Bonnie Neugebauer observes that many must relearn the joys of playfulness. To do so, she suggests, they must be willing to spend freely, to squander, to waste (if you will), to be extravagant with their:

Time — Play must exist in a context of timelessness. The process is valued beyond the outcome of the play, so it must be possible to continue the experience across blocks of time, even across days and weeks. The play must find its own end, just as it found its own beginning....

Sense of Self — Play requires that one forget oneself. If self-conscious about their play, about how others will view either their play or the products of their play, children and adults are crippled. Their play is distorted by other consciousness.

Sense of Order — Play demands a certain amount of chaos. There must be room for using things and doing things in new ways. Play equipment and space must be flexible to meet the changing needs of the players. There must be storage for uncompleted play, and respect for unfinished spaces. Players require a degree of uncertainty and support for taking risks. Play is nurtured when there is no labeling of wrong and right. 

Joy — Play without enjoyment is just plain hard work. Players need to laugh, and boast, and practice. There are many choices to be made, and each is a challenge. Play brings out the best in each of us.

"Free, imaginative play is crucial for normal social, emotional, and cognitive development. It makes us better adjusted, smarter, and less stressed." This bold statement comes not from the latest issue of Young Children, or a keynoter at the annual meeting of the Chicago Metro AEYC, but from the Scientific American MIND magazine (February 2009). The article, "The Serious Need for Play" by Melinda Wenner, provides a strong, research-based case for the value of play in the lives of children. Every early childhood program should hand out copies of the article to parents, politicians, and funders. Here are some points Wenner makes...

"[Researcher Stuart Brown] has interviewed some 6,000 people about their childhoods, and his data suggest that a lack of opportunities for unstructured, imaginative play can keep children from growing into happy, well-adjusted adults. Free play...is critical for becoming socially adept, coping with stress, and building cognitive skills such as problem solving."

"Studies show that children use more sophisticated language when playing with other children than when playing with adults. In pretend play, for instance, they have to communicate about something that's not physically present, so they have to use complicated language in such a way that they can communicate to their peer what it is that they're trying to say."

"Researchers at the University of Washington gave a box of toy blocks to children from middle- and low-income families aged 18 months to two and a half years. Par ents of these kids, as well as parents of a similar group of kids who had no blocks, kept track of how often the children played. After six months, the kids who had played with blocks scored significantly higher on language tests than the others did."

Joan Almon, "The Fear of Play," from which the excerpt below comes and which can be viewed in its entirety on the Exchange web site.

"Real play — play that is initiated and directed by children and that bubbles up from within the child rather than being imposed by adults — has largely disappeared from the landscape of childhood in the United States. There are many reasons for this, such as the long hours spent in front of screens each day or in activities organized by adults. In addition, preschools and kindergartens that used to foster meaningful play and exploration often spend long hours on adult-led instruction instead. 

"All of these are the outer manifestations of something deeper — a modern mindset that does not value play and is even afraid of it. Some fears are easy to identify. People freely admit they are afraid of accidents in play and want to minimize risk. Yet playgrounds that offer genuine risk, such as Berkeley’s adventure playground, where children build two-story play structures with hammers and nails, tend to have fewer accidents than traditional playgrounds. Give children real risk and they rise to it; they learn how to handle it. Give them sanitized play spaces, and children often are less conscious of risk and have accidents, or take outlandish risks for the sheer excitement of it all.

"There is also a widespread fear of ‘stranger danger.’ Most parents will not let their elementary-age children go out unattended. Yet most crimes against children, such as abduction or abuse, are perpetrated by people the family knows rather than strangers on the playground. 

"These are the easily recognized fears. There are underlying fears that are harder to describe.

"The current mindset in the U.S. leads us to create a life that is as safe and risk-free as possible. We want life to be ultra-organized, and we want to be in charge at all times. We’re taught from early on that life should be rational and measurable. No wonder people love to see young children sitting still and working on worksheets or at computer screens. It’s so tidy compared to play, which is messy, not only physically but also emotionally. 

"In play, the full range of human feelings and longings surfaces at one time or another, some of which are not very beautiful and can even be a bit scary. In addition, play is hard to track or assess. It wanders in and out of different realities like dreams. It may start out looking familiar, but will often go into deeper realms that are not easily understood. Play is full of symbols and metaphors. It has some elements that seem familiar and arise from our everyday life, but in the next moment it is full of magical thinking. It is a way of perceiving the world that is reminiscent of fairy tales and myths. It is the antithesis of didactic teaching and scripted lessons, which are highly predictable, although their outcomes tend to be much weaker than promised."

"Teachers make a profound difference in whether a child will have a desire to learn and whether the information learned is valued and used or simply committed to memory. Children look to their teachers as role models. They strive to be recognized by their teachers. They strive to please. Every teacher, every caregiver, holds in his or her hands the power to shape a child’s entire future. The teacher-child relationship can not be underestimated. 

· Build trust. Trust is the foundation of social and emotional intelligence. Social and emotional intelligence are necessary for cognitive achievement. Trust develops as children begin to know that you will meet their needs. Trust develops over time. 

· Be ‘fully present.’ Take the time to listen to each child’s comments and statements. Respond as if their words are crucially important. We are born as fledglings. We need to be recognized and nourished by others. Nothing you are doing in the classroom is more important than children’s need for interaction and recognition. Be there — fully there! 

An intentional teacher will help develop intentional ​students. Intentional teachers make thoughtful choices about the classroom environment, curriculum activities, and student interactions. Intentional ​students make thoughtful choices about their participation in the classroom. They model the thoughtfulness demonstrated by their teacher. They think before they act. For example they might ask themselves, “Which center offers something that motivates my curiosity?” “What story do I prefer to hear?”

In the article, "TRUST in Children's Play" contributed by the HighScope Educational Research Foundation for inclusion in the new Exchange CD Book, The Value of Play, Beth Marshall makes this observation about play in response to calls she had been receiving from teachers about the increasing pressures to measure their results by required child outcomes and performance standards...

"Young children's play is creative and even magical. Young children bring curiosity as well as a sense of discovery and delight to their play. As teachers or caregivers, we need to take our cues from the children — instead of thinking 'What child outcome, learning goal, or rubric must I cover today?' we need to find that sense of wonder and curiosity in ourselves: 'I wonder how I can support Dali as he continues to build tall spaceships with cardboard tubes and boxes?' or 'I'm curious about whether and how children will use the donated cell phones in their play.' If teachers could keep this perspective in mind, perhaps some of the stress and frustration I heard on the phone would dissipate. These adults could get back to doing what they know best for children — supporting their active learning by joining in play."

Time for play in most public kindergartens has dwindled to the vanishing point, replaced by lengthy lessons and standardized testing, according to three new studies released today by the Alliance for Childhood. Classic play materials like blocks, sand and water tables, and props for dramatic play have largely disappeared from the 268 full-day kindergarten classrooms studied. The studies were conducted by researchers from U.C.L.A., Long Island University, and Sarah Lawrence College in New York. Their findings are documented in Crisis in the Kindergarten: Why Children Need to Play in School. The researchers found that: 

· On a typical day, kindergartners in Los Angeles and New York City spend four to six times as long being instructed and tested in literacy and math (two to three hours per day) as in free play or “choice time” (30 minutes or less). 

· Standardized testing and preparation for tests are now a daily activity in most of the kindergartens studied, despite the fact that the use of most such tests with children under age eight is scientifically invalid and leads to harmful labeling. 

· In many kindergarten classrooms there is no playtime at all. Teachers say the curriculum does not incorporate play, there isn’t time for it, and many school administrators do not value it. 


Child development experts have been raising alarms about the increasingly didactic, test-driven, and joyless course of early childhood education. “These practices, which are not well grounded in research, violate long-established principles of child development and good teaching,” states the Alliance’s report. “It is increasingly clear that they are compromising both children’s health and their long-term prospects for success in school.”

Here are some of the ideas on fostering curiosity in children shared by Marge Kennedy in Work & Family Life (April 2009)... 

· Let kids handle anything they can safely handle. Children need to touch things that fill their environment. For example, climbing a tree or walking through a mud puddle should not be something a child wonders about but never gets to experience. Given the opportunity, few children can resist taking something apart to see how it works or mixing various ingredients just to see what might happen. 

· Show your sense of wonder. Observe the world around you and you'll encourage your children to do the same. Invite a creative response by asking questions such as: "What do you think is inside?" or "Let's see how it works." or "What if you turned it on that side?" 

· Provide tools to stimulate curiosity. A tape measure can get a young child wondering how long things are. A magnifying glass, microscope, or telescope can offer a closer look. And, of course, books are primary tools. 

· Note connections. Make comparisons. Talk about how things relate and interrelate. For example, "How is a guitar like a violin? How is it different?" 

In the introduction to their article "Play and Cultural Differences" (which is one of more than 90 articles in the new Exchange resource, Promoting the Value of Play CD Book), Elizabeth Jones and Sharon Cronin observe...

"Culture — a people's way of behaving, being in, and understanding the world — is learned by each new generation through a process of enculturation. A culture's solutions and life strategies are acquired by children as they watch and listen — and reinvented as they imitate, talk, and play. Language, including both words and art forms, is central to the unity of a culture.

"In the first five years of life, children learn to talk their people's language and play their people's daily life scripts — homemaking and going places, talking to friends and buying and selling, making and fixing, singing and dancing, and storytelling and celebrating rituals. Children's imitative and playful grounding in their culture is the foundation for identity development and for trust in the world as a predictable and meaningful place.

"For many children, this learning process is disrupted by racism and other biases that devalue their home culture, or by sustained discontinuous experiences that ignore it. A child in out-of-home care will be aware both of differences and of the unspoken values attached to these differences: Are my language, my hair and skin, my games — myself — welcome here? Am I expected to change in order to be acceptable? Child care can be an alienating experience — or an affirming one.

"If no one in the child care program speaks the child's language, if none of the toys recreate home, if no familiar adult is present in a caregiving role, the young child is thrust into the confusing but all-too-common experience of stranger care — of long days in a setting which doesn't resemble home and whose people will have no lasting relationship with the child's family. In such a setting, it's hard to play and learn."
