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This book is dedicated to all our families, friends and colleagues, with 
thanks for the conversations that continue to inspire a fascination  
for all things to do with play.

Liz Brooker, Mindy Blaise and Susan Edwards
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Editors’ Note on Terminology

In this handbook we acknowledge authors’ preferred use of terminology and have not sought 
consistency of terms across all chapters. However, an author’s choice of terms for certain cat-
egories can be construed as having political implications. We draw attention to the following 
categories here to clarify meanings.

1.	 In writing about young children and their caregivers and educators in a sex- and gender-neutral way, it is 
almost impossible to avoid the constant repetition of clumsy ‘he/she’, ‘his or her’, ‘s/he’ constructions. Some 
authors, in reaction to psychology’s traditional use of ‘he’, have preferred to adopt the convention of writing 
‘she’ for ‘the child’. Others, when writing about children’s relationships with mothers and female educators, 
have preferred to use ‘he’ (the child) to avoid confusion with ‘she’ (the adult) where the caregiver is female. 
All authors have shown awareness of this difficulty and we have on the whole left their choices intact.

2.	 Some authors wished to make a specific statement about their use of ‘race’ as a socially constructed cate-
gory to avoid the implication that it is a biological phenomenon. We have followed authors’ preferences as 
to whether or not to ‘quote’ this term, but can confirm that in all cases (even when unquoted) it is under-
stood by authors as a social and political construction.

3.	 Most authors have included some discussion of the different beliefs, practices and experiences found in 
different regions of the world. There are many ways to refer to these global divisions. Chosen terms include: 
Minority/Majority worlds; developing and developed worlds; Global North/Global South; Euro-American, 
Euro-Western, Western-heritage, industrialized, postindustrial and/or affluent. We have in almost every 
instance left these terms unchanged on the understanding that authors, whatever their preferred usage, are 
fully aware of global inequalities.
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This is not the first handbook to be produced 
about play or about learning. Neither is this 
the first handbook to be written about young 
children. There are other handbooks that deal 
in considerable depth with topics including 
play (Pellegrini, 2011), young children’s 
learning (Spodek & Saracho, 2006), and the 
sociological contexts of childhood (Qvortrup, 
Corsaro & Honig, 2009). What makes the 
present volume unique is that it is about play 
and learning in early childhood.

Play and learning are commonly described 
partners in the early years (Grindheim & 
Ødegaard, 2013), with the term ‘early child-
hood’ internationally defined as the ages 
between birth and eight (UNICEF, n.d). It is 
here that any ideas of simplicity regarding ease 
of definition about play and learning in early 
childhood might cease. This is because putting 
these concepts together opens for consideration 
a ‘sprawling body’ (Hännikainen, Singer & van 
Oers, 2013) of literature in which consensus 
about the definitions of ‘play’ and ‘learning’, 
and about conceptions of early childhood, is 

never achieved. In all probability the field of 
early childhood will never reach any consensus 
on these points, because it continues to be 
engaged in dialogue with diverse disciplines, 
theoretical explanations and philosophical 
positions, all of which have different implica-
tions for both research and practice. This means 
that in considering ‘play’ or ‘learning’ (or play 
and learning) a reader of early childhood 
research might well encounter ideas and argu-
ments from philosophy, psychology, history, 
evolutionary biology, anthropology and sociol-
ogy. Each of these disciplines follows its own 
traditions and lines of arguments. They hold 
varying epistemological and ontological posi-
tions, which in turn means they understand and 
value play and learning in early childhood in 
sometimes complementary and at other times 
entirely contrary ways. To grasp an understand-
ing of play and learning in early childhood is to 
recognise that the breadth and depth of ideas on 
which the field draws, and to which it contrib-
utes, sometimes enables convergence and at 
other times highlights degrees of difference.

Introduction

L i z  B r o o k e r ,  M i n d y  B l a i s e  a n d  S u s a n  E d w a r d s
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What is interesting about understanding 
play and learning in early childhood in this 
way is that over time these points of conver-
gence and difference have evolved into 
concepts and debates that are recognisable as 
being about the distinctive field of play and 
learning in early childhood rather than being 
simply about play, or learning, or early child-
hood. For example, many an introductory 
textbook on early childhood would talk about 
play as the basis for children’s learning (see 
for example, Morrison, 2011), and provide a 
historical overview of theories of play as a 
justification for its claim. Here, the idea that 
‘play is a basis for learning’ is recognisable 
as a construct associated with the field of 
play and learning in early childhood, while 
the ideas associated with it are drawn from 
philosophy and psychology. Again, the 
debate concerning the relative benefits of 
free play, or of adult interventions in chil-
dren’s play, is recognisable as a discussion 
occurring in play and learning in early child-
hood. However, the terms of this debate draw 
on philosophical ideas about the natural 
goodness of free play and psychological 
theory regarding the social construction of 
knowledge. In a further example, traditional 
assumptions that consider play as a neutral 
and value-free vehicle for children’s learning 
are now challenged by the critique that play 
is vested in socially powerful relationships 
which can sometimes be unequal. This debate 
too is recognisably about play and learning in 
early childhood, while the critiques are 
located within poststructural arguments 
regarding the interconnections of power, 
knowledge, subjectivity and discourse.

This handbook is an attempt to map the 
range of concepts, debates and contemporary 
concerns associated with this field, while 
seeking to provide some sense of how they 
have evolved from, and contributed to, the 
range of associated disciplines. Given these 
combined aims, the task assigned to the con-
tributing authors was by no means easy 
(Qvortrup, Corsaro & Honig, 2009). Authors 
were asked to provide a historical account of 
their specific focus in the field, to illustrate 

where possible the alignment or divergence 
of ideas informing their areas, and to point to 
future issues and directions of relevance for 
the next 10 to 15 years. Readers will note that 
each author approached this task differently. 
In some cases, authors adopted a largely 
chronological perspective, stepping the 
reader through an historical account of key 
ideas, signalling important points of depar-
ture in thinking about play and learning and 
suggesting future avenues for investigation. 
Other authors employed a more narrative 
framework, using specific examples and sto-
ries to highlight universal questions of 
concern and how these have adapted ideas 
from different disciplines. Other strategies 
involved comprehensively surveying empiri-
cal literature and showing how this literature 
relates to theories and philosophies of play 
and learning.

We intended that the handbook would be 
inclusive of a wide range of cultural, geo-
graphic and thematic positions. Culturally 
and geographically we were keen to repre-
sent as many international contexts as 
possible. Whilst we have contributions from 
Australasia, Europe and North America, we 
did not succeed in sourcing chapters from a 
broader region of Asia, or from Africa or 
South America. It remains the case that the 
world’s most affluent countries are those best 
able to support research into young chil-
dren’s play. The initial list of topics we hoped 
would be canvassed in the book was also not 
entirely achieved: we regret that the themes 
of inclusion, sustainability and second lan-
guage learning are not represented in separate 
chapters, although they do appear in chapters 
across the handbook. We therefore encour-
aged authors to be as international as possible 
in their account of the field and, where they 
were able, to refer to aspects of play and 
learning specifically associated with inclu-
sion, sustainability and second language 
learning.

The next significant task was to determine 
the placing of the chapters in a way that pro-
vided a conceptual framing for the entire 
handbook. This presented its own problems 
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because we recognised that the structural 
possibilities were as endless as the discus-
sions informing the field, and that no ‘natural’ 
thematic divisions were evident. In addition, 
it was apparent that each of our authors was 
differently situated in relation to their nation 
or region, disciplinary history, teaching and 
research experience and intellectual affilia-
tions, and that we needed to take account of 
this ‘situatedness’ in grouping the chapters. 
These differences opened up many possibili-
ties for juxtaposing and arranging chapters: 
we could for instance have placed all the 
more traditionally developmental chapters 
together and all the more experimental or 
postdevelopmental chapters in another group. 
Instead we sought to place the chapters in 
ways that recognise the value of their differ-
ently situated perspectives.

In drawing on ideas of ‘situated know
ledge’ we are indebted to the thinking of 
Donna Haraway (1988) who argues that all 
knowledge, including those ‘knowledges’ 
associated with play and learning in early 
childhood, comes from somewhere (1988: 
590). In the case of the knowledge contrib-
uted to this collection, that somewhere 
includes not only the temporal and spatial 
circumstances of the knowledge production 
but also the complex lifetime experiences of 
authors, including their affiliations to diverse 
theories, discourses and practices. And just 
as their approach to play and early learning, 
and even to children and to childhood itself, 
has been shaped by these circumstances, so 
we know that our readers’ reception of the 
ideas and evidence presented here will be 
shaped by their own contexts and history.

Haraway’s ideas are productive for con-
sidering knowledge production because they 
enable us to think about how knowledge 
practices are enacted across the broad field of 
early childhood, without hierarchising one 
approach over others. Instead of thinking 
about the 33 chapters as evidence of 33 dif-
ferent and even contradictory perspectives, 
we follow Haraway in viewing all such posi-
tions as ‘partial views and halting voices’ (1988: 
590) which can help towards developing a  

‘collective subject position’ (1988: 590) 
through dialogue. This makes it possible to 
consider the field of early childhood play and 
learning scholarship not as a collection of 
isolated individuals but, rather, as a commu-
nity composed of rich and diverse voices. 
One of Haraway’s most important contribu-
tions to debates about knowledge production 
lies in her interest in making room for ‘the 
more’ – in being inclusive of new as well as 
old ideas, even when these may appear to 
conflict, and in welcoming contradictions 
and differences. From this perspective, we 
have tried to see our own role as creating 
‘the more’ through the presentation and 
placing of these knowledges, in all their 
diversity – to present a community of schol-
ars in dialogue across the field.

In drawing upon Haraway’s ideas we also 
hoped to move beyond the hierarchical and 
binary thinking which has previously charac-
terised the field, where so much debate has 
centred on oppositions (of play and work, 
adult and child, formal and informal, child-
initiated and adult-directed). In respecting 
and valuing the ‘partial’ perspectives that all 
the authors bring to their chapters we invite 
readers to work with these partial perspec-
tives. Instead of thinking about different and 
even conflicting perspectives as problematic, 
we encourage readers to view them as posi-
tive and productive. We hope that the 
different perspectives presented here can be 
understood as in dialogue with one another, 
collectively generating points of reference 
that do not simply rely on the old binary 
stances, but acknowledge and gain from a 
recognition of difference.

In this perspective, it follows that how play 
and learning is understood, enacted, and 
researched across the field of early childhood 
cannot be disconnected from how it is situ-
ated within the micro and macro politics of 
teaching, learning, curriculum, and child-
hoods, both locally and globally. The chapters 
which follow are conceptually situated within 
various social and cultural contexts, including 
the authors’ values and beliefs about play, 
research, childhood, teaching, and learning; 
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our own values and beliefs as co-editors; the 
values and beliefs of the publishing world; 
and, not least, our readers’ expectations of the 
purpose and composition of a handbook.

Our aims for the handbook were, we deter-
mined, best served by a three-part framing of 
the field. Each part contains a self-standing 
introduction detailing the contributions of 
the chapters to the broad section themes in 
which they are located. The three sections of 
the handbook focus in turn on: 1) Theoretical 
perspectives on play and learning; 2) Play 
and learning in pedagogy, curriculum and 
assessment; and 3) Contexts for play and 
learning. While individual chapters are 
grouped under these three themes, it will be 
clear to many readers that the chapters in 
Parts II and III are as much ‘about theory’ as 
they are about curriculum, pedagogy, assess-
ment and contexts for play. Similarly the 
chapters in the first part of the handbook, 
while located in the ‘theoretical’ section 
clearly draw on research and practice in their 
discussions of play and learning in early 
childhood. The distinction between them is a 
matter of emphasis. Thus chapters in Part I 
draw out a theoretical framework from expe-
rience; Part II shows how theories of play and 
learning are implicated in classroom pedago-
gies and curricula; and Part III encompasses a 
much wider range of contexts and relation-
ships in young children’s play and learning.

The emphasis of the handbook overall is, 
as suggested, on promoting an understanding 
of play and learning in early childhood. It 
will, we hope, enable readers to enter the 
debate characterising the field, and join in 
making its ‘collective subject position’.
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PART I

Theoretical Perspectives  
on Play and Learning

M i n d y  B l a i s e ,  S u s a n  E d w a r d s  a n d  L i z  B r o o k e r

This section is focused on theoretical ideas 
about play and learning that are of both his-
torical importance and contemporary interest 
to the field. Its chapters range from a broad 
account of foundational ideas to discussions 
of contemporary postdevelopmental theories, 
and include the consideration of socio-cultural, 
cultural–historical, psychological and anthro-
pological perspectives.

The section commences with a chapter by 
Doris Bergen which introduces some of the 
foundations of play theory, including the 
work of psychologists such as Freud, Erikson, 
Piaget and Vygotsky and educators such as 
Hall and Dewey. The chapter explains how 
each of these theorists describes the relation-
ship between play, development and learning 
in early childhood. Bergen introduces her 
historical survey with the declaration that 
play is ‘a pervasive phenomenon seen in ani-
mal species, a common behaviour of human 
children, and an observable behaviour in the 
lives of human adults’. From this starting-point 

she refers to ancient, medieval and 
Renaissance writers to show how their ideas 
influenced understandings of play in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, and identifies 
new directions for future research.

Chapter 4, by Adena Meyers and Laura 
Berk, demonstrates the strength and rigour of 
the experimental approach to research on pre-
tend play, which is often viewed as the most 
characteristic, and the most significant, form 
of play in early childhood. Meyers and Berk 
take the reader through a series of key claims 
for the developmental impact of pretend play 
on young children, making a convincing case 
that – even if a causal relation cannot be  
established beyond doubt – evidence for the 
outcomes of pretend play, and especially of 
executive function, self-regulation and emo-
tional control, has been described in numerous 
studies of children’s development. The argu-
ment here draws on a number of important 
psychological constructs which have been the 
basis for extensive correlational studies.
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The theoretical contribution of Vygotsky 
resonates through many chapters, but is  
the particular focus of Chapters 2 (Elena 
Kravtsova) and 5 (Bert van Oers). Both 
Kravtsova and van Oers argue the case for the 
relationship between play and learning from a 
cultural-historical perspective. Both engage 
closely not only with Vygotsky’s own pub-
lished works but also with those of his 
colleagues, collaborators and followers in the 
former Soviet Union. Drawing upon Vygotsky’s 
non-classical psychological understanding  
of play, Kravtsova argues for the powerful  
enabling role of play in development and 
learning, framing play as a self-valuable 
activity which helps children to express what 
they know and see in their lives. Van Oers’ 
work proposes a new cultural-historical 
activity theory that is capable of reformulat-
ing some of Vygotsky’s original concepts, 
arguing that play is not a discrete activity but 
a mode of acting in the world which requires 
certain degrees of freedom for its existence.

Suzanne Gaskins, in Chapter 3, offers a 
very different description of the relationship 
between play and learning from an anthropo-
logical perspective. Gaskins also draws on 
foundational theorists such as Piaget and 
Vygotsky to trace the history of ideas, but 
situates her own argument within cross-
cultural research, which demonstrates the 
role of social, economic and cultural circum-
stances in shaping how children acquire the 
knowledge and skills valued in their com-
munities. Her typology of societies shows 
that young children’s play may be cultivated, 
accepted or curtailed, and that their learning 
may, in many societies, be mediated through 
non-play routes.

Gaskins reminds researchers in the field 
that ‘Data from one very specialized cultural 
ecology, where play is highly cultivated, is 
not sufficient to answer questions about 
play’s unique contribution to children’s 
development and learning in all environ-
ments’ (p. 40). She cautions researchers 
about the pitfalls of relying on a single form 
of cultural knowledge in their efforts to 
understand play – a timely reminder of the 

limited usefulness of play research from 
White, Western and middle-class contexts. 
Play research located in widely varied geo-
political locations and with different groups 
of children and families may therefore be 
seen as offering the valuable ‘partial views’ 
adumbrated by Haraway (1988: 590).

Chapter 9, by Susan Grieshaber and 
Felicity McArdle, reviews literature about 
the ethics of young children’s play and learn-
ing, including in classroom contexts. In 
addition to reviewing traditional theories of 
ethics, in which children acquire ethical ideas 
from the modelling and instructive work of 
adults, the chapter argues that play may be an 
effective site for fostering young children’s 
own ethical understanding and behaviour. 
The chapter includes an examination of cur-
riculum documents from various countries 
(Sweden, Norway, Hong Kong, Australia, 
and England), which allows readers to con-
sider how ideologies about play, childhood 
and teaching are enacted across the globe.

A strong theme of equity, social justice and 
transformation runs through Chapters 6, 7, 8, 
9 and 10. These chapters highlight strong 
links between social justice and play, where 
play is understood as a political space 
where inequities may be constituted and 
perpetuated. They draw on theories that are 
of increasing contemporary significance to 
the field to show how postcolonial, post-
structural, feminist, queer, posthuman, 
girlhood and masculinity studies, and new 
materialisms, may be used to challenge taken-
for-granted understandings of gender, (hetero)
sexuality, ‘race’ and social class. What these 
chapters have in common is the articulation 
of theoretical concepts that view children as 
active and creative agents who contribute to 
cultural production and change. Play is not 
positioned as ‘innocent’, but is seen rather as 
a potential site of equitable and transforma-
tive social engagement.

The ‘situated knowledge’ (Haraway, 
1988) produced by these scholars, and the 
research they review, derives from a cross-
disciplinary and cross-national discourse. 
The authors, far from being co-located, 
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received their own education and training in 
their home countries: Australia, Canada, 
Sweden, the United Kingdom and the United 
States. New ideas, as this demonstrates, 
travel around the globe as international com-
munication becomes available at the touch of  
a screen.

For example, Veronica Pacini-Ketchabaw, 
in Chapter 6, discusses postdevelopmental 
critiques with a particular emphasis on post
colonial theory, which shows how powerfully 
individuals and groups can be subjugated 
through classroom activities, including play. 
Her chapter shows how the intersections of 
racism and colonialism have been identified in 
research in early childhood settings around the 
world. Hillevi Lenz Taguchi, in Chapter 7, 
describes the ‘material turn’ which has 
recently emerged in the social sciences, and 
shows how this idea has been taken up in 
research into young children’s play and learn-
ing. Her chapter uses a single incident of a 
child’s play with sand to offer an alternative, 
posthumanist and materialist interpretation, in 
which non-human elements are credited with 
agency in their intra-actions with humans. 
This emerging line of research is presented 
through a review of recent studies employing 
these theoretical concepts, showing that they 
have quite specific epistemological, ontologi-
cal, methodological and ethical consequences 
for understanding play and learning in early 
childhood. Readers will note too the require-
ment for a new ‘language’ which tries to 
express the meanings which are being ‘thought’ 
and ‘said’ for the first time.

Sue Saltmarsh, in Chapter 8, offers a cross-
disciplinary theoretical approach to the study 
of play from a childhood studies/sociology of 
childhood perspective. Her representation of 
young children’s play is grounded in histori-
cal accounts of childhood, as well as in 
contemporary understandings of the status of 
the child in society and the political nature of 
adult–child and child–child relationships. The 
many disciplinary perspectives employed in 
this chapter offer a range of insights into the 
ambiguities and complexities of children’s 
socially constructed position in society and 

the material facts of their everyday lives and 
play experiences. Grieshaber and McArdle’s 
discussion of the ethics of play in Chapter 9 
reiterates many of the postdevelopmental 
themes raised in these chapters.

An array of different postdevelopmental 
theoretical perspectives is surveyed by 
Mindy Blaise in Chapter 10. Her chapter 
provides an account of the ways in which 
discourses of gender, sex and sexuality can 
be differently construed from the various 
theoretical standpoints to have emerged from 
feminist scholarship, including that of post-
Confucianism. Each of the six theoretical 
positions discussed here makes visible, in 
different ways, how ideas about gender, sex 
and sexuality are constructed and enacted  
in early childhood classrooms. Discussion  
of recent play research employing these 
approaches prompts a rethinking of the roles 
of educators as well as researchers in chal-
lenging the inequalities which are produced 
when young children play together.

The final chapter in this section, written 
by Liz Jones and Rachel Holmes, clearly 
exemplifies Haraway’s (1988) concept of 
situated knowledge, which is highlighted 
above. It considers the consequences of 
research and knowledge production where 
various theoretical paradigms are used as 
starting points to define and position play. 
This chapter, like Chapter 7, uses a single 
observation of classroom play to explore the 
meanings and interpretations which emerge 
when different theoretical and methodological 
lenses – modernism, postmodernism and 
posthumanism – are applied to the play. It 
concludes that non-traditional concepts, 
such as embodiment and affect, offer oppor-
tunities for new understandings of play’s 
meaning for children. Readers, regardless of 
their own theoretical orientation, are likely 
to find this chapter challenging. Jones and 
Holmes argue that ‘methodological multi-
plicity and complexity, taken in order to 
move ourselves as researchers towards con-
ceptual, analytical and interpretive spaces 
that can meet the needs of ever-changing 
educational practices’ (p. 134).
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Part I of the handbook canvasses an array of 
theoretical and methodological insights and 
possibilities, encouraging an appreciation of the 
historical evolution of key ideas and a recogni-
tion of the force of postdevelopmental theories.
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INTRODUCTION

Although play has existed as a part of human 
experience since early times, theories regarding 
its definition and cause, purpose, value, mean-
ing, nature, effects and influence have been 
diverse and often controversial. Some theorists 
have focused on only one of the manifestations 
of play while others have focused on many dif-
ferent aspects. Playfulness, in its varied forms, 
is a pervasive phenomenon seen in animal spe-
cies, a common behaviour of human children 
and an observable behaviour in the lives of 
human adults. According to Gordon (2009), the 
nature of play has been described differently by 
theorists in various disciplines, and they have 
‘come to different conclusions about the nature 
of play’ (3). Göncü and Gaskins (2007) assert 
that because play is such a complex phenome-
non, it has often been difficult to ‘integrate its 
multiple perspectives’ (4).

Play theory, therefore, is a wide-ranging 
topic, with some theorists giving definitions 
of the term ‘play’ and describing its purposes 
narrowly, others focusing on describing one 

manifestation of play, such as animal physical 
play or children’s fantasy play, and others try-
ing to probe the underlying meanings of all 
types of play with broad definitional theo-
ries. Four major strands of play theory have 
influenced present views of the theoretical 
meaning of play: 1) defining the characteris-
tics of the behaviour called play; 2) examining 
aspects of animal play and its meaning;  
3) examining the role of play as a socio-
cultural phenomenon and adaptive life 
quality throughout the lifespan; and 4) focus-
ing on the role of various types of play in 
fostering children’s development and educa-
tion. This chapter provides an overview of 
the foundations of play theory, giving atten-
tion to all of these theoretical perspectives.

EARLY THEORIES OF PLAY

Plato, in his book of Laws (643 bce), was one 
of the first to make the phenomenon of play 
a subject of theoretical interest. He suggested 
that children’s play (paidia) had theoretical 

1
Foundations of Play Theory

D o r i s  B e r g e n
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significance as a venue for learning and for 
developing basic habits of character (paideia). 
According to Morris (1998), Plato believed 
that ‘play is a medium of activity in which 
the player’s natural underlying dispositions 
are revealed… and… (is)… the ideal medium 
of a child’s paideia; that is, learning is most 
effective when play is its medium’ (1998:114). 
Plato suggested that the correct way to edu-
cate children (both boys and girls) was to 
allow them to engage in play that promoted 
growth of their abilities, and that this would 
result in adults who were able to use their 
abilities effectively. Thus, the theoretical 
idea of play as an educational venue can be 
traced back to these early times.

RENAISSANCE/ENLIGHTENMENT 
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON 
PLAY

Specifically stated theoretical positions 
regarding the role of play and its value as a 
means for assisting children’s development 
and learning began to be more evident during 
the Renaissance. For example, Comenius 
(1632, 1657) emphasized the view that chil-
dren’s playful activity had educational 
meaning. He wrote two books advising that 
children’s learning would be fostered by 
interesting and playful activities. His books 
were so popular at that time that they were 
translated into 40 languages.

In the period of the Enlightenment, the 
influence of Rousseau’s book Emile (pub-
lished in 1762) emphasized the role of playful 
activity in children’s lives. Rousseau believed 
that children were born innately good and 
thus, instead of having adults rigidly control-
ling their behaviour, should have the freedom 
to develop in their own natural ways. Since 
playing is a natural activity of children when 
they are allowed to control their own activi-
ties, Rousseau asserted that their development 
would be positive in this condition. Thus, his 
perspective is one that promoted an apprecia-
tion of the play of children at that time. Even 

Locke (1693), who saw children as tabulae 
rasae (blank slates) at birth, suggested that 
children should be taught through positive 
playful experiences to promote rational and 
individual needs, rather than by methods that 
made them fearful. He recommended indoor 
block play, however, rather than rowdy out-
door play. While play began to be viewed by 
these theorists as having a positive role in 
children’s development and education, they 
did not really make explicit what might be 
the specific qualities of play that made it an 
important influence on children’s develop-
ment. However, their influence was a factor 
in later theoretical views of play as a facilita-
tor of children’s development and education.

LATE NINETEENTH-AND EARLY 
TWENTIETH-CENTURY THEORIES OF 
PLAY

Although these earlier theories continued to 
have influence during later centuries, theo-
retical ideas concerning play as a particularly 
meaningful factor that promoted children’s 
development and education began to be 
made more explicit during this time period.

Theories Defining Characteristics 
and Purposes of Play

Theorists such as Spencer (1873), Schiller 
(1875), Lazarus (1883) and Seashore (1913) 
were interested in the meaning of play, and 
they provided some of the definitions of  
play that have continued to be influential. 
These theorists addressed play’s origin and 
hypothesized about its purpose. For example, 
Seashore stated that play was free self-
expression and its purpose was the pleasure 
gained by self-expression; Schiller theorized 
that children had excess energy and play was 
a means to expend this exuberant energy; 
Spencer viewed play as activity performed 
for immediate gratification without thought 
of long-term benefit; and Lazarus defined 
play as a free, aimless and diverting activity 
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without purpose. (See Mitchell and Mason, 
1948, for more details on these early defini-
tions of play.) The idea of defining play – that 
is, identifying its essential characteristics – 
has continued to be of theoretical interest.

Theories Derived from Observing 
Animal Play

Theorists during this period also speculated 
about the meanings of animal play and the 
implications for human play theory. For 
example, Groos (1898, 1901) discussed both 
animal and human play and thought that play 
was instinctive practice behaviour that 
assisted in preparing individuals for later use 
of the skills that were needed in adulthood 
(for both animals and humans), but also that 
for adult humans, play provided relief from 
the stresses of life. He proposed a ‘recreation 
theory’ of play that explained why adults 
often took refuge in play when they had lives 
that were consumed by work and anxieties. 
Mitchell (1912) and Kohler (1931) studied 
the play of animals and concluded that play 
served a purpose of socialization as well  
as assisting young animals to develop behav-
iours needed by adults of the species. 
Theoretical insights about the socialization 
meanings of animal play, gained from focused 
study of animal play, have enriched hypothe-
ses about the meaning of play for humans 
(see Pellis and Iwaniuk, 2004).

Theories Focused on Play in 
Education and Child Development

European theorists Froebel (1887), Pestalozzi 
(1894) and Montessori (1914) all stressed the 
importance of playful activity as a means of 
educating children. Pestalozzi designed an 
educative system that drew on Rousseau’s 
theoretical ideas. He suggested that children 
be free to explore aspects of their environ-
ment through their play and that the teacher’s 
role was to observe and reflect on how to help 
them learn in that way. Froebel and Montessori 
both designed educational environments that 

built upon children’s natural play abilities. 
Froebel, the designer of the kindergarten 
(‘children’s garden’), provided a set of toys 
(gifts) for children that were supposed to 
extend their learning as the children played 
through a set of activities that these toys pro-
moted, and Montessori set up Children’s 
Houses, which provided activities that were 
initially close to children’s existing play 
behaviours but then provided ordered/
sequenced materials (work!) to enhance those 
behaviours. Their views of structured play 
environments as ideal starting points for chil-
dren’s education continue to be supported by 
many present-day play theorists (see Elkind, 
1983; Bryant and Clifford, 1992).

The American psychological theorists who 
influenced how play was viewed during this 
time period were Hall and Dewey, leaders in 
the child development movement. Hall (1920, 
1924) is viewed as the founder of the field of 
child development. His theoretical perspec-
tive on play was influenced by Darwin and 
thus he believed children went through stages 
in their play that demonstrated the stages of 
human evolution. At an early age in play they 
manipulate objects; later they replicate simple 
adult activities in pretence, and their games 
reflect skills needed in more advanced civili-
zation. Thus, to have a well-developed adult, 
there must first be a well-played child. While 
this theory is not accepted as accurate today, 
it did contribute to the idea that children’s 
play was an essential part of their early devel-
opment and that play experiences enabled 
them to be more effective in adulthood.

Although Dewey (1910, 1916) was influ-
enced by Darwin and Hall, his theoretical 
orientation focused on applying theory to 
practice, and thus he drew on Rousseau, 
Froebel and other theorists who saw play as 
a venue for childhood education. He believed 
that the educative environment for children 
required their active involvement in self-
chosen, playful experiences, because these 
would lead to child learning, and he demon-
strated his ideas at the University of Chicago 
laboratory school. In play, children find 
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problems to solve, and since Dewey (1938) 
believed finding problems was the essential 
first step in problem-solving, he supported 
children’s play as a means of helping them 
discover and solve problems. Research on 
children’s play activities was common at 
university laboratory preschools during this 
time period. One early researcher was Parten 
(1932), who derived a schema of social play 
stages, including solitary, parallel, associa-
tive and cooperative, from her observational 
research. Adaptations of the schema have 
been used in many play studies conducted in 
more recent times (see Coplan, Rubin, and 
Findlay, 2006).

MID- TO LATE TWENTIETH-CENTURY 
THEORIES OF PLAY

During the mid-twentieth century, play 
became a greater focus both of empirical and 
theoretical study by biologists, sociologists, 
ethologists and anthropologists, as well as 
educators and psychologists.

Theories Defining Characteristics 
and Purposes of Play

An influential piece of work by Huizinga 
(1950) emphasized the idea of play as a per-
vasive cultural experience that is tied to 
human survival. Huizinga believed that play 
was such an integral behaviour in the human 
species that he called humans Homo Ludens 
(‘man, the player’). He outlined a number of 
the characteristics of play: it is voluntary; 
separated from real life; occurs within a 
frame or boundary; is ordered (has rules); 
and involves private spaces. Henricks (2002) 
states that although there have been many 
critiques and revisions of Huizinga’s view, 
‘modern scholars stand on the shoulders of 
Johan Huizinga’ (23). Huizinga’s view of the 
evolutionary importance of play has been 
supported by Ellis (1998). For instance, Ellis 
(1998) believes that play has been a means 
for humans to survive the many uncertainties 
they have faced since ancient times, because 

the most playful humans were the ones who 
had the greatest range of adaptive behaviours 
that they could use when environmental  
or social conditions changed. Ellis stated  
that play was ‘necessary for our evolution’ 
(1998: 29) because it is ‘a biological system 
for promoting rapid adaptation to threats to 
survival that cannot be predicted’ (30).

Another influential definition of play was 
that of Bateson (1956), who explored the 
paradoxical nature of play, suggesting that it 
is a form of metacommunication. He stated 
that in play, animals and humans operate 
within a ‘play frame’, in which behavioural 
and verbal signals do not convey the same 
message as they would if used outside that 
play frame. Instead, players send the mes-
sage ‘this is play’ and thus the message 
conveyed by their play behaviour is different 
from the meaning of that behaviour when 
displayed outside the play frame. He 
described the signals and understandings that 
occur among players so that they can com-
municate meaningfully within the play 
frame. Hutt (1971) theorized about the dif-
ference between ludic activity (play) and 
epistemic activity (exploration), which have 
some similar qualities. She stated that in 
exploration children find out objects’ charac-
teristics but in play they find out what they 
can do with objects. That is, in play the 
object may be used in elaborated ways.

Neumann (1971) theorized that since play 
is a voluntary activity, certain dimensions 
within the individual and external to the indi-
vidual could be evaluated in determining if 
an activity could be called play. The dimen-
sions she identified involved how much 
internal control the person had over the activ-
ity, what level of internal reality was present 
and if there was internal motivation to engage 
in the activity. She stated that most playful 
actions have children in control, making up 
their own reality and doing the activity 
because they want to do it. Rubin, Fein, and 
Vandenberg (1983) theorized that the defini-
tion of play must include active engagement, 
non-instrumental actions, focus on means not 
ends, internal motivation, internal rules and 
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internal locus of control. Bergen (1988) 
defined play as a ‘medium’ in which learning 
and development are fostered, and Barnett 
(1998) outlined the characteristics of  
‘playfulness’. There have been many expan-
sions and critiques of these definitions in 
recent times (see Gordon, 2009).

There is evidence that children also have 
theories about play’s characteristics. For 
example, King (1979, 1982) found that kinder
garten children used criteria such as if an 
activity was imposed by the teacher and if it 
was enjoyable to define whether or not it was 
play, and at later ages, they had an ‘in-
between’ category that identified some 
required activity as having playful character-
istics but not really being play. Fein and 
Wiltz (1998) reported that when children talk 
about their pretence, they mention activities 
done at home or in the neighbourhood but 
not at school, because school activities are 
‘not the play children describe with relish 
and delight many years later’ (47).

Theories Derived from Observing 
Animal Play

In studies of animals, biologists, ethologists 
and psychologists have noted that certain 
conditions elicited playful behaviour in ani-
mals that they were studying, both in 
laboratories and at field sites, and have 
speculated on the meanings of such behav-
iours. For example, Suomi and Harlow 
(1972) found that rhesus monkeys raised in 
social isolation in a laboratory appeared to 
have deficits in play behaviours, but if they 
were then allowed to play with younger mon-
keys, they recovered social behaviours. 
Harlow and colleagues (1950) also observed 
that when monkeys were given puzzles to 
manipulate, they did not need food reinforce-
ments, and concluded that there was a 
‘manipulation drive’ that is as primary as are 
more basic homeostatic drives. They did not 
identify this behaviour as play, however. 
Suomi and Harlow (1976) did speculate that 
play served two purposes in monkeys: ena-
bling them to practise adult social functioning 

routines and to learn how to master aggres-
sive impulses by using those behaviours in 
controlled, playful ways.

In studies of chimpanzees in the wild, Van 
Lawick-Goodall (1968) found all mother 
chimpanzees engaged in some play with their 
infants, although there were different levels 
of such play, and hypothesized that its pur-
pose was social bonding. Lorenz (1971) 
indicated that, for many animal species, the 
curiosity exhibited in young animal play is 
an essential characteristic, enabling expres-
sion of new behaviours in varied settings. He 
commented that the curiosity evident in 
childhood play is exhibited in humans 
throughout life, and compared the play of 
children to the research of adult scientists. 
Recent research has studied how the ‘playful 
brain’ evolved in animal and human species 
(Iwaniuk et al, 2001; Pellis and Iwaniuk, 
2004).

Theories of Play as a Socio-
cultural Phenomenon

Sociologists and anthropologists have also 
theorized about the meanings of the play 
behaviours they observed in varied socio-
cultural settings. For example, Leacock 
(1976) described the play of African village 
children and theorized that it was ‘a rehearsal 
for adult roles’ (467). Whiting and Pope 
Edwards (1988), after conducting a cross-
cultural study of children’s social activity 
and play, concluded that, while children 
played in all cultures, the types of play were 
malleable under social pressure, accounting 
for differences among boys’ and girls’ play 
and the types of play in various cultures. That 
is, play reflects the cultural meanings of the 
society in which it occurs (Gaskins, this vol-
ume). Documentation of the social–cultural 
meanings of play has continued to be of theo-
retical interest (see Roopnarine and 
Krishnakumar, 2006).

Opie and Opie (1969) gave an exhaustive 
account of English children’s play in the streets 
and schoolyards and concluded that there  
was a culture of childhood that perpetuated 
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these games. They theorized that the function 
of the game was primarily a social one 
because it was not that important to win and 
in some ways these were ‘ceremonial’ activi-
ties, in that following the rituals of the game 
were important. Smith (1978, 1982) exten-
sively examined the evolutionary and 
functional qualities of children’s play as well 
as the longitudinal aspects of social play 
development, and Sutton-Smith and 
Rosenberg (1961) documented the changing 
nature of informal games over a 60-year 
period. Both Smith and Sutton-Smith have 
continued to elaborate on their theoretical 
perspectives in recent years.

Blurton-Jones (1972) charted categories of 
children’s play in various world areas and 
compared rough-and-tumble play of pre-
school children to that of other young 
animals. He theorized that this behaviour 
served a social function and might occur in a 
critical period. Recent work on this play phe-
nomenon by Pellegrini (2002, 2009) suggests 
that the purpose of this play in childhood 
differs from its purpose in adolescence. The 
rich database drawn from such studies has 
provided theoretical insights into the role of 
play as an enculturation medium.

Theories Focused on Play in 
Education and Child Development

Ideas of play as a phenomenon fostering 
development and education were furthered 
by the theoretical giants of the era, who 
focused on play’s role in promoting socio-
emotional or cognitive benefits.

Freudian theory

Freud (1917/1956, 1938, 1960), within his 
theory of psychosexual development, discussed 
aspects of children’s play and adult playful 
thought. He saw the early childhood period as 
one in which the child at play creates a world in 
which he can feel in control, stating that the 
child ‘behaves like an imaginative writer, in 
that he creates a world of his own or, more 

truly, he rearranges the things of his world and 
orders it in a new way’ (1917/1956: 123). Freud 
believed that the child’s playful activity was 
later transformed into adult playful thought. He 
suggested that adults create fantasy (much of it 
internal) rather than continuing to play as chil-
dren do. Freud discussed how the joking 
behaviour of adults emerges from children’s 
play by describing how children’s playful 
activity is often the earliest form of humour 
expression, marked by exuberance and nonsen-
sical qualities. He saw joking as a form of 
playful thought in later childhood and adult-
hood, and he asserted that ‘the pleasure in a 
joke is derived from play with words or from 
the liberation of nonsense’ (1960: 287).

Freud’s youngest daughter, Anna, 
expanded understandings of the role of play 
in helping children face reality. In her work 
with children who had experienced the 
trauma of war and parental separation, she 
developed a ‘therapeutic’ play environment 
in which children could play out their emo-
tions caused by traumatic stress. She stated 
that play therapy helps the child develop a 
secret world, using imagination and fantasy, 
and it is free from external demands (Freud, 
1989). Other contemporary and later theo-
rists expanded on these views regarding the 
emotional purposes that play serves (e.g. 
Klein, 1932; Isaacs, 1933; Lowenfeld, 1935).

This theoretical view has led to further 
work in the field of play therapy. Winnicott 
(1953) extended the psychoanalytic play 
therapy tradition and Axline (1969) and 
Moustakas (1974) laid foundations for ‘non-
directive’ play therapy, which envisions play 
as being powerful enough to heal emotional 
trauma without active therapist intervention. 
Although methodologies and treatment mod-
els have continued to advance, the use of 
play in the treatment of childhood trauma is 
still based on the foundation provided by 
early theorists (see Wilson and Ryan, 2005).

Eriksonian theory

Erikson (1963, 1977) expanded on the theo-
retical meaning of play and its enormous 
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power in children’s lives. He described how 
children use both pretence and construction 
play to gain control over their emotional 
lives and asserted that the feelings of power 
over their life events that children gain from 
pretence allows both expression of emotions 
and practice in controlling emotions respon-
sibly. He theorized that this occurs during the 
‘Play Age’ (three–six), which sets the direc-
tion of adult life. Erikson described children’s 
creation of block construction ‘worlds’, 
which allowed them to deal with emotional 
and behavioural ‘real-world’ dilemmas. He 
asserted that, by taking on the role of a super-
character (e.g. Spiderman) or an adult who is 
powerful in their lives (e.g. the doctor), chil-
dren experience the leadership and power 
position of those individuals. He suggested 
that if they gain this ability to take initiative 
during this period of life, they will be able to 
assume roles of power and leadership and to 
imagine possibilities. Thus, they develop the 
strength of ‘Purpose’ and can allow ‘the 
dreams of early childhood to be attached to 
the goals of an active adult life’ (1963: 20).

Erikson believed that the play rituals of 
childhood continue to be expressed through-
out life because these experiences provide 
‘the training ground for the experience of a 
leeway of imaginative choices within an 
existence governed and guided by roles and 
visions’ (1977: 78). He stated (1966) that 
children’s play is transformed into ritualiza-
tions (e.g. weddings, parades), which have a 
paradoxical quality because they are both 
playful and formal, familiar and surprising, 
and affirming and ambivalent.

Piagetian theory

Piaget’s contribution to play theory (1945, 
1965) was of great interest in the mid to late 
twentieth century. From his observations of 
his own children’s play in infancy (1945) and 
his study of older boys’ marble game play 
(1965), he both proposed stages of play 
development and theorized about their mean-
ing as developmental constructs. Piaget 
differentiated play from imitation, indicating 

that play is primarily an assimilation process 
while imitation is primarily an accommoda-
tion process. He believed that children used 
play to construct their knowledge of the 
world by trying to relate their new experi-
ences to their existing cognitive schema. 
Piaget stated that adults could gain great 
insight into children’s thinking by watching 
children’s play, and he explained how vari-
ous stages of play corresponded with levels 
of the child’s developing thought processes.

In the infant–toddler age period, the most 
prominent type of play is practice play, 
which involves repeating similar play actions 
on toys or other objects to master their use, 
with gradual elaboration of these actions. 
Piaget noted that one crucial aspect of prac-
tice play is that, rather than being a routine 
repetition of the same actions, as actions are 
mastered the child changes the play activity 
by making it more difficult or adding new 
elements. Practice play is seen in later child-
hood and adulthood when new routines of 
behaviour need to be mastered in the service 
of a larger goal.

Piaget noted that pretence becomes a 
major play mode during the age period of 
four–seven. Early pretence is often facili-
tated by adults but extends into elaborate 
social pretence activities with peers, such 
as socio-dramatic or fantasy play, during 
preschool and early years. Piaget’s view 
that pretence is a means of furthering 
knowledge construction has led to much 
research on cognitive processes. Because, 
in pretence, children create worlds that 
make sense to them, Piaget believed that 
observers of play could learn much about 
children’s understandings and misunder-
standings. Pretence continues to be a major 
type of play during early and later years, 
although it may then involve small-scale 
replica figures or computer video sites 
(Bergen and Davis, 2011).

Piaget identified games with rules as the 
common play type for young children, 
although one-rule games such as peek-a-
boo occur at earlier ages (Bruner and 
Sherwood, 1976). Piaget believed that in 
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games, children create rules that change as 
they negotiate to make the game enjoyable 
for a range of players with varied skill levels. 
Time is spent in discussion of rules, making 
them ‘fair’ and adapting them to make the 
game more ‘fun’. Piaget asserted that peer 
play in games fosters children’s moral devel-
opment as children resolve cognitive 
disequilibrium related to issues of fairness 
and equity in peer play.

Piaget’s theoretical ideas about children’s 
play continue to be a catalyst for generating 
play theory. Numerous contemporary theo-
rists have speculated about its influence on 
role and perspective-taking, social compari-
sons, language narration, social script 
knowledge and academic learning. For 
example, Bruner (1961) suggested that ‘dis-
covery learning’ should be the mode for 
learning mathematics, Elkind (1976) adapted 
Piagetian perspectives to early childhood 
education, Fein (1981) and Bretherton 
(1984) discussed the role of pretence in cog-
nitive development and the Singers (1990) 
examined its role in creativity and imagina-
tive thinking.

Vygotskian theory

The influence of Vygotsky’s theoretical ideas 
(1967, 1978) became prominent more recently. 
Vygotsky and his colleagues saw children’s 
play as important but the adult’s role also as 
important in helping children use objects sym-
bolically (El’konin, 1966). Vygotsky described 
the age period from 2 to 8 as the time in which 
children learned the language of their culture 
and stated that this learning was evident in their 
play. At preschool age, children begin to use 
running monologues (i.e. ‘private’ speech) that 
accompany their play activities and this fosters 
the development of ‘spontaneous’ concepts. 
Vygotsky observed that in block play children’s 
initial categorizations were unorganized but by 
late preschool age, their concept development 
is evident in their problem-solving with blocks.

However, he thought that pretence, espe-
cially pretend role-taking, in which the child 

must follow cultural scripts, was an especially 
important aspect of play because it enabled 
children to learn self-regulation and to develop 
a range of spontaneous concepts (1967). 
Vygotsky stated: ‘there is no such thing as play 
without rules. The imaginary situation of any 
form of play already contains rules of behavior’ 
(1978: 74). He asserted that play enabled 
thought to be separated from objects and 
actions, thus promoting ideas to control the 
play. As children grow older and their language 
becomes internalized private speech, these 
abilities continue to develop until individuals 
achieve mastery of their own behaviour by 
using symbolic means (Vygotsky and Luria, 
1994). Although much of this imaginative play 
occurs in the company of other people, 
Vygotsky also discussed ‘director’s play’ that 
occurs when a child is alone (Kravstova, in this 
volume). Then the child develops the scripts, 
builds the settings, and gives all characters 
voice. Older children often do this with small-
scale objects and create their own ‘worlds’, 
which also have cultural meaning (Bodrova and 
Leong, 2011).

Vygotsky stressed the role of pretend play 
as a means of organizing thought through 
verbal mediation, enabling self-regulation to 
develop. This latter strand of his theory has 
continued to be fruitful regarding the role of 
fantasy and the relationship of play to cogni-
tive skills such as literacy. His former student 
El’konin (2005) has continued to make his 
theoretical views on play explicit. Other 
theorists have promoted the use of playful 
techniques to support the growth of self-
regulation (see Bodrova and Leong, 2011; 
Meyers and Berk, this volume) and to 
advance literacy development (see Christie 
and Roskos, 2000).

INFLUENCE OF FOUNDATIONAL 
THEORIES ON PRESENT-DAY PLAY 
THEORY

In contemporary scholarship the four strands 
of play theory discussed above are still in 
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evidence, although they have been refined 
and challenged as researchers have continued 
to test their premises.

A number of recent books have focused on 
defining socio-cultural aspects of play 
(Sutton-Smith, 2001), explaining animal play 
(Bekoff and Byers, 1998) and examining 
developmental, educational and therapeutic 
aspects of play (O’Connor and Braveman, 
2009; Pelligrini, 2009). These works all build 
on the theoretical foundation provided by 
earlier theorists, which continues to influence 
research and theoretical ideas. One newer 
theoretical approach, however, has arisen 
from dynamic systems theory, and this may 
provide a new foundational component that 
will guide research and practice.

Play as a Dynamic System

The most recent theoretical perspective on 
play draws on dynamic systems theory and 
posits the view that one reason why theo-
ries of play have been so diverse is that 
play is a complex dynamic system that has 
characteristics of all such systems (see 
Thelen and Smith, 1994; Van Geert, 2000). 
For example, play is a self-organizing sys-
tem that may appear chaotic but in which 
complex patterns of behaviour move 
towards order. The play state also shows 
disequilibrium, because it is always capable 
of change; its attractor states may be long  
or short, and it involves sensitive depend-
ence on initial conditions because small 
inputs into play situations may cause dispa-
rate results. There are control parameters, 
which include differences in play patterns 
due to the age and skill of players; limita-
tions on experience and types of settings 
available for play; interdependence, 
because all levels of play are interrelated; 
and soft assembly, with both stable  
and dynamic alternating periods. Vanderven 
has described play from this theoretical 
perspective (Vanderven, 1998), which will 
probably influence both play theory and 
research in the future.

CONCLUSION

Many theories of play have served as founda-
tions for present play theory. They have 
added to the richness of definitions of play, 
its evidence in many species, its role in 
expressing cultural meanings and its impor-
tance as a venue for children’s development 
and learning. Theorists will continue to build 
on these foundations to expand both the 
meanings and the mysteries of play.
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INTRODUCTION

L.S. Vygotsky did not write a great deal 
about play. However, we believe that his 
approach to the activity of play allows us not 
only to understand the essential characteris-
tics of the cultural–historical approach but 
also to single out specific traits and features 
of non-classical psychology.

The approach to understanding play from 
the perspective of classical science has helped 
us to identify important data about the devel-
opmental patterns of play and its role in the 
development of preschool-aged children. At 
the same time, the classical approach has left 
four global questions about play that require 
further attention. First of all, a clear differen-
tiation in classical science between the adult 
experimenter and the child respondent has led 
us to note that one of the most difficult prob-
lems in classical science is the problem of 
teaching how to play. Not only do children 
play less and with potentially lower quality 
now than in the past (Smirnova, 2006; Tullis, 
2011; Tandon, Zhou and Cristakis, 2012) but 

also, many adults also do not have a grasp of 
the activity of play (Maximov, 2009).

Another question that was not covered by 
classical science is the question of using play 
as an auxiliary tool, in other words as a means 
to an end. This question is most important in 
education. There is even a special play type 
that relates to education, known as didactic 
play. Didactic play is an educational game. 
However, when researching the features of 
didactic play, V.V. Davydov (1986) has shown 
that play can lose its essential play character-
istics, and in yet another case, can also lose 
the auxiliary function of working as a means 
to an end.

The third problem, which has not attracted 
much attention in classical science, is that 
play replaces object-manipulative activity in 
children’s development, and later play itself 
is also replaced in turn by learning activity. 
In other words, classical psychology has not 
been able to explain the mechanisms and pat-
terns of transition from one age period to 
another, including the transition from play as 
a leading activity to learning activity as a 
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leading activity. Тhis question is not entirely 
theoretical. However, without even a hypo-
thetical answer, it is impossible either to 
create a system for teaching children how to 
play, or to use play to create psychological 
readiness for school education.

The last and most important question not 
covered by the classical psychology of play is 
a question of the criteria of play. That is, the 
basis of play or the difference between play 
and non-play. By the basis of play we mean a 
certain unit of play activity that, according to 
L.S. Vygotsky, should have all the character-
istics and features of a whole. In understanding 
the basis of play it is important, firstly, to  
settle the problem of the interconnection 
between play and the imagination. This is 
because many authors, such as Elkonin 
(1978), Davydov (1986), Kudriavtsev (1997), 
denote the close interconnection between 
play and imagination, but it is still unclear if 
imagination is formed by play or if it acts as 
a basis for play activity. It is also important to 
identify criteria which can be found not only 
in all types of children’s play but also in the 
variety of adult games, as a way to understand 
the connection between imagination and play.

If we define the features of play in non-
classical psychology we can see that play 
must be described from the perspective that 
types of communication are realized in play. 
For example, modern psychology has twice 
attempted to define play from the point of 
view of communication between players. 
A.P. Usova (1981) spoke of two types of 
relationships between players: play relation-
ships and real relationships. In addition, 
according to L.S. Vygotsky’s ideas, a child 
who is playing at being ill and in hospital ‘is 
crying as a patient and at the same time is 
rejoicing as a player’ (1978: 290). A child has 
two types of communication in play, that 
concerning the play and that as a player.

Play relationships and real relationships, 
despite their outward similarity, actually dif-
fer greatly from each other. The main 
difference is related to the fact that in Usova’s 
(1981) definition, play is considered in terms 
of classical psychology and as an activity 

approach. Without denying the presence of 
real relations and play relations in play, we 
need also to notice that this feature is not 
exactly specific to play. These two types of 
relationships also take place in terms, for 
example, of education or in the process of 
professional activity. While studying play 
according to the idea that in play a child is  
at the same time inside it (i.e. crying like  
a patient) and outside it (i.e. rejoicing as a 
player) allows us to speak of the features  
of play and its difference from other types of 
activity, it also helps us to mark out its crite-
ria and signs.

THE IMAGINARY SITUATION: A 
CRITERION OF PLAY

According to L.S. Vygotsky (1993), the basic 
criterion of play is the imaginary situation. 
The imaginary situation is the space between 
two ‘fields’, known as the real (or optical) 
field and the sense (or imaginary) field. To 
create the imaginary situation (i.e. the space 
between the optical and sense fields), a 
player must be at the same time inside and 
outside of the play. This explains why under-
standing and researching play is possible 
only through the simultaneous realization of 
these two positions. At the same time this 
also makes the study of play difficult for 
classical psychology, because the researcher 
may study play from the position of ‘patient’ 
or from the position of ‘player’.

In non-classical psychology a person is at 
the same time ‘in the situation’ and ‘above 
the situation’. Being in-situation and above-
situation allows a person to realize the 
imaginary situation (i.e. the space determined 
by the real and sense fields). Accordingly, 
play includes play relations that are related to 
the logic of the play plot and real relations 
that are formed in the process of the player’s 
real-life activity. In some cases, ‘logic plot’ 
relations and real relations do not coincide. 
For example, a small child might be playing 
the role of an adult who is helping and tak-
ing care of a youngster. The ‘youngster’ in 
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