1930’s Gillian’s mom was called to the school because she was 
‘fidgety’ which was the word people used before attention deficit disorder was 
understood. The teachers felt that Gillian had a learning disability, so her mom took her 
to a specialist.  While the mom and specialist were talking, Gillian sat on her hands so 
she wouldn’t be so fidgety; something they both noticed.  As the adults left the room to 
talk, music was softly playing in the background.  The mom and specialist peeked in 
noticed that Gillian never sat still.  The specialist turned to Gillian’s mother and said, 
“Your daughter doesn’t have a learning disability, your daughter is a dancer.”   
Once her mom put her in a program to take advantage of her gift, Gillian Lynn went onto 
to become a Prima Ballerina in the Royal Ballet and then onto choreograph Cats and 
Phantom of the Opera for Andrew Lloyd Webber, start a production company and she is 
now a multi-millionaire, but more than anything, she was happy.   
 
Today we would handle the situation much differently. Creativity should be as important 
as literacy in our schools, but our children are educated from the neck up – as if their 
little bodies are only meant to provide transport for their heads.  And even at that, we 
favor one side of the brain which isn’t the side important to encouraging creativity.   
 
Question: But when your kids go to school how do you control what the education 
system thinks is important? 
Answer: The education system is an important foundation, but you don’t relinquish your 
job as your child’s most important teacher.  My first experience with public school was 
scary.  After leaving a very nurturing and creative pre-school, I was called into see my 
daughter’s kindergarten teacher.  “Noelle isn’t mature,” she told me.  I was happy the 
bubble over my head wasn’t visible because I was thinking, “Well yeah, she’s five!” But 
I said, “Can you be more specific?”  The teacher said, “She isn’t coloring in the lines.”  I 
laughed and said, “No really, what did she do?”  The teacher repeated what she first said.  
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You see, at home we only had white paper and markers, and never used coloring books 
so she doesn’t even understand the lines.  The inside of my head began screaming, 
“Lines, why are there lines, why are there coloring books?”  But I realized that the 
education system would have my child for at least 13 years.  A lot of good comes from 
their education, but creativity is not part of their curriculum, but it will always be part of 
mine. Schools teach our kids to count the seeds in an apple; we can tell them to count the 
apples in a seed. 
  
Question: But our children do have to follow the rules, just like us, after all isn’t that 
what order is about? Think about the workplace.  
Answer: Yes, let’s talk about how we model play and creativity.  We get up and press 
the button on our box shaped alarm clocks, have our cereal out of a box, drive our boxy 
cars to work the same way every day, go to work in our boxy cubicles where we meet in 
conference rooms, preferably dark ones so we can watch PowerPoint presentations 
guaranteed to cure insomnia as we are tasked within a one hour time frame to think 
outside of the box. Corporate employees are so afraid of losing their jobs that they avoid 
presenting new ideas which might be considered risky.  So everyone stays below the 
radar where it’s nice and safe.  But nice and safe doesn’t create any thing new or novel, 
and our country is having a creativity crisis because of that.  
 
Question: Is it possible that one of our mistakes is that we reward success 
Answer: Yes, we should reward effort and even mistakes which are valuable learning 
experiences.  I don’t know who started giving kids stickers for everything, but it 
backfired, and our children have a sense of entitlement. If they do something – they want 
something, where external rewards overshadow the intrinsic value. Schools are now 
giving kids money when they do well in AP courses.  Where does it end?   
Take Sarah Blakely, the inventor of Spanx.  When she was young and tried something 
and didn’t succeed, her father encouraged her.  “Heh dad, I tried out for Student Council 
and didn’t win.”  Her father would give her a high five for trying!  That encouraged her 
to continue trying.  
 
Kids are programmed to take risks. Three little five-year-old boys were playing the three 
wise men in a Nativity pageant.  They were a little confused with their lines and went out 
of order.  The first one said, “I bring you gold.”  The second boy said, “I bring you mur.” 
And the third who sort of forgot his line said, “Frank sent this.” He took a chance, which 
is what kids are programmed to do.   
 
Could you imagine telling your 11 month old baby, “Look sweetie, you tried to walk 
three times today, just give up.” Not only do we give our children awards for everything 
but with the popularity of American Idol, they believe that success is like cooking 
something in a microwave – instantaneous.   
 
We need to introduce them to Bob Dylan who would have never received that coveted 
gold card to Hollywood.  Bob Dylan is not a great singer, but he is a great talent and had 
what it really takes to succeed – persistence and belief in himself.  Our children are used 
to listening to the opinions of others rather than listening to their inner voice, and that 
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success and gratification in life come from figuring out how we’re different, not the 
same.  
 

Question: But most kids don’t have the attention span to stick to something without the 
support of parents and coaches.  We schedule sports and play dates so they do get a 
chance for play and physical activity. 
Answer: Actually, that isn’t true – children have great attention spans.  We’re the ones 
with the problem, and here’s proof.  When have you ever heard a little child say its time 
to leave the playground?  Never. When has a child ever said, “Please stop reading me 
Goodnight Moon!”  Never. 
 
Question: Perhaps parents have a tiny attention spans because we are multi-tasking.  So 
what is the harm if I put them in front of educational programming while I get household 
chores done?  And the kids do learn from educational programming. 
Answer: Ok, if there are no commercials, and it’s educational you feel less guilty.  Let 
me first say that nothing is bad if in moderation.   But is it in moderation or is it the habit 
that is the problem.  Are you missing opportunities for those wonderful talks with your 
child as you food shop and cook together and even match up socks and toss them in the 
laundry basket.  That is our first mistake. 
 
But here is the bigger problem.  Watching television, according to Dr. Jim Taylor, makes 
our children observers rather than participants.  It’s no different than what happens to 
us when we watch mindless celebrity stories on TV.  We are watching the story about 
others lives and not living our own.  
 
Children do learn from educational programming, but aren’t there things you can teach 
them?  Do you know your letters, colors and numbers? Parents – you are the world’s 
best educational toy. The real danger is the underlying message to the children is that 
this box (tv, dvd, etc.) is where you will get your information from. Do we realize that we 
are outsourcing parenting?  
 
Now, our children do well with scheduled activities, but everyone needs some downtime 
to think, dream and play.  Even Thomas Edison, with his amazing work ethic, stopped 
every day and fished on the dock for one hour.  This really surprised people especially 
since he never caught any fish.  One day, someone on his staff said, “Mr. Edison, you fish 
every day and never catch a thing.  Honestly, you not a very good fisherman.” 
“Nonsense,” said Edison, “I don’t use any bait.”  “You don’t use any bait?  How do you 
expect to catch any fish?” Edison replied, “I don’t want to catch any fish.  I fish so people 
don’t bother me, you don’t think I want the fish to bother me, do you?” 
 
I was recently on a radio program where they were talking about over-scheduling and 
they had on a few students who were defending all their activities.  A 12-year old boy 
said, “Well, if I wasn’t doing all these activities, I could be on drugs!”  I didn’t realize it 
was an either or situation.  We created this monster.  
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Like Edison did, we must take our own Research & Development time every day – our 
children need to see us do this.   
 
Creativity is about having time – to think to daydream.  As our children’s most important 
teacher, do you rush from one activity to the next? 

Last January 12, there was a street performer at a subway station in Washington, D.C. He 
started playing his violin just before 8:00 A.M. and played for 43 minutes — the height 
of rush-hour. He had his violin case open . . . just in case anyone wanted to make a 
“donation.” 

During the 45 minute “concert” 1,097 people passed by. Only seven people stopped and 
listened for a minute or more. Twenty-seven dropped money into the street performer’s 
violin case. He made $32.17. 

This was done as an “experiment” for an article that was published Sunday, April 8, 2007 
in the Washington Post. There was a hidden video camera that recorded the whole event. 

So what’s the big deal??? 

The violinist was Joshua Bell, one of the greatest classical musicians in the world. He 
was playing one of the most valuable violins in the world — his $3.5 million dollar 
Stradivarius. And he played six of the greatest masterpieces of all time. 

AND NO ONE REALIZED IT! 

Many people were hurrying on their way to work and rushed within three feet of the 
performer. People couldn’t get that close to Mr. Bell at his sold-out concert at Symphony 
Hall in Boston three days before. The average ticket was $100.00. 

PEOPLE DIDN’T EVEN REALIZE  WHAT THEY WERE PASSING BY.  

What are you passing by? 

Did you ever wonder why you get your best ideas in the shower? It’s not a new 
phenomenon. In ancient Greece, while soaking in a tub, the great mathematician 
Archimedes figured out how to tell if a crown was made of real gold. Legend has it that 
he ran naked through the streets of Athens shouting, “Eureka, (I found it).”  
  
According to clinical psychologist Joshua Coleman, creativity requires an attitude that is 
the paradoxical blend of attention and relaxation. As we scrub, our minds revert to a sort 
of neutral state in which we are receptive to issues or themes that bother us or that are 
unresolved. The mind is still “cooking” the problem that you forgot about. That is why 
we figure out the solution to the crossword puzzle long after we put down the pencil in 
frustration. 
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Question: Parents schedule children in activities because it isn’t the same world we grew 
up in.  Children could safely play outside, they can’t do that anymore.  Heck, our kids 
can’t even walk to school! 
Answer: Those fears have certainly taken over our lives so we create plastic bubbles for 
our kids to protect them against things out of our control.  You’re right; they don’t play 
outside, or have the experience of walking to and from school.  We drive cars decorated 
with “mom’s taxi” signs on them.  It’s a classic lose – lose situation.  A new GPS device 
was recently promoted that could be placed in a child’s sneaker.  The device costs $350.  
What happens if you can’t afford it?  What happens if you have five kids?  Do they have 
to wait for their chance to go out with the GPS device?  I think we’re solving the wrong 
problem here.  We need to watch the bad guys, not paralyze our kids with fear.  
Clearly child abductions are real and a cause for concern, but scaring our kids is not 
helping our kids.  If you look at recent situations in the news the stories that ended with a 
child coming home they did so because children helped.  In one case, an observant boy 
gathered the details of the car that led to finding two other boys.  In a different case, a 
boy rescued himself with a safety pin.  If we feed these fears and not help our kids to be 
self-reliant, then we are making the problem worse.  When these situations are in the 
news, talk to your children calmly about what they could and should do.  
Parents worried about their children’s safety – and maybe with a desired for some time to 
themselves – keep children indoors, often tethered to a television, computer or video 
game. 
 
It’s also about a parent’s perception of safety.  Two 8-year-old girls are best friends.  One 
little girl has a television with cable, and a computer in her bedroom and she also has a 
cell phone.  The other little girl has none of these things.  Her mom says to the other 
girl’s mom, “I would like to take the girls to the playground.  The mom whose daughter 
has the cable TV, computer and cell phone in her bedroom said, “Absolutely not, that’s 
not safe!”  She doesn’t realize that although her daughter is home, she is allowing 
complete strangers to influence her 8-year-old. 
 
Question: Another problem that stifles our children’s creativity is the media and the 
marketing to our kids.  Parents vs. a $60 billion dollar marketing budget aimed directly at 
our children.  It’s everywhere on the TV, radio, in schools on school busses, in our cars 
with DVDs, they are even putting video screens in the front of shopping carts that 
toddlers would sit in so parents can food shop.  It’s everywhere?  
Answer: Our children are programmed from the time they are babies to identify with 
brands and characters. If they respond in any way to a character, you can guarantee that 
their first birthday party will be filled with the brand and logo invitations, paper goods, 
wrapping paper, and gifts. Interestingly, if you compare unlicensed paper goods in a cost 
comparison, there is a tremendous savings and a chance your child will use her own 
imagination. 
 

You know the story of David and Goliath?  A town lived in fear of the giant Cyclops 
Goliath, as all the warriors were swiftly defeated.  Along comes David, a little boy with a 
slingshot.  The townspeople said, “David, look at that giant, you can’t possibly win.”  
And David said, “Yes, look at that giant, I can’t possibly miss.” 
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When the battle is the media, marketing and popular culture against your child, you can’t 
possibly miss.  They are robbing your child of the wonderful natural creativity he was 
born with.  Monitor and limit their influence by getting your child to do exactly what he 
was meant to do – play and dream.  
 
Editor’s Note: Tina Nocera is the founder of Parental Wisdom, a patented parenting 
website that recognizes parents as the real experts in knowing their own children best, 
and the author of Because Kids Don’t Come With Manuals®: Contemporary Advice for 
Parents.  Tina also created and served as Editor-in-Chief of Viewpoints on Parenting, a 
parenting publication for Toys “R” Us which reached millions. You can find further 
information on www.parentalwisdom.com 
 

Finding the “free” in free play: The limitations of  directed recess 
experiences 

Dr. Angela Eckhoff 
Rene Champagne 

Clemson University  
 

 When do they play?  How come my class doesn’t have recess on Tuesday?  Is it 

normal for children to have directed recess instead of free play?  These are a sampling of 

questions I commonly receive from my pre-service teachers as they enter into their field 

placements as part of their early childhood education coursework.  The discrepancy 

between the information students hear on the importance of children’s play during 

coursework and the realities of the fractured play practices that are occurring in many of 

our schools causes much concern during pre-service teachers’ early fieldwork 

experiences. My concern, as a teacher educator, is how to instill in my pre-service 

students an understanding and appreciation of the importance and value of play in 

education that will be sustained throughout the challenging, early teaching years.  The 

delights of outdoor free play are among the most salient, genuine joys of the early school 

years. Albert Einstein (1879-1945) is credited with saying “Play is the highest form of 

research.”  Young children are scientists at play; busy experimenting, exploring, and 

researching their surroundings. In their early encounters with the natural world, children 

develop ideas and understandings of the world based on their active engagement in self-

selected experiences.  

 However, increasing constraints on teacher educators’ use of recess have resulted 

in growing numbers of children with less time to engage in outdoor free play under adult 
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supervision at their schools. Instead, they are spending more time in structured activities 

developed for the purpose of meeting a school, state, or district mandate.  

 The following account of directed recess practices was developed by an early 

childhood education pre-service teacher following her initial field experience placement.  

The class that I am working with for my practicum experience has fifteen 
minutes for recess after lunch.  For the first five to ten minutes, the 
students are required to participate in a scheduled, teacher-directed 
activity such as, walking a lap around the school track. It is apparent that 
only some of the children appear to enjoy these activities while others 
complete the activity because it is just another thing that they have to do 
that day.  Each class at this particular school is assigned different 
activities for each day of the week.  After the “directed” activity, the 
students may have five to ten minutes of free play.  The students are 
provided with balls and hula hoops during this time.  Sometimes students 
come and tell me that they do not know what to play.  The limited amount 
“free play” time concerns me because students are not provided with time 
to be imaginative and form friendships with one another.  This “directed” 
recess that I observe at the school does not coincide with the 
developmentally appropriate practices that I have learned in my 
Education courses.  However, this is what the school is requiring.  I am 
pleased to see that the school wants the children to be physically active 
during the school day, but the children also need time to express 
themselves and develop through play.  
 

 Young children do need time to engage in free play or self-directed recess 

experiences.  As schools and teachers decide to promote those experiences deemed only 

“academic” or necessary, children are experiencing limited amounts of time on 

imaginative, play-based experiences.  Classroom educators have important roles in the 

development of student thinking and it is imperative that they develop classroom 

practices that meet the needs of the whole child.  Just as early educators attend to the 

cognitive and social needs of the child, it is equally as important to nurture the child’s 

creative needs. Inattention to the development of playful, imaginative thinking is, in 

effect, not attending to the needs of the whole child. Child-directed recess experiences are 

one avenue for encouraging children to play and engage in imaginative experiences.  

Time is an important element that must not be forgotten.  Children need adequate time to 

play outdoors; time to explore, engage with their peers, time to imagine.  Teacher 

educators have the important job of stressing the value of play to our next generation of 

teachers.  As such, we need to provide students time to reflect on the play practices they 
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experience in their field placements, as well as providing the students resources related to 

every child’s right to play.  In turn, these experiences will aid pre-service teachers in the 

development of their understandings of the discrepancy between best practices in 

education and the realities of today’s educational climate.  Only once they develop this 

understanding can they become part of the movement to restore children’s right to play. 

 
Play in Cyberspace 

 
Sharon Schneider 

National Chairperson Afterschool Play- IPA/USA 
Department of Curriculum and Teaching 

Hofstra University, Hempstead, New York 
 
Searching the internet can provide hours of fun OR frustration. Many good websites do 
exist to support play within our country. Below are a few places to start. Happy surfing. 
 
www.thetoymaker.com 
This website provides many creative play objects to make, play and share with others. 
Free downloads, resource information and easy to follow instructions are provided to 
make paper toys and more. 
 
www.infantswim.com 
This is the national website for Infant Swimming Resource and is worth the time to 
investigate especially as many of us encourage our children to participate in water play 
and water-based recreational activities. 
 
http://www.childdrowningprevention.com/index.html 
An incredible video that is a must see for all who fear for the safety of a young child 
alone in a body of water. Yes- it is possible for children as young as 6 months to learn 
how to be safe in water. This video is part of Infant Swimming Resource, South 
Mountain, LLC.  
 
www.libraryweb.org/lincoln 
The Rochester, New York Public Library has a Toy Resource Center located at their 
Lincoln Branch. Over 5,000 toys and equipment are available for the public to enjoy and 
share with children- infants to age nine. Field trip programs, training workshops and 
guidance for choosing age appropriate toys for children of varying needs and abilities are 
available You may also gain further information by calling the library at 585-428-8210 
 
www.proteusgowanus.com 
Proteus Gowanus Gallery and reading room is located in Brooklyn, New York. Their 
2007/2008 interdisciplinary theme is “Play” in relationship to art, books, artifacts, toys, 
objects, films, performances. An investigation of play’s history and its future are also 
found. Check this website for further information and gallery exhibit times. 
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www.terrydame.com 
The musical group, Electric Junkyard Gamelan, invents musical instruments created out 
of unusual objects. They performed August 2007 at Mountaindale, New York’s Junkin’ 
Jam Festival and had an audience of all ages mesmerized by their incredible sound. Their 
sense of playfulness and fun shows that anything is possible. Sample innovative music, 
video and photos can be found on this website. 
 
www.winterfeelsgood.com  
This website offers free downloadable information for safe play during the winter season 
and fun activities for all ages.  
 
www.bubbles.org 
The Bubblesphere: Bubble play, history, activities, games, recipes. If you love to play 
with bubbles, then this is the website to investigate.  
 
Afterschool Information 
www.naaconference.org 
The National Afterschool Association Conference will be held in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida 
from March 12-14, 2007. Pre-conference sessions are available. For further information, 
check website, or call 1-866-236-2990. 
 
www.afterschoolPRO.net 
Resources for afterschool and out-of-school time professionals offering a free newsletter. 
Links to organizations, agencies, resource lists, events, exchange information. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


