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Chapter 11 

Play, Learning for Life: In Pursuit of “Well-Being” 
through Play 

From: Brock, A., Jarvis, P. and Olusoga, Y. (2014) Perspectives on Play: Learning for Life 

(2nd Edn). Abingdon: Routledge. 

 

PAM JARVIS, STEPHEN NEWMAN AND JANE GEORGE 

 

Looking back through my school years, the experiences that have best managed to shape 

me as an individual have taken place during social interaction with my peers. Therefore, I 

feel the most educational grade to students is kindergarten . . . it was in kindergarten that I 

learned to share . . . and basically get along with people in general. When I entered the first 

grade . . . I was all of a sudden expected to sit in a desk, in an assigned row, and feel some 

sort of ‘connection’ with a teacher at the front of the room, lecturing to thirty-plus students at 

once . . . Recess [break] was the biggest relief to me! Ever since kindergarten I have 

become increasingly disappointed with the lessons taught within the classroom. Of course, a 

certain amount of math, English, history and science is necessary for later in life, but so is a 

certain amount of interaction with other people. My classroom education has fallen short of 

giving me the most vital skills needed to survive in the world today. 

 

Amy Peterson, US high school honours student, in Schultz and Cook-Sather (2001, p. 98) 

Introduction 

Now you have nearly arrived at the end of this book, and (we hope!) feel that you know a lot 

more about the complex concept of play than you did at the beginning, this chapter will 

attempt to explore some current, often theoretically complex and controversial debates 

relating to the place of play in children’s lives in the early twenty-first century, and how lack 
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of such opportunities may be impacting upon the current generation. The questions 

addressed will be: 

 

• Why is collaborative free play so important not only for children’s social development, 

but for the full range of learning that they must undertake during childhood and 

adolescence? 

 

• What relevance do complex theoretical debates in the area of ‘learning through play’ 

have to practice? 

 

• How might we attempt to move forward in this area in the future?  

 

Why is collaborative free play so important not only for children’s 

social development, but for the full range of learning that they must 

undertake during childhood and adolescence? 

 

Framing the Problem 

In 2007, a survey comparing self reports from children in western nations relating to their 

feelings of ‘well-being’, An Overview of Child Well Being in Rich Countries, indicated that 

England produces the unhappiest children in the western world, with children in the USA 

faring only marginally better (UNICEF 2007).  This acted as a catalyst for both nations to pay 

some attention to a growing body of evidence that indicates a steady increase in children’s 

and adolescents’ behavioural and emotional problems, and the rate of mental illness 

amongst young people over the past fifty years (e.g., Collishaw et al. 2004; Twenge 2000). 

In 2004 one in ten children between five and sixteen years of age living in the UK had a 

clinically diagnosed mental disorder (Office for National Statistics 2005, p.xxi). Twenge 
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(2000, p.1018) reported that in the US, “self-reports of anxiety have risen by about a 

standard deviation between the 1950s and the 1990s… anxiety is so high now that normal 

samples from the 1980s outscore psychiatric populations from the 1950s”. Collishaw et al. 

(2004) used statistical techniques to ensure that there was a genuine rise in such conditions 

in the UK rather than a rise in identification or record keeping of such conditions. They 

subsequently speculated upon the impact of rising divorce rates, a rise in cohabitation 

outside marriage, increasing numbers of single-parent and step-families and increasing 

numbers of dual-earner households, causing children to be “looked after in day-care facilities 

of variable quality” (Collishaw et al. 2004, p.1359).  Twenge (2000, p.1017) more generally 

proposed that societal factors, namely “low social connectedness and high environmental 

threat” were the underlying culprits. She concluded: “Until people feel both safe and 

connected to others, anxiety is likely to remain high”.  This chapter will suggest that a lack of 

opportunities to play should be a central consideration within this debate, a point that is now 

being increasingly raised within academic research in English-speaking nations, but 

receiving very little attention from those with the power to create policy. 

Ideas in Action 

In his essay The Decline of Play and the Rise of Psychopathology in Children 

and Adolescents, Peter Gray proposed: 

 

Over the past half century or so, in the United States and in some other 

developed nations, opportunities for children to play, especially to play outdoors 

with other children, have continually declined. Over this same period, measures 

of psychopathology in children and adolescents—including indices of anxiety, 

depression, feelings of helplessness, and narcissism—have continually 

increased.  
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Gray 2011, p.443 

 

He supported his points with some illustrative facts and figures, reported  by Newsom 

et al in 2003 who compared two studies carried out in 1948 and 1989 that used the 

Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory to gather information from 14-16 year olds 

on their feelings of well being: 

 

Statements from the MMPI % agreement in 
1948 

% agreement in 
1989 

I wake up fresh and rested most mornings 
 

74.6 31.3 

I work under a great deal of tension 
 

16.2 41.6 

Life is a strain for me much of the time 
 

9.5 35 

I certainly have more than my share of things to 

worry about 
 

22.6 55.2 

I am afraid of losing my mind 4.1 23.4 
 

 

Gray (2011, p.449) 

 

 

http://www.dreamstime.com/royalty-free-stock-image-thinking-kid-image4775566 

 

Gray concluded: 

• In play, children develop intrinsic interests and competencies 

http://www.dreamstime.com/royalty-free-stock-image-thinking-kid-image4775566
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• In play, children learn how to make decisions, solve problems, exert self-control, 

and follow rules 

• In play, children learn to regulate their emotions 

• In play, children make friends and learn to get along with others as equals 

• Social play makes children happy, and its absence makes them unhappy 

 

Transforming Practice 

 

Such a conclusion corresponds with evidence contained within several chapters in this 

book (for example Chapters 7, 9 and 10). How much time do the children in your 

setting get to play independently and collaboratively, making their own rules and 

working together to solve problems that arise? (You will find examples of such play in 

chapters 7 and 10). If you feel that such opportunities are insufficient, how might you 

work with your colleagues to remedy this situation? 

 

In England, The Children’s Society report A Good Childhood (Layard and Dunn 2009), which 

was commissioned to further investigate the “lack of well-being” proposed by UNICEF within 

the UK, concluded that, “if mental health difficulties have increased, it must be because the 

quality of children’s experience has deteriorated” (Layard and Dunn 2009, p.116). This 

raises further questions relating to what aspects of ‘experience’, and why, and what do 

arguments relating to the provision of time and space for children to play (or lack of such) 

have to add to the discussion? 

  

Gray provides a more considered analysis:  

 

Humans are extraordinarily adaptive to changes in their living conditions, but not 

infinitely so. They evolved as a species in conditions in which children learned 
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through play how to get along with others, solve problems, inhibit their impulses, and 

regulate their emotions.... without play, young people fail to acquire the social and 

emotional skills necessary for healthy psychological development. 

 

Gray (2011, p.444) 

  

A broad sample of literature on this topic will be discussed below, reflecting upon a range of 

changes that have occurred over the last quarter of the twentieth century in post-industrial 

English-speaking nations in the ways that care and education are provided for children, and 

the emergent results. Reference will be made principally to English policy and practice, with 

some comparisons to similar and different policies and practices of other nations.   

 

‘Becoming social’: the importance of social free play in childhood 

 

In order to understand the importance of social free play for young children, human beings 

have to consider their evolutionary roots.  In all primate groups, play is a central feature of 

the interactions that young animals carry out with parents, and with one another. MacDonald 

and Parke proposed that, in the later stages of infancy, gentle ‘rough and tumble’ (R&T) 

games, particularly with fathers and other close male relatives, create a rich source of infant 

social learning: “children may be learning the social and communicative value of their own 

affective displays as well as how to use these emotional signals to regulate the social 

behaviour of others” (MacDonald and Parke 1984, p.1273). R&T play is found across the full 

range of mammalian species, and in some species of birds. However, the element of fantasy 

narrative that young human beings begin attach to such play as they move into the third year 

of life, and the importance that this quickly assumes to them is only found within our own 

species (see chapter 7).   
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In 1934, G.H. Mead created a fledgling theory of human development that proposed ‘the self 

is something which has a development; it is not initially there at birth but arises in the 

process of social experience and activity... the self is essentially a social structure’ (Mead 

1934, p.135). We will explore human beings as ‘social selves’ in greater depth later in this 

chapter (see the Ideas in Action box relating to ‘the intersubjectivity debate’ below). 

However, for now we will focus upon Mead’s basic theory of ‘symbolic interactionism’, in 

which he proposed that make believe play formed a crucial stage in the development of the 

mature, socially connected ‘self’. His theory was essentially that, for example, in making a 

cardboard box ‘stand for’ a boat, or a towel for Superman’s cape and consequently the self 

for a sailor or for Superman, children become able to view the world from a number of 

different positions, and in so doing, take a range of different perspectives. It does not 

necessarily matter that they actually have no idea how to sail a ship or how to be a 

benevolent alien with an impressive range of super powers, the point is that they are 

inhabiting a different role to the one that they inhabit as their ‘real’ self, and in so doing, 

developing the ability to view the world (including the self) from a range of different 

perspectives.  

 

From this premise we can propose that pretend play fulfils a vitally important developmental 

function in allowing children to decentre from their own immediate position and to view the 

world in a far more flexible fashion. As far as we know, this is a skill that only human beings 

possess, and only children play in this way; while young monkeys and apes will enjoy 

playing with children’s toys if they are provided with them, their abilities to make them ‘stand 

for’ imaginary items are extremely limited. While they may nurse a doll or roll a ‘Matchbox’ 

car they do not name ‘the baby’ or consider who might be driving the vehicle; only human 

beings are cognitively equipped to do this; ‘standing in the shoes of another’ and 

contemplating the world from this position. You may find it useful at this point to look back at 

chapter 1 at the ‘Ideas in Action’ example of Sophie and Elizabeth ‘breaking frame’ in make-

believe play. 
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http://www.cartoonstock.com/directory/p/playing_doctors.asp 

 

Improving Practice 

Do you ever correct children when they are in the middle of pretend play (for example ‘a 

nurse/ pilot/ Superman wouldn’t do that’)? Why do you think it might be better to wait until 

they have come to the end of their play narrative and ask an open question such as ‘why 

do you think a nurse/ pilot/ Superman would do that?’ 

 

Dunn (1983), in a longitudinal study of families before and after the birth of a new child, 

found that where siblings played together, especially in pretend play initially introduced by 

the older child, by the age of 2 years the younger child was likely to show a more 

sophisticated understanding of ‘theory of mind’ (ToM) than the older child had done at the 

same age.  In this context, ToM describes the human (and primate) ability to ‘guess’ what 

another person may be thinking (to successfully ‘stand in their shoes’ to some extent) and to 

adjust one’s own behaviour accordingly for various purposes; for example, to flatter, 

http://www.cartoonstock.com/directory/p/playing_doctors.asp
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surprise, or deceive (Baron-Cohen 2001). We will discuss further developments relating to 

ToM later on in this chapter (again, see the philosophy, psychology, language and play 

section’ below); however for the moment, we will briefly consider Dunn’s core hypothesis: 

that the ToM difference that she found between her participant groups was due to the 

variable of the ability to engage in communication with a slightly older playmate. Lindsey’s 

(2002) longitudinal research with three- to six-year old children indicated that children who 

had at least one mutual friend at the beginning of the study, regardless of whether such a 

friend was slightly older or not, were better liked by peers one year later than children who 

did not have any mutual friends at the beginning of the study, and that this finding was not 

correlated with each child’s place on the liked/disliked continuum created at the beginning of 

the study. Lindsey concluded that, as early as three years of age, mutual friendships 

underpin children’s social development processes. We suggest that both Lindsey’s and 

Dunn’s findings are emergent factors of children developing ToM skills in interaction with one 

another, with Dunn’s comments relating to pretend play supporting Mead’s position on the 

importance of ‘make believe’ play for the intricately intertwined development of the 

reflective self and the ability to accurately guess the opinions and concerns of others. 

 

Self reflective 

Self examination, introspection 

The Free Dictionary (online) 

 

Researchers have found in studies of childhood sociability that children who are popular 

among their peers in the primary school years deal skilfully with the society of the 

playground, competently recognizing teasing and R&T overtures from other children as 

invitations to play (Pellegrini and Blatchford 2000), indicating that they have well-developed 

ToM competencies. Correspondingly, children who are rejected by their peers are more 

likely to mistake such overtures as real aggression (Dodge, Coie and Lynam 2006), 

indicating faulty ToM processes. These findings might offer some explanation for a recent 
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wave of claims and counter-claims surrounding ‘bullying’ in school described by The 

Children’s Society (2012). Is it possible that these may emanate from increasing numbers of 

children who lacked the necessary socialisation experiences to develop the necessary level 

of ToM skills to cope within the hurly burly of a human peer environment, where a grasp of 

the dynamic, symbolically complex pattern of competition, collaboration and cooperation that 

characterises primate social life is essential for full integration?   

 

But why might they lack such experiences; what has happened over the past thirty years to 

create such a situation? We offer below an outline of a range of social changes that have 

occurred over the last 30 years in England and the US which, when considered together, 

can be posited to have had the unintended effect of greatly reducing children’s opportunities 

to engage in organic, independent and collaborative free play with peers, which in turn, can 

be theorised  to be an important factor underlying poor ToM competencies and a resulting 

sense of poor well-being amongst members of a primate species that has evolved to 

routinely engage in complex, deeply symbolic interaction.  

 

The human primate in the post-industrial society 

 

In modern family lives within Britain and the US, it is not unusual for both parents to work 

many miles away from their home locations, with the emergent result that children are 

frequently taken out of their immediate neighbourhood during the working week, to be cared 

for in a succession of settings. Both inside and outside the school day in England, even 

within settings caring for the very youngest children, state-registered adults are now routinely 

paid to direct children’s activities, being closely scrutinised and reported-upon by the national 

inspection body OFSTED for the perceived ability to structure children’s moment-to-moment 

activities in ways aimed at mechanically developing ‘learning’ via the rote transmission of 

facts and skills. Many twenty-first century Anglo-American children are used to a routine 
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from early infancy that utilises the family home only as a place in which to eat and sleep 

during their parents’ working week (See for example the Ideas in Action box that describes 

‘Aimee’s’ day in chapter 1).  An AA poll found that the average modern British parent drives 

for 2,000 miles per year to ferry their children around, with a minority (11%) travelling up to 

4,000 miles per year (AA 2010, online). 

 

Contrastingly, in the family environment prior to the last quarter of the twentieth century, 

independent socialisation opportunities were unconsciously but routinely provided for Anglo-

American children within a local neighbourhood inhabited by a wide circle of familiar peers 

and adults. The majority of adults undertook their day-to-day working lives within easy 

travelling distance from such communities, while their children engaged in a substantial 

amount of independent, outdoor social free play, casually over-seen by familiar 

neighbourhood adults who could administer minor on-the-spot admonishments, and take 

reports of seriously bad behaviour back to the relevant parents. So while it may certainly be 

that there was little conscious thought given to children’s need to play prior to the mid-20th 

Century in such societies, children were unconsciously given ample time and opportunity to 

engage in collaborative free play during their out-of-school daily lives. Since then, however, 

out-of-school play spaces have been increasingly consumed by motor vehicles and 

sensational mass-media heightened adult fear of predatory stranger abduction, creating an 

“adult colonisation of children’s lives” (Corsaro 1997, p.38) and a loss of time and space for 

children’s independent free play in the out-of-school environment.  A contemporaneous 

development has  been the decrease in break-times (or play-times) in English schools since 

the emergence of the National Curriculum in 1989 and subsequent ‘key stage’ Standard 

Assessment Tests (SATs), in order to give more time for children to attend to the adult-

defined, outcome-based learning demands of this modern statutory curriculum (Pelligrini and 

Blatchford 2002). Henley et al (2007) propose that the US is currently in a similar situation, 

driven by the pressures created by the federal (national) ‘No Child Left Behind’ Act (2001), 

which imposes ‘payment by results’ upon the public education services within each state, 
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based on the results that children attain in regular testing exercises resembling English 

SATs (see Ideas in Action box below).  As such, it can be proposed that both physical and 

temporal ‘spaces’ for children to engage in independent, collaborative free play withered 

and, to a great extent, died within Anglo-American society over the last two and a half 

decades of the twentieth century. 

  

Ideas in Action 

 

Childhood in the past 

 

British researchers Opie and Opie carried out an extensive study of children’s free play 

in streets and playgrounds during the 1950s and 1960s, either interviewing or directly 

observing the play of some 10,000 children across England, Scotland and Wales. In 

1969, they reported ‘there is no town or city known to us where street games do not 

flourish’ (p. vi), and further suggested that successive generations of playing children 

might be the sole guardians of many ancient oral traditions, proposing that: ‘to 

understand the “wanton sports” of the Elizabethan day, and the horseplay of even 

earlier times is to watch the contemporary child engrossed in his traditional pursuits on 

the metalled floor of a twentieth-century city’ (Opie and Opie, 1969, p. ix). 

 

It is clear, however, that these researchers would find something distinctly different on 

British streets today, due to the fears of parents who do not allow their children out 

unaccompanied until they enter early adolescence. The Children’s Society (2007) 

interviewed 1148 British adults on this topic, of whom 43 per cent proposed that 

children should not be allowed to go out unaccompanied by an adult until they were 14.  
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Opie and Opie (1959) reported that some of the terms their 1950s and 1960s child 

participants used in their outdoor free play could be directly related back to much 

earlier forms of spoken English. They discovered a range of terms that children used to 

call ‘truce’ on play fighting or chasing which were specific to their regional location, for 

example ‘fainites’ in southern England, and ‘kings’, ‘crosses’, ‘keys’ or ‘barley’ across 

northern England, Wales and Scotland. Children in the area around Cornwall used 

‘bars’, which would seem more closely related to the northern than the southern terms, 

suggesting an aspect of Celtic similarity between these areas that is also found through 

the Gaelic languages of Cornwall, Wales and Scotland. Opie and Opie recorded that 

J.R.R. Tolkien (of Lord of the Rings fame, who was an English scholar in his 

professional life) described how, in the fourteenth-century collection of published moral 

stories, The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer tells us that ‘lordes mowe nat been yfeyned’; in 

modern English translation: ‘lords’ orders must not be declined’. This indicates that 

‘fainites’ has descended from ‘fains I’, in both cases meaning ‘I decline’. ‘Barley’ is also 

found in fourteenth-century literature, in the poem ‘Sir Gawayne and the Grene Knight’: 

‘to dele him an other barley . . . and yet gif him respite’ (Opie and Opie, 1959, p. 148). 

This appears to be used in a similar frame to the term ‘parley’, (from the French parlez, 

to speak) which was used mainly in the English vernacular to mean a halt in a battle for 

peace talks. This would seem to have a clear similarity to pleading for a halt in a game 

or to miss a turn to take a rest, or to catch one’s breath before engaging once more 

with the (pretend) ‘enemy’. 

 

 It is sobering to think that generations of playing children dating back at least to 

Chaucer’s time, probably much longer, have transmitted scraps of dialect directly to 

one another that are the only echoes of linguistic forms which are otherwise dead. It is 

even more thought provoking to consider that this has been halted during the 

contemporary lifetimes of adults aged 35 and over at the turn of the twentieth century. 
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A Personal Account (Author’s interview data) 

 

‘John’ was born in 1959 and spent his childhood in a Kentish village in England. He 

recalled: I must have been about 6 when I first played in the woods – I don’t remember 

a summer holiday when I wasn’t out in the woods; every day I would be out with my 

schoolmates. The church was the beginning of the woods. You went down through the 

churchyard and then into the woods. We spent whole days out there; we walked all the 

way down to the golf course. It took a long time for a kid to walk that far, so you’d 

spend all day in the woods and walk for what seemed like miles and miles. We took 

packed lunches and bottles of water because we were out for so long. 

 

   I don’t remember getting instructions from adults about strangers – there weren’t any, 

we generally knew everybody. There were TV ads telling you not to talk to strangers, 

and on the odd occasion we saw someone we didn’t know we ignored them . . . I 

wouldn’t have liked to have been in a town. Once you were in the woods you could do 

whatever you liked. 

 

Games he remembered playing included:  

 

• Play battles, mostly World War II stuff, sometimes cowboys and Indians. “Truce” 

in war games was called by saying “fainites”. We used to try and avoid being 

seen, like Indian scouts. Then we wouldn’t use the path at all. It was fun to 

avoid the older boys. You used to pretend that they were the bad guys and 

hide; they were the enemy. You’d try to avoid being seen just for the fun of it. 

We used to try tracking each other, which generally didn’t work. You ended up 
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getting separated and going home on your own. It was never scary, but it could 

be a bit annoying. 

• Digging places up to make hides, and making fires (We’d try two sticks for 

about a minute then we would use matches), and making pretend traps. 

• Damming little streams very unsuccessfully. 

 

The end of the summer was marked by playing with the bales of hay in the farmer’s 

field: 

 

I think the farmer saw this as useful because we used to pile up the bales of hay to 

make castles, and the machine he used dropped the bales at regular intervals across 

the field, so we made some piles for him that were useful when he loaded the hay on to 

his wagon. He never got cross with us as long as we didn’t break the bales apart. 

Playing with the hay meant that it was nearly the end of the summer holidays. 

 

 

Stop and Reflect 

 

Look back at the concept of ‘cotton wool kids’ explored at the beginning of chapter 1. If 

you work with, or have access to children aged between 7 and 13, it would be very 

interesting to carry out some short interviews with them (no longer than 15 minutes) to 

study how they spend their time when they are not in the setting environment, and how 

far they are allowed to ‘roam’. Do make sure that you have their parents’ explicit 

permission for your interviews. It would also be useful to interview these parents to try 

to understand the rationales that they use when setting ‘roaming’ boundaries for their 

children.   
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http://evidencebasedliving.human.cornell.edu/wp-content/uploads/2010/04/Cartoon_-

_Playing_Outside1.jpg 

 

 

New Environments for Play: creating the next generation of 

consumers 

 

Contemporary English speaking post-industrial cultures sometimes claim to be more ‘child 

oriented’ than they were in the past, but on closer examination, many recent developments 

in this area consist of increasingly sophisticated marketing of various products to children 

through their parents; what Bryman (1999) referred to as the ‘Disneyization effect’. This is 

particularly prevalent within virtual, online play and socialisation ‘spaces’ for both children 

and adults that are currently proliferating on the Internet. Below, we will briefly consider three 

such websites, which are specifically aimed at pre-teenage children. 

 

http://evidencebasedliving.human.cornell.edu/wp-content/uploads/2010/04/Cartoon_-_Playing_Outside1.jpg
http://evidencebasedliving.human.cornell.edu/wp-content/uploads/2010/04/Cartoon_-_Playing_Outside1.jpg
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We introduced the idea of children playing in virtual worlds in chapter 1, in the frame of adult 

‘moral panic’ about any new technologies that come along; the very human attempt to 

protect the young from the dangers of the unknown, while youthful curiosity conversely leads 

the young to venture out to meet the new experience! Marsh (2010, p.24) proposed that 

‘play and technology are frequently positioned as oppositional’; we do not espouse this 

orientation. We are not looking at virtual worlds being potentially harmful due to the simple 

fact that they are online, but to the extent to which they have been infiltrated by giant 

corporations whose principal aim is to make the maximum profit from users, with the result 

that any play activity in such environments becomes controlled by the relentless profit-

seeking activities of the businesses who administer them. Marsh investigated children’s play 

activities on two popular networking sites for English-speaking children, Club Penguin and 

Barbie Girls. Barbie Girls is owned by the manufacturers of the Barbie Doll, Mattel, while 

Club Penguin was acquired by Disney for $350,000,000 in 2007. In both online games, 

children interact with each other via avatars which become their online personas; a ‘Barbie’ 

in Barbie Girls and a penguin in Club Penguin.  

 

Avatar 

An electronic image that represents and is manipulated by a computer user (as in a computer 

game) 

Merriam Webster online dictionary 

 

Barbie Girls is set directly within a shopping mall, in which The New York Times (2008, 

online) reported that those who spend the most are given access to a special area, and a 

‘VIP tiara’ for their avatar to wear. Marsh (2010) reflected that one of the benefits that Club 

Penguin website has over Barbie Girls is that it contains some areas that depict natural 

outdoor environments such as trees and mountains. However, she noted that shops and 

shopping feature highly within both websites: ‘commodity purchasing is a key activity in both 

Barbie Girls and Club Penguin… both virtual worlds offer free membership and an additional 
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layer of paid membership which provides access to additional goods and in-world activities’ 

(Marsh 2010, p.27-28). 

 

We would suggest that it is perhaps a little early in the developmental process for the core 

Club Penguin player, who is typically in the 5-10 age group, (a little younger than the typical 

player in the Barbie Girls environment) to be introduced to ‘child oriented worlds… shaped 

by social, economic and cultural capital’ (Marsh 2010, p.28). Marsh further described how 

commercial activity constantly drives the games that children play on Club Penguin: ‘each 

narrative theme involves children collecting special “pins”…. This encourages children to 

keep returning to the site and mirrors the collection-driven play offered by other commercial 

products such as Pokemon and Beanie Babies’ (Marsh 2010, p.30). She reflected ‘many 

children adopted a “collector-consumer” role in Club Penguin’ (Marsh 2010, p.34).  

 

A wiki-how online page relating to Club Penguin powerfully demonstrates this point:  

 

Burst into that gift shop…. like you are the richest penguin alive. Purchase a new wig 

so your buddies can “ooh” and “aaah” over your freshly styled hair….Flip through 

your igloo catalog and invest in some new furniture….Now you and your igloo will 

look fantastic. 

 

 (Wiki-how 2012, online).  

 

We propose that what children principally learn through such activities, conventional or 

online is that the amount of fun they can have, and that their level of self-worth is determined 

by the amount they are able to spend on a commodity or experience, and that such events 

link to the increasing sense of materialism that Gray (2011) connects with narcissism, 

anxiety and a consequent feeling of poor ‘well-being’. This is no doubt of little concern to the 

international conglomerates who host the websites; The New York Times offers a wry 
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warning to parents: ‘Just watch out for free trials that require a credit card. If ..... you fail to 

cancel, these services will happily keep withdrawing $6 to $12 a month from your bank until 

you’re well into your 90s’ (New York Times 2008, online). 

 

 

  

http://www.cartoonstock.com/directory/c/children_playing.asp 

 

Ideas in Action 

 

NeoPets: enjoyment or exploitation? 

 

The NeoPets website is a website dedicated to children’s online gaming. It was 

invented by two college students in 1999 as a way to keep themselves and their friends 

entertained in between exam revision sessions. An additional benefit was the possibility 

of earning some money from any banner advertising that the website might attract. The 

idea is that the player adopts a pet, and looks after it in the virtual world in terms of 

http://www.cartoonstock.com/directory/c/children_playing.asp
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giving it love, attention, food, grooming... etc. The website, which was placed openly on 

the world wide web, very quickly became popular with young players between 7 and 14 

across the English speaking world, and was subsequently purchased by Viacom in 

2005, with the express purpose of linking the website content into its children’s 

entertainment products. Viacom own the Nickelodeon cable TV channel and have a 

large stake in Paramount Pictures.  

 

In the Viacom-hosted game, NeoPets players pay to purchase a vast variety of 

products for their pets (e.g., food, toys, clothes). They may also subsequently sell these 

products, many of which are offered by the website on a ‘limited edition’ basis, to other 

players. Some associated products are also now available in the ‘real’ world; see chart 

below. Grimes and Regan Shade (2005, p.185) proposed: ‘embedded throughout 

NeoPets is a strong culture of consumerism and acquisition.’ They concluded 

 

When popular children’s arenas are owned and operated under the sole prerogative of 

industry interests, the best interests of young users are at risk of being suppressed and 

exploited. Although NeoPets claims to foster a space ‘for kids, by kids’, their sweeping 

intellectual property claims over children’s online contributions greatly restricts and 

undermines children’s cultural participation.  

 

Grimes and Regan Shade (2005, p.194) 

 

Stop and Reflect 

 

Grimes and Regan Shade produced the following breakdown of children’s interactions with 

‘Neopets’ and their relevance to real world consumption activities: 
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(Grimes and Regan Shade 2005. p.186). 

 

Of course, it should be pointed out that that aggressive ‘concept’ marketing to children 

did not originate in the online environment, but in ventures such as the ‘teenage doll’ of 

the 1960s (e.g. Barbie in the US and Sindy in Britain) and even before this in dolls and 

games based on popular cartoon characters, for example through the Disney franchise. 

In the early 1980s the ‘cartoon leads to associated toys’ direction was reversed for the 

first time, when the Masters of the Universe cartoon was created to cement the 
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popularity of the He-Man range of toys (Rutgers 2012, online). However, the entry of 

the world wide web into this type of complex and interconnected consumption can be 

posited to add a layer of highly immersive sophistication to the experience.  Overall 

then, do you think children’s play activities are being exploited in such online 

environments, to the detriment of their future development?  Discuss these points with 

your coursemates/ colleagues- and don’t expect to come to any quick, easy 

conclusions! 

 

Gray (2011, p.452) found that over the past thirty years, children and young people have 

become far more materialistic; for example the percentage of first-year U.S. college students 

who ranked “being very well off financially” among their most important goals increased from 

46 percent in 1967 to 73 percent in 2006; and another question on this repeated survey 

found that those who wished to “develop a meaningful philosophy of life” dropped from 86 

percent in 1967 to 42 percent in 2006. There were also indications that unrealistic 

expectations amongst young people relating to their future careers gradually increased over 

this period, as did the likelihood they would cheat in order to get high grades! It could of 

course be counter-argued that these factors are not caused by increasing materialism in 

children, and/ or that increasing materialism does not cause a low sense of well-being; the 

evidence Gray presents is correlational rather than causal. 

 

Correlation:  

 

A statistical index used to represent the strength of a relationship between two factors, 

how much and in what way those factors vary, and how well one factor can predict the 

other; such conclusions are frequently drawn from opinion surveys. Discovering 
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correlations does NOT provide you with cause and effect information; it will not tell you if 

or how one factor causes or is caused by another. 

 

Causation:  

 

The demonstration in experimentation of how one factor influences another. When one 

factor is conclusively demonstrated to have a specific effect on another, you can claim that 

you have detected "causation". 

 

Alley Dog online psychology glossary: http://www.alleydog.com/glossary/  

 

The Effects of ‘Transmit and Test’ 

 

Now we will turn to the role of classroom practice in the quashing of ‘learning through play’ 

under the umbrella of the National Curriculum introduced in England in 1989; you will find far 

more information on this point in chapters 2, 3, 5 and 6; what follows is a brief summary. 

Reay and Williams (1999) proposed that many creative and collaborative activities that had 

been part of day-to-day classroom practice in English schools prior to the introduction of the 

National Curriculum were quashed in favour of ‘spoon- feeding’ individuals to attain narrowly 

targeted outcomes, in order for schools to demonstrate that the highest possible number of 

pupils at any given stage are able to ‘perform’ at the maximum possible level in predictable 

questions within key stage SATs. McNess, Broadfoot and Osborn (2003) concluded that 

within English education: 

 

A  growing policy emphasis on accountability, and the need to raise 

school standards … [resulted in] … a performance oriented, 

transmission model of learning [being] given preference over a 

http://www.alleydog.com/glossary/
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sociocultural model which recognised and included the emotional 

and social aspect (pp.245–246).  

 

As further time has passed, it has become increasingly clear that what English state 

education in particular currently deems ‘teaching and learning’ tends to be based upon 

simple transmission of facts and skills within a classroom environment, which must be 

successfully regurgitated by the individual in regular pencil and paper testing. This has 

gradually become a priority for all English care and education settings, who have absorbed 

the national message that children need to be relentlessly prepared for a culture of ‘transmit 

and test’ from the earliest possible opportunity. In the US, the pressure of No Child Left 

Behind, and its implication for the withholding of resources from ‘failing’ states has had a 

similar impact.  Whitebread and Bingham (2011, p.3) proposed: 

 

The model of ‘readiness for school’ is attractive to governments as it seemingly 

delivers children into primary school ready to conform to classroom procedures and 

even able to perform basic reading and writing skills. However, from a pedagogical 

perspective this approach fuels an increasingly dominant notion of education as 

‘transmission and reproduction’, and of early childhood as preparation for school 

rather than for ‘life.’  

  
These authors concluded (p.2) “it is not whether a child is ready to learn, but what a child is 

ready to learn”.  
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Ideas in Action 

 

The American Perspective 

 

In 2007, American educational researchers Joan Henley, Jackie McBride, Julie Milligan 

and Joe Nichols from Arkansas State University wrote: 

 

The playground at Maple Street Elementary School is quiet these days. The only 

movements on the swing sets are a result of a strong west wind edging the swings back 

and forth. The long lines that once formed for trips down the sliding boards are empty. 

There are no softball or kickball games nor are there any games of tag or duck-duck- 

goose being played.  There won't be a fifth grade musical this year. Children will not be 

learning to play the recorder nor will they be learning to march to rhythms or learn the 

traditional songs that have transcended the years of music instruction in elementary 

schools. There will be no art to display. Daddies' old long sleeved shirts that were handed 

down to children to cover up school clothes to keep from being stained with tempera paint 

and water colors are no longer needed. No, Maple Street Elementary School is not 

closing. It is squeezing every minute of the school day to meet the mandates of the No 

Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) [2001]....  Maple Street Elementary School is a metaphor for 

elementary schools across the nation.... the one commonality is that each student has 

affective and social needs that, according to some, are being compromised (p.56)..... 

 

It has been reported....  that none of the nation's states have been able to meet the 

'quality-goal' outlined in the [No Child Left Behind] Act. As a result, at least one-half of the 

states are facing the possibility of receiving reductions in federal funding for educational 

programs..... The larger question remains: Is No Child Left Behind robbing American 

children of their childhood? (p.61) 
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http://tednellen.blogspot.co.uk/2008_10_01_archive.html 

[Author’s note: WASL is the Washington Assessment of Student Learning process] 

 

Stop and Reflect 

What similarities can you detect in changes that have recently occurred in both the 

English and American education systems? 

 

It could thus be posited that ‘transmit and test’ modes of ‘education’ in England 

and the US break down the aspect of ‘social connectedness’ that Twenge  

(2000) describes and instead, creates a population of winners and losers, with 

individual worth defined in terms of how accurate and compliant the individual is 

with respect to regurgitating transmitted information under test conditions. This 

situation can of course be directly related to online ‘play’ environments in which 

children are encouraged to engage in relentless competitive consumption; 

individuals sitting alone at a technological interface with the aim of becoming the 

http://tednellen.blogspot.co.uk/2008_10_01_archive.html


 

 

P
ag

e2
7

 

highest-spending consumer in a group of virtual ‘playmates’. Both environments 

can be proposed to be equally individualistic and unnatural arenas for human 

development.  

 

The way that children most naturally learn is through a range of face-to-face 

collaborative play-based activities, in which they independently interact on a 

moment-to-moment basis, learning that in general it is most adaptive to grasp 

how to share, collaborate and ‘be social’ if you want to remain in the game (see 

for example Nathan’s eventful playtime described in Chapter 1, and the quote 

from a young person that opens this chapter). Competition, where it arises, 

tends to be more subtle than we find in the transmit-and-test classroom and the 

consumption-driven online game. It is more frequently the result of a challenge 

offered by one group to another, rather than between individuals, and as such, 

likely to additionally involve simulataneous collaboration and co-operation. 

Where such complexity is removed by an unnatural environment, the individual 

is likely to find himself in situations where he alone is pitched against an 

unfriendly world; is this a key source of Twenge’s (2000, p.1017) ‘low social 

connectedness and high environmental threat’? 

 

Ideas in action 

What English children say about school in the early twenty-first century 

(Author’s interview data) 

The continual testing of children at school, and the huge emphasis on individual 

achievement, rather than a balance between individual and collective activity, leaves 

those children who are judged to be at the bottom of the pile feeling ‘“thick”, “stupid”, 

not wanted in the school’ (Riley and Docking, 2004, p. 166). One of the writers of this 
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chapter carried out a series of ‘student voice’ interviews in several English schools 

during the summer of 2006, with children of both genders aged between 11 and 15, 

who had experienced teaching and learning under the direction of the National 

Curriculum for at least seven years, including six years of primary education. These 

participants were from a wide range of ethnic groups and socio-economic 

backgrounds, and their placement in assessed ability groups reflected a broad spread 

of ability across the mainstream range. The overwhelming content of their combined 

‘voice’ was a general perception that school-based activities were essentially artificial 

and alienating. One working-class white boy who had been placed in the bottom ability 

group in his cohort contributed a vivid metaphor for how he and his friendship group 

felt in school: ‘It’s like saying if a black person came in, like take your skin off, you’re 

the wrong colour. That’s how we feel.’  

 

 Others more straightforwardly complained that a lot of the work teachers set them 

in preparation for tests was ‘pointless and repetitive’. A pupil from the highest ability 

group in his cohort made the point that countless revision sheets ‘just get stuck in your 

book – a bit pointless’. Even when pupils were set collective tasks in group work, the 

culture of the contemporary classroom appeared to dictate that the goal was perceived 

by the pupils concerned as to individually reach a particular target or standard rather 

than to collectively discover and reflect. The consequent result was outlined by a pupil 

in a mid-range ability group, that the ‘not so clever [relied] on the brainy person to do it 

for them’. Another pupil from the highest ability group in her cohort commented: ‘when 

teachers try and mix it . . . so . . . the clever people are with people who are not as 

clever . . . it tends to happen that those people don’t really want to work so you just get 

kind of left [to do all the work]’. 

Stop and reflect 



 

 

P
ag

e2
9

 

Pick an activity that you have undertaken in the past with children in your setting, and 

consider how this would be approached from the perspective of ‘transmission’ 

learning, and then by a group working together to solve a particular problem. Ask 

yourself the following questions: 

• Which method would be likely to have the quickest result? 

• Which method would be likely to result in the deepest learning? 

• Which method would be likely to create the most interesting experience for the 

children? 

Improving practice 

If you get into the habit of this type of reflective practice at the start of your career, you 

will be well on the way to providing what several of these ‘student voice’ participants 

referred to as ‘funner’ ways to learn.   

 

An important emergent result of engagement in collaborative activities undertaken in a 

natural face to face environment in peer groups, is that children exercise their natural ability 

to use ideas and objects flexibly in the creation of co-constructed cognitions. The narratives 

that unfold between the participants are open ended, as are the uses of objects within them. 

Logically, if children do not have sufficient experience of being confronted with open-ended 

problems, they will not effectively learn how to find open-ended solutions; all problems will 

be perceived as having one fixed solution, to which a teacher- or other ‘more intelligent 

person’- will provide a standard answer. This was demonstrated in a finding made by Jarvis 

in the ‘student voice’ research referred to in the ‘Ideas in Action’ box above: 

 

Homework or tests set on topics where ‘the answers’ had not been previously 

directly communicated by the teacher in the classroom were unanimously perceived 

as extremely unfair by a focus group of 11-year olds. When the researcher asked 
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‘aren’t you sometimes asked to read something, think about it and come to your own 

point of view on what you have read?’, one student doggedly insisted: ‘if the teacher 

hasn’t taught it, it shouldn’t be on the test’, an opinion that was clearly shared by 

others within this group. 

 

Jarvis (2009, p.71) 

 

This area of research raises many questions about how the replacement of  play-based 

‘discovery’ activities by ‘transmit and test’ regimes, and the replacement of organic 

collaborative free play by online consumption driven cyber-interaction will impact upon 

children’s development of the reflection and critical analysis skills that underpin the capacity 

for independent learning. A further question relates to how individuals will be equipped by 

‘transmit and test’ to fully engage in democratic processes requiring reflective and critical 

skills in their adult lives (for example playing a full role on a court jury, or becoming an 

informed voter).  

 

http://www.psychbytes.com/Teaching/index.htm 

 

http://www.psychbytes.com/Teaching/index.htm
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 Carla Rinaldi, the president of Reggio Children, a framework for early years practice 

that grew out of a resistance to the anti-democratic practices of Italy’s fascist 

government during the World War II (see chapter xxx for a discussion of the Reggio 

Emilia framework) outlines her construction of a human child: “a child who, very early 

on, is able to attribute meanings to events and who attempts to share meanings and 

stories of meanings” (Rinaldi 2005, p.84). Consequently, education for her is seeking 

“possibilities … for the individual child and the group of children, the protagonists of 

the experience, to have a story, to leave traces, to see that their experiences are given 

value and meaning” (Rinaldi 2005, p.86); this is part of an education system based 

upon a very human primate premise: 

 

The central focus is on the relationship between children and adults. The 

[school].... should be seen not as a single system, but as…. a system of 

relationships and communication among children, teachers and parents.... a 

living organism that pulses, changes, transforms, grows and matures.’  

 

(Rinaldi 2005, p.85). 

 
The Reggio Emilia framework clearly recognises the fact that children become far less 

effective learners when opportunities for the integrated social, emotional and intellectual 

experiences that characterise primate development are insufficient, while some English and 

American practices conversely tend to view the provision of such opportunities as time 

wasted that could have been spent preparing children for a passive role in transmit-and-test 

regimes!   

 

Guy Claxton (1997) proposed in his book Hare Brain, Tortoise Mind that adults also produce 

more original and insightful solutions to work-based problems when they are encouraged to 

‘play’ creatively with ideas, particularly in groups. Claxton reflected: ‘The slow ways of 
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knowing will not deliver their delicate produce when the mind is in a hurry . . . people need to 

know how to make use of slow knowing . . . This . . . must surely be the true function of 

education’ (pp. 214–15). 

 

Evidence to suggest that transmit-and-test modes of ‘teaching and learning’ are 

impoverished is powerfully illustrated by the differences between both policies and results 

within the English and Finnish education systems. Finnish children (who, alongside the other 

Scandinavian countries, are rated within the top five for high levels of ‘well-being’ in the 2007 

UNICEF report) are not judged ready for formal schooling of any kind until the school year in 

which their seventh birthday falls. Even then, their days are constructed so there is a 

substantial amount of time for social free play and collaborative problem-solving activities. 

Yet they academically outperform British and American children by the mid-teen years (PISA 

2009, online). Somewhat ironically perhaps, it was OFSTED who noted that: 

 

Finnish pre-school teachers placed less emphasis on reading and writing than the 

Year 1 teachers in England; yet, by the time they are 15, Finnish pupils are 

outperforming their English counterparts….by a considerable margin in reading 

literacy and by smaller margins in mathematical and scientific literacy (OFSTED 

2003, p.2). 

 

Ideas in Action 

 

Finland’s care and education system: 

 

• Generous parental leave entitlement and heavily state-subsidized early years care  

• A school entry age of seven  

• A large amount of time for free play throughout childhood  

• Free school meals for all  

• No league tables and no inspections  

 

(The Guardian 2010, online) 
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Improving Practice 

 

Later on in this chapter, we reflect that it is impossible to simply ‘graft’ the practices of one 

culture on to another and expect them to immediately ‘work’. Consider with your 

coursemates/ colleagues what problems might arise if the English government proposed 

that as from tomorrow, England’s state education system was going to adopt the same 

practices as Finland’s. Consider why Anglo-American nations’ concepts of childhood and 

education may differ so greatly from the nations of Scandinavia (of which Finland is one). 

You may find it helpful to briefly research the cultural milieus within all three nations 

 

 
 

In conclusion, it seems that there are good grounds for arguing that ‘educational’ modes of 

interaction with children in contemporary Anglo-American culture do not adequately tune into 

their social and emotional needs and, further, that our education and care practices do not 

recognise the vital need for collaborative play-based and open ‘discovery’ learning activities 

in the holistic developmental processes of complex human primates. It is only the recognition 

of such factors that will help us to develop a framework that can fully nurture the potential 

with which children’s human heritage has equipped them: to become independent learners, 

developing deeply rooted skills and knowledge that they can flexibly apply to a range of 

situations, not simply to the situation in which they have been ‘trained’ by an adult. 

Transmission-based instruction is also inevitably a dreary experience for a creature who 

instinctively realises that what s/he is being taught is not tapping into the full extent of his/ 

her potential capabilities. As Gray proposes: 

 

A world that orients children toward building grade-point averages and résumés for 

uncertain future gain is a world that says, in effect, “Life is a chore, you are always 
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striving for something in the future; you are not even quite sure what it is that you are 

striving for or why, and you have no guarantee of achieving it.” This latter view 

seems, at face value, to be a perfect recipe for anxiety and depression.  

 

Gray (2011, p.454) 

 

Ideas in action 

 

An urban play project (Author’s interview data) 

 

‘Andrea’ works on a charity-funded play project in a large city in northern England, which 

consists of a small team of people who manage an inner city adventure playground, and 

originate other projects that involve taking play experiences out to children in various 

settings around the city. The ethos of their practice is to encourage practitioners to let 

children take the leading role in their play activities. They have occasionally visited local 

schools to introduce the children- and their teachers- to ‘learning through play’. Teachers, 

however, were inclined to view the project with some suspicion: 

 

Andrea explained: one teacher sat me down and said, OK, can you tell me exactly what 

they are learning from this? I said well, in terms of wood play, you can look at what tools 

they use and what conversations they are having when they are doing it . . . look at the 

self-directed things that are going on, like there’s a lot of investigation going on. For 

example, they might try to make a cart and put different size wheels on one side, and then 

they figure out it will only go round in a circle, it won’t go forwards, all those investigative 

things. One teacher got enthusiastically involved, but ‘ended up squashing [the children’s] 

play; he said like, ten minutes to make a den, and then he tore one den down saying that 

it wouldn’t withstand any kind of strong weather. Even the teachers who were more in tune 
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with the ethos of the play project seemed nervous about using the equipment and wanted 

a lot of training, so the playworkers then had to explain that they were not ‘expert’ in wood 

play or in any specified uses of any of the other play equipment and resources. 

 

Stop and reflect 

 

How do you think the staff in your setting would respond to a visit from ‘Andrea’ and her 

colleagues and why? 

 

 

We have explained the reasons for our belief that the governments of England and the US 

allocate little importance to children’s core developmental needs beyond a relentlessly 

individualistic and shallow fact- and skills-based transmit and test ‘education’, and that 

contemporary children living within these societies lack the out-of-school opportunities for 

free, independent associative play that their ancestors were afforded. As such, within two of 

the most economically wealthiest societies that have ever existed, we have unwittingly 

created extreme social and emotional impoverishment. We propose that this is likely to be a 

central factor underlying a poor sense of well-being within an environment of consumer 

plenty; anomic children adrift within an anomic society. But what might lie at the heart of 

such anomie specifically in terms of faulty developmental processes? We offer below a new 

blend of philosophical and psychological theory that may shed some light on this question. 

 

Anomie 

Personal unrest, alienation, and uncertainty that comes from a lack of purpose or ideals 

(Merriam Webster online dictionary). 
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What relevance do complex theoretical debates in the area of 

‘learning through play’ have to practice? 

 

Philosophy, psychology, language and play  

 

A plethora of evidence from psychological and philosophical research indicates that meaning 

is created between human beings using a vast range of different inputs, rather than directly 

transmitted from one individual to another in a simple linguistic ‘from my store directly into 

yours’ fashion. Human beings are not computers who transmit information in a fashion that 

resembles downloading data onto a memory stick from one machine, and simply plugging it 

into the other! This has huge relevance for the ways in which socialisation and education 

opportunities should be matched to the natural potential of the developing organism. 

Children are not vessels to fill with knowledge and skills, but apprentices to induct into the 

multitude of ways in which human beings create shared meanings. 

 

One perspective on this issue is that offered from a cultural psychological paradigm by 

Moghaddam, who suggests that developmental scientists have for too long concentrated on 

what he calls the ‘embryonic fallacy’, characterised as ‘the assumption that as soon as life 

begins, the individual becomes the source of psychological experiences’ (Moghaddam, 

2010, p.466).  Such a view leads to the notion of the child as a “self-contained individual 

[who is]… assumed to be the sole or main source of psychological experiences” 

(Moghaddam, 2010, p.466). In contrast to this, Moghaddam draws on some of his earlier 

work (Moghaddam 2003) and work by others (e.g., Sammut et al., 2010) to argue that it is 

the understandings shared within and between cultures about social reality that develop the 

notion of interobjectivity, and that it is from this notion that intersubjectivity develops 

(p.466). Intersubjectivity is here taken to mean how individuals understand other individuals, 
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and “how individuals perceive others” (Moghaddam, 2010, p.466). Such concepts are also 

beginning to emerge in neuropsychology, where Hood (2012, p.ix) argues that “while the 

daily experience of our self is so familiar.... brain science shows that this sense of self is an 

illusion”. Hood’s central point is that the ability of human beings to collectively create a 

complex dynamic culture has the emergent property of each individual creating an illusionary 

sense of self, which is largely used as a social navigation tool; in this area of theory, the 

collective mind precedes and actually produces the existence of what we perceive as our 

own individual mind. We can find the philosophical roots of this debate in the mid-twentieth 

century philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein, who, in his later writings, created the 

underpinning philosophical debate relating to arguments against the existence of ‘private 

languages’. This perspective, we believe, has important implications for the role of social, 

collaborative play-based activity in the intricately interconnected development of children’s 

social, emotional, intellectual and linguistic skills, and subsequent sense of well-being.  

 

Intersubjectivity 

Shared understanding that occurs between two or more separate conscious minds in 

direct interaction with one another.  

Interobjectivity 

A word currently limited to cultural psychology which describes a separate conscious 

mind in interaction with external ideas that are not specifically rooted within another 

individual, but society as a whole- for example a set of cultural beliefs relating to a 

particular political or religious position. 

 

One important point is that ‘primitive’, natural expressions’ (Wittgenstein Z, §218)* of fear, 

anger, joy, pain, playfulness and so on, provide the setting (Wittgenstein PI, §257) for the 
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acquisition of a first language; by training and persuasion, infants can be brought into a 

community of shared certainties which provide the frame of reference through which verbal 

language can be first acquired (Gilroy, 1996, p.113).  In any particular context, we (as 

experienced users of verbal and non-verbal language), and children (as novice users) 

observe, hear, and imitate, gestures, actions, expressions, tone of voice, and the like 

(Wittgenstein OC, §10; Wittgenstein, 1935/1968, p.248); “linguistic and non-linguistic 

behaviour are woven together into an intricate organic whole” (Pitcher, 1964, p.240) or 

‘language-game’ (Gilroy, 1996, p.109).  With this perspective, terms such as ‘fractiousness’, 

‘friendliness’, and so on are not seen as having meaning because of an underlying 

psychological state or process within an individual, but by being used to describe certain 

behaviours in certain circumstances within a language-game (Z, §540), where a language-

game consists of “language and the actions into which it is woven” (PI, §7).  Such a view 

recognises that an infant “learns to react in such-and-such a way; and in so reacting it 

doesn’t so far know anything” (OC, §538).  Infants naturally behave in certain ways even 

before they can employ language – ways which can be described by others as fractious, 

friendly, thankful, desiring something, playful, and so on (Malcolm, 1981, p.4).  Just as there 

are behaviours which we would consider natural for a human being who is in pain, so too 

there are behaviours which we would consider normal to see in a human being who is angry 

or afraid, or who is friendly, thankful, and so on (Wittgenstein PI, p.229e).  A key point here 

is that children have difficulty in learning how to play the ‘language game’ unless they 

engage in a range of fully organic interactions, where they are required to pay close attention 

to the communications of other people, and independently construct their own original 

responses to these- it is not until they do so that they can fully engage in human 

‘intersubjectivity’.  

 

The type of ‘classroom talk’ that goes on within western schools can be seen from this 

vantage as an extremely ‘reduced’ mode of communication, in which a teacher asks a 
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closed question to which the pupil has to guess at one specific ‘right’ answer, which, it is 

implied, has already been communicated to him by the teacher: 

Most teachers are “useless” at ensuring that proper group discussion takes place in 

their classes, a leading teacher trainer has warned. Neil Mercer, a Cambridge 

University education professor, says group work is a vital part of teaching because 

neuroscience shows the brain is designed to learn in collaboration. 

“We don’t just exchange information when we talk; we actually create new knowledge 

together,” he said. “From learning to reason together they (pupils) get better at 

solving problems on their own.” 

Teachers need to allocate enough time to allow pupils to work out answers between 

themselves, according to Professor Mercer. But too many were asking children 

closed questions that focused on whatever nugget of information was in the teacher’s 

own head. 

The TES (2010, online). 

Ideas in Action: The ‘intersubjectivity debate’ 

 

One of the most interesting new discoveries to support Wittgenstein’s (and later) 

theories of the intersubjective nature of the human ‘self’ is that of ‘mirror neurons’, firstly 

in the brains of monkeys and then within the human brain. Mirror neurons fire not only 

when an individual is engaged in a particular action, but when they see another 

individual engage in this action. For example if you are watching a gymnast go through 

his routine on TV, the same neuronal area will fire in your brain as the area that is firing 

in his, the only difference being that the activity in the individual actually carrying out 

the physical activity will be more intense. 
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Mirror neurons have been introduced into discussions about language, theory of 

mind, empathy, imitation, perspective-taking, understanding, self-consciousness 

and agency... might the mirror neuron system be the neurological correlate of 

intersubjectivity?  

Gillespie 2012, pp.45-46 

This theory takes Mead’s (1934) concept of ‘standing in the shoes of the other’ and 

Wittgenstein’s ‘language game’ into a vast, new arena for the twenty-first century, and 

offers a huge challenge to what transmit-and-test education cultures consider ‘effective’ 

teaching and learning. Gillespie goes on to propose that what children specifically need 

to grasp to effectively operate within the adult social world is a concept of ‘position 

exchange’, which is underpinnned by the action of mirror neurons: 

Specifically, children become able to regulate their behaviour as listeners (e.g., 

not to speak but to listen) by virtue of reflecting upon themselves from the 

previous experience of being a speaker, and also, they become able to regulate 

their behaviour as speakers (e.g., speaking clearly) by reflecting upon their own 

behaviour from the standpoint of previous experience of listening.....  Such 

integration could also lead to identification, for example when observing another 

person getting embarrassed during public speaking leads to vicarious 

embarrassment and squirming discomfort..... Position exchange does not rely on 

a mysterious cognitive capacity..... although actors cannot ‘take’ each other’s 

experiential perspectives directly, they can quite literally take each other’s social 

position and thus experience a similar perspective. 

Gillespie 2012, pp.57-58 
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Transforming Practice? 

The intersubjectivity debate is far from over. As with many aspects of psychological 

research, much of it is now moving into to the neurobiological arena, particularly with 

respect to the development and function of mirror neurons. While practitioners in the 

children’s workforce are (thankfully!) not expected to be expert in neurobiology, they do 

need to follow the gist of such debates and reflect upon what relevance they may have 

for practice. In this particular debate, the gist of the argument is that it appears that 

organic social interaction, of which play is a central medium, particularly in childhood and 

adolescence, may be far more important for the development of children’s core human 

primate abilities- a holistic blend of the social, emotional, intellectual and linguistic- than 

it is currently given credit for, and as such theoretical areas expand, it is likely that Anglo-

American culture will need to develop new theories of care and education to keep pace, 

in which play-based and discovery learning are given a much larger role. 

Stop and Reflect 

What are your own views about what children are learning when they are engaged in 

organic social interaction; i.e., rather than ‘learning from the teacher’ as described by 

Mercer in the TES (2010) above? Have they changed as you have read through this 

chapter so far? 

 

The rapid development of neurobiological theory, particularly that relating to mirror neurons 

suggests that that we need to recognise that verbal and non-verbal meanings  develop from 

organic social interactions in which children freely respond to partners with whom they are 

conversing, and that ‘transmission based’ instruction given by an adult in a classroom setting 

is not of similar value in the development of deep understanding of self and others.  As 

Bruner (1986, p.45) concluded, human beings collectively create “products of the mind [and] 
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build them into a corpus of culture”; we create our understandings of the world in the spaces 

between people rather than in separate storage areas residing within each individual, A key 

mode for children to engage in such interactions is  within collaborative free play, where they 

are required to independently construct responses to the complex and environmentally 

embedded communications of others, on a moment to moment basis .  

 

Ideas in Action 

Watch the following clip on youtube (from a BBC television programme), firstly with 

sound only, and then with sound and picture: 

http://youtu.be/kAG39jKi0lI  

‘My Blackberry isn’t Working’! 

 

Stop and reflect 

When you have finished laughing (!) consider why the sound only presentation was so 

much less amusing than the sound and picture together, and how this sketch 

demonstrates that the basic ‘to and fro’ of language alone does not constitute a 

complete communication. 

http://youtu.be/kAG39jKi0lI
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Improving Practice 

Discuss with your coursemates/ colleagues what you have learnt from this clip about 

the way human beings routinely make meaning from complex interaction that includes 

spoken language, rather than from spoken language alone (how they achieve 

‘intersubjectivity’). Consider how much learning young children may need to undertake 

to become even a novice conversationalist in their native tongue. Remember this will 

not only relate to the spoken language itself, but also to the broad range of symbolic 

skills and cultural knowledge that adults use so skillfully, and to a great extent, 

unconsciously, as they embed language within the broader semiology that they use in 

everyday interactions. You may find the book ‘Children’s Minds’ by Margaret 

Donaldson (published by HarperCollins in 1986) will help you to extend your thinking 

along these lines. 

 

Semiology 

(As ‘semiotics’): ‘the study of signs and symbols as elements of communicative behavior; the 

analysis of systems of communication, as language, gestures, or clothing’ (Dictionary.com, online). 

Sociologists have also included studies of signs such as flags, emblems, tattoos and home 

decorations/ furnishings in their studies of semiology. 

 

The Results of Play Privation  

The evidence provided above collectively suggests that over the last quarter of the twentieth 

century, and into the opening decade of the twenty-first, Anglo-American society has 

increasingly placed children within highly adult-directed environments where transmit-and-

test processes are the principal modes of ‘education’, and greatly reduced the time and 

space provided for children to engage in spontaneous social free play. Online play, which 
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has to some extent replaced outdoor play in such societies is also essentially isolating, in the 

sense of the physically removed nature of the communication, which hugely reduces the 

amount of associated social signalling that human beings have evolved to utilise, frequently 

in an unconscious fashion; see for example the explanation of the ‘play face’ in chapter 7. 

We therefore propose that psychological problems and mental breakdown may be the 

inevitable result of raising human primates in such unnatural ‘caged’ situations where they 

do not have sufficient opportunities to experience developmentally appropriate sharing of 

complex, authentic meanings that are so critical to their healthy social, linguistic and 

psychological development.  

 

It does not take a huge leap of imagination from this point to intuit some possible reasons 

(and solutions) for children’s unhappiness within societies which do not offer them sufficient 

free play and collaborative learning opportunities for species-appropriate co-operative 

socialization, and plunge them into pressurized, individualistic and highly competitive  

situations at a very early stage in development, where one’s perceived worth is shallowly 

tested by one’s ability to rote-remember nuggets of information within a transmit-and-test 

environment, or the ability to purchase the most luxury virtual ‘commodities’ within an 

abstract online world. Human beings, in common with their primate ancestors, have evolved 

to be collaborative, co-operative and competitive in organic social situations. The 

environments provided for children in our contemporary society can therefore be posited to 

artificially remove many of the experiences that develop the collaborative aspects of the 

primate nature, while hugely magnifying the experiences that develop the competitive drive, 

through immersion within isolating and anxiety-provoking situations. 

 

A complex set of circular psychosocial relationships can be theorised, consisting of 

underlying feelings of social disconnectedness and the resultant feelings of anxiety and 

eventual mental illness in socially-privated members of a species that has evolved to live 

within highly socially connected environments. Such feelings are thence subsequently 
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exacerbated by the resulting dysfunctional society, comprised of individuals with poorly 

developed social skills.  As Bruner (1976, p.56) wrote: ‘development which is separated from 

a natural social environment ‘provides no guide, only knowledge… These are the conditions 

for alienation and confusion’.   

 

This is summarized in Figure 1 

 

Figure 1: Individual and societal dysfunction interrelationships resulting from socially privated 
developmental experiences in a significant proportion of one or more generations 
 

At the beginning of the second decade of the twenty-first century, not only are we 

questioning our modes of care and education on the basis of producing a generation of 

children where one in ten has a diagnosed mental disorder (Office for National Statistics 

2005) and who report the poorest sense of well-being in the western world (UNICEF 2007); 

we are also facing the greatest economic downturn since the Wall Street Crash of 1929, and 

a major breakdown of trust between individuals and institutions in society, occasioning a 

Dysfunctional society 

Raised levels of anxiety and 
mental illness 

Socially privated developmental 
experiences 

Feelings of social 
disconnectedness  

Poor social skills 
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flurry of national and international enquiries into grave lapses of moral integrity within 

government, policing, media and banking services. This suggests that Bruner’s ‘alienation 

and confusion’ is fast becoming a costly reality, with many such tendrils infiltrating post-

industrial society in Britain and the US.  

 

The stakes for primate societies that have forgotten how to play could not be higher. Policies 

that view economic factors as the most important aspect of day-to-day life have created a 

model of childhood that views the role of adults principally as fact-and-skill transmitters/ 

consumer experience vendors, and of other children as competitors in a race to determine 

who can ‘get the most marks’ in a highly artificial classroom test, or who can afford the most 

consumer commodities for an avatar which exists solely within a cyberworld.  There is no 

importance placed on organic collaborative play and discovery activities within such a 

culture, and as such, the resulting policies inevitably operate in ways that are not conducive 

to the development of psychologically healthy human beings, or to sociologically healthy 

societies. Here it is argued, we have an important source of Twenge’s (2000, p.1017) ‘low 

social connectedness and high environmental threat’, and some clues as to how to pursue 

remedies that will result in ‘people feel[ing] both safe and connected to others’.     

 

How might we attempt to move forward in this area in the future?  

What now for play? 

 

We suggest that we could usefully begin with a debate that centres around some key 

requirements for children of all cultural backgrounds: 

 

• To develop in environments where they both are, and comprehend that they are 

protected, safe and loved. 
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• To be both sensitively supported and given enough freedom to engage in independent 

social interaction, developing positive relationships with a wide range of peers; 

• To receive social and emotional nurturance and the correct amount and level of 

intellectual stimulation from engaged and well-informed adults, appropriate to the child’s 

own highly individual stage of development and ongoing needs. 

• To receive sufficient time and space for free collaborative play and open-ended 

discovery activities, that as Gray (2011) suggests, lie at the root of emotional self-

regulation and problem solving skills that can be flexibly utilised, both independently and 

collaboratively. These in turn create the basis of ‘transferability’ of cognition- the ability to 

transfer problem-solving concepts from one situation to another, rather than needing to 

be taught specific answers to specific problems on a serial basis. 

 

 It is especially important to support every generation of children in their development 

of transferable skills and independent learning abilities so they can keep abreast of ongoing 

societal developments. No western generation following the industrial revolution has ever 

been able to fully predict the world in which their children are going to live as adults; we 

continually strive to manage technological advance, as it  progressively impacts upon our 

world. One of the most harrowing examples of this is the use of trench warfare in World War 

I, a battle strategy that had been successfully used for centuries that nevertheless within an 

environment of new technology (e.g. the machine gun), resulted in a devastating amount of 

human slaughter. In a more ‘everyday’ example we can reflect on the fact that ever more 

sophisticated technological advance inevitably makes some career pathways that exist 

within each generation’s childhood obsolete by the time they become adult, whilst 

simultaneously creating new opportunities. For example, in the childhoods of those aged 40 

and over in 2012, there were no adults working in a non-existent ‘smart phones’ industry, 

while millions owned and worked within all manner of lone-trader high-street businesses that 
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have now largely disappeared due to the inability to compete with huge international 

corporations.  

 

However, we cannot simply take practices that have organically arisen in other cultures 

either within other nations or within our own nation’s past and simply graft them on to our 

own contemporary social milieu; we need to carefully adjust our practices to reflect our 

increasing theoretical knowledge and give resulting frameworks sufficient time to develop 

within the relevant cultural context. Our current thoughts are that we should initially focus 

upon the possibility that less pedagogy (in the sense of ‘strategies of instruction’) and more 

education (in the sense of its Latin root, educare, meaning to lead or draw out) will be likely 

to locate us at the start of a productive pathway. 

 

Summary and review 

 

• Why is collaborative free play so important not only for children’s social development, 

but for the full range of learning that they must undertake during childhood and 

adolescence? 

 

Human beings have evolved to learn through organic interaction with one another, in 

particular, in interaction in which there is some flexibility of response, which allows a 

developing child to learn how to independently problem solve by ‘trying out’ different ideas 

and strategies for size, rather than being given ‘off the peg correct’ answers and being 

expected to remember them. Human communication takes place within a complex and multi-

layered social arena, and our cognitions occur in connected patterns, schemas or ‘nets’ and 

therefore each new piece needs to make sense before it is fully integrated into an 

individual’s store of skills and knowledge. Social play is the most flexible arena in which we 

can engage in these types of interactions with other people, and learn in an organic, 
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embedded fashion, solving problems both independently and collaboratively. It should be 

noted that the concept of school was initially created as an environment in which children 

spent a few hours each day being rote-taught to read, write and count, not how to learn 

absolutely everything that they needed to know to become a successful adult!  

 

As Whitebread and Bingham (2011, p.3) propose, we have become seduced by an 

‘increasingly dominant notion of education as ‘transmission and reproduction’ and an 

imperative to prepare infants ‘for school rather than for life.’  As such we suggest that it is 

high time for us to consciously interrogate this notion, and consider what needs to change in 

order to bring a more organic, collaborative and above all, authentically human element back 

into Anglo-American childhoods. We propose that one important adjustment though which 

these aims could be realised is in the expansion of time and space allocated to children for 

independent, collaborative free play and discovery activities. 

  

• What relevance do complex theoretical debates in the area of ‘learning through play’ 

have to practice? 

 

The British state-funded education system arose from a background of political 

pragmatism rather than from a background of developmental theory. It has grown from 

utilitarian origins in early industrial period factory schools aimed at producing literate, 

numerate but most essentially, socially and politically uncritical workers, through 

Victorian ‘board’ school education as social control, to the mid-twentieth century focus 

upon schooling as preparation for work and the ‘New Labour’ focus on children as 

trainee consumer-workers in a complex post-industrial global society. All such systems 

had very little concept of the development of flexible, independent minds through play 

and discovery activities. British reformers such as Margaret McMillan (1861-1931), 

Susan Isaacs (1885-1948) and Bridget Plowden (1910-2000) all tried to introduce 

practices rooted in developmental psychology into mainstream state education, (see 
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chapter xxx?) but  such individuals were typically perceived as highly controversial 

within their own culture, while their ideas were  taken up more enthusiastically by 

others, for example in Scandinavia and other European areas (e.g., Reggio Emilia) 

and in an interesting blend with traditional Maori culture in New Zealand’s Ti Whaariki 

early years framework (see chapters ??? Avrils?).  

 

 It should also be noted in England and the US that most of the relevant time and 

space for play has disappeared from children’s out-of-school environments in which 

families, neighbourhoods and religious institutions were traditionally viewed as the 

core socialising influences. As such, perhaps education systems should not shoulder 

quite as much blame as some propose for the recent aridity of children’s collaborative 

free play opportunities. However, the complexity of post-industrial society indicates 

that the scope of the children’s workforce will inevitably reach beyond the provision of 

basic education and health care in the foreseeable future, and well-trained 

practitioners who can engage with theories relating to human development emerging 

from ongoing psychological, biological and sociological research will be required to 

develop flexible programmes of ‘learning though play’, and mould them into 

frameworks that are compatible with a contemporary Anglo-American cultural milieu. 

We have already seen the emergence of a debate in England relating to the range of 

roles for adults in the children’s workforce (e.g. Nutbrown 2012); this is only one of the 

emergent questions that we need to further explore. There is clearly much to do in the 

practical arena, and it is here that further questions can be carefully explored by 

graduate and post-graduate practitioners in action research. 

 

Action Research 

A form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in social situations in order to 

improve the rationality and justice of their own practices, their understanding of these 
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practices, and the situations in which the practices are carried out (Carr and Kemmis 1986: 

162). 

  

• How might we attempt to move forward in this area in the future?  

 

We have indicated above that we do not intend to endorse any type of ‘quick fix’ packages. 

What we are advocating is an ongoing discussion between a wide range of theorists and 

practitioners in the pursuit of developing culturally relevant opportunities for children to learn 

through genuine, organic, collaborative free play and open-ended discovery activities, 

alongside gradually more structured programmes of learning as they move into mid-

childhood and adolescence; several possible models that could provide a basis for such 

development can be found within the Scandinavian nations. Above all, as Singer (1999, 

p.61) proposed, the way that we engage in teaching and learning should above all ‘be 

grounded on the best available evidence of what human beings are like” rather than upon 

the requirements of national and international economies and the endless political 

machinations of successive governments. This is a challenge for the children’s workforce as 

a whole as we move more deeply into the 21st century, and we hope that some of you will be 

instrumental in pioneering solutions and developing new practices. Many of you will be 

representatives of the first generation of ‘digital natives’ (Prensky 2001, see chapter 1) to 

engage in educational/ child development research, and we look forward to engaging with 

your discoveries and innovations in the future. 

 

In Conclusion… 

Ideas in action 

 

‘On children’ 
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Your children are not your children. 

They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.  

They come through you but not from you, 

And though they are with you, yet they belong not to you. 

You may give them your love but not your thoughts. 

For they have their own thoughts. 

You may house their bodies but not their souls, 

For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow, which you cannot visit, not even in your dreams. 

You may strive to be like them, but seek not to make them like you. 

For life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday. 

You are the bows from which your children as living arrows are sent forth. 

The archer sees the mark upon the path of the infinite, 

and He bends you with His might that His arrows may go swift and far.  

Let your bending in the archer’s hand be for gladness; 

For even as He loves the arrow that flies, so He loves also the bow that is stable.  

 

Gibran 1923, online 

 

These words were written by Khalil Gibran (1883–1931) shortly after World War I. Gibran was thus 

a member of one of the earlier generations who experienced the psychosocial dissonance that 

rapidly changing technology can evoke. Perhaps if we as adults can learn this one lesson that he 

phrases so beautifully – that every successive generation of children will ‘dwell in the house of 

tomorrow, which [adults] cannot visit, not even in your dreams . . . For life goes not backward nor 

tarries with yesterday’ – every successive generation of adults will subsequently be motivated to 

fiercely guard the independent, flexible collaborative play and discovery activities in which their 

children develop the vital foundations of independent and collaborative problem-solving abilities.  
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http://zipmeme.com/meme/Kahlil-Gibran/41460/ 

 

Stop and Reflect 

What objections do you think Khalil Gibran might have raised to ‘transmit and test’ teaching and 

learning regimes? Discuss this point with your coursemates/ colleagues. 

 

Psychosocial dissonance  

Psychosocial: relating to both the psychological and the social; dissonance: 

inharmonious or harsh sound; discord or incongruity (Dictionary.com). Psychosocial 

dissonance is therefore a description of a feeling that one’s society and one’s place 

within it is somehow unbalanced, in particular that some societal factors do not 

properly synchronise with others, or with one’s own ideas of how interactions with 

others ought to proceed.   

 

http://zipmeme.com/meme/Kahlil-Gibran/41460/
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 The chapters in this book are designed to take you a few steps along the road in your 

continuing professional development, and to give you the confidence to conceive of future 

environments and practices that may significantly differ from those of the past. We have 

attempted to communicate some (inevitably time-bound) ideas to help you in your pursuit of 

educating and nurturing a generation of playful, curious children, most importantly in the 

pursuit of enjoying their childhood as a specific life stage rather than as only a phase in 

which one prepares for adulthood, and secondly towards their development into socially 

connected, intelligent and cognitively flexible adults. We have had great pleasure in acting 

as Gibranian ‘bows’ to your ‘arrows’ by inviting you to join us as lifelong learners in this 

fascinating endeavour, and, through you, the reader, to take this process forward into as yet 

unknown cultures of the future. 
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Naravaez, D., Panksepp, J., Schore, A. and Gleason, T. (2012) Evolution, Early Experience 
and Human Development:From Research to Practice and Policy. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 
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* Note on referencing:  In view of the posthumous publication of much of Wittgenstein’s 

work, and of the translations into English, the following initials rather than dates have been 

used, with one exception, to refer to his work. 

http://www.unicef-icdc.org/presscentre/presskit/reportcard7/rc7_eng.pdf
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Abbreviation Title Date of writing 

PI  Philosophical Investigations 1930-1949 

Z Zettel 1945-1948 

OC On Certainty 1949-1951 

In each case references to sections in Wittgenstein’s work are given by the section number 

for the English translation, for example (PI, §347). 
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