da significant part in

our play by 2 it without interference.

Unfornunately, this child &mz@mr play s mereaagly being
replaced by adult-organized, controlied and supervised play.

When L'was voung, I would simplv tell my parents thatLwas
going out bere or there and the rest was up to me and my fiends.
Having fo create our own play challenged our cremiivity and
imagination, We had to decide what we wanted 10 do and we
had to make it bappen. Somethmes, this took a lobef vipamza-
tional skills,

For example, 1T T wanted to plav foothall, Lhad 1o make sure
higt | would round up the necessiry nutuber of players lonest at
i spevified location and ensure that the nec Yy yuipment
was available to make it happen,

Plaving bockey was an ongoing-logstical and organize-
tonal process that forced us 1o be creative and imaginaine W
gpent months scouring the neighborbood looking tor materials
that we could use to make the cauipment 1hat we needed We
wonld enthisiastically ride our bikes looking for foun W inake
Loalie pads. We would go to the Jocal arenas and look through
thie trash bins for sticks that were salvageable. We made our goal
nets out of plumbing pipe and meshing that the arena threw om
and that we learned fo palch,

| We organized a hockey lvague, Wlt‘lh ta&mﬁ maﬁﬁ upof a‘hﬁ»

dren who lived on different streets. We named ourselves the
Major Street Devils because we lived on Major Street. We made
sere that on eame day each feam would woan the same colored
tops. Some teamts created their own | 5. We scouted several
Wications that were best sutted 1o play hockey, where the hall
would remainan play within o contined dres sad we would no
spend the whole game chasing 11, We were not bound by adule-
controlled, rented space and tme lnsits. We decided for how
fong we wanted to play. Attimes, we would just play wntit we no
longer wanded o plavoat other Dmes,we olnved andit we
reached a certain tally of goals, OUnce we rached that munber,
soeogerwould Tnevitably shout “Hive vaore goaie” or “let’s
play again” and we did. Cur ooly it wasthe duopesrdnisof
the sun. We often played untl we could no longes se the bali,
and sometineswe playved even when weeiild no longoosen the
hall We were larsedy bound by oty own mibes,

Slostol wdav’s dhildrendon’ i sy andets fostend,
stheir parents buy them frovn for-profit businesses, Thes they
donteven arganize thoe own hackey sunies but in e
e fonge whewe sveridine e dee i B e 0 e 30
those ofus who cioatad sr swn Linegeliie Bee ade el
dren continue 1o do il as aoulis, but as ime nol for owrseivey
but for our children In the process, what are we depriving thom
of!

lamuat sunoeitins datad it and chbdie sldd A sl
together. What 1w sugpesting is that adults can ioin the play

but they should not contral it. T know a woman who i is fm skilled
at playing with children that children swarm her wﬁen% or she iy
around. Every child wants to play with her, fswame she has re-
tam»ﬂ what most of us have lost: the ability to play. At gather-
ings, she seems to prefer plaving with the children, rather than
i ‘.mmimg with the adults. But Shfi doesn’t control the play; she
lstens, follows, contributes and participates in the play with the
children. She becomes a part of the group.

That is not what happens mostof the time. And #'s not what
happened when my wife and T enrolled our eldest daughter in a
gymuasiics program, The day that 1 took her 1o her class, | was
mpressed by the quality of equipment that was available for ber
{0 play with. ] was excited and thought that this was going to be
fun for her and for me. However, the fun ended when the adult
mstractorenterad the room. There was nothing wrong with her;
m fact she was avery pleasant and charismatic woman. She was
sigiply doing what she believed she needed to do, which was o
teach. Unfortunately, “to teach” has become synonymous with
Yo control”

This particular teacher started by asking all of the children to

gather around her for a warm-up activity, 1 he activity was m&p»
propriate and teacher-centered. It was inappropt
was clear that this was not what the childron wanie

ended up happening was that the parents were behin

dren like puppeteers and the ehildren were being “m&m@) i1
1o follow the teacher’s lead "ThHe plrentsdried 1o bribey caj
and sunipolate their children o comply, mostly withoutsu
LR

bauickly realized that Leould ot be an aecnnislive sy this
and so L politely allowed my davghter W rescue us. We ended up
having as great a time as we could in an environment where peo-
ple thought that our removing vurselves from the group was in-
dppropriate and gave us stares and made comments 1o ndicate
that. For example. they would share with their children in a4
voice that was loud enough for e and my davghter o hear that
going off on your own and playing with the equipnent is pot ag-
coptable snd that thelr children should stay with the group and
follow the teacher, So theiy childrensstoodin lines waiting to use
the equipment, resembling disinterested parts going through an
asgembly line. Although the children ofien resisted, the parents
quickly rallied them back and forced them to continue along the
Hono Davae el wanderine what bad happened 1o the exented

el of children that | saw i}igz‘gmg W&ﬁ& the &;mgg}z%m o

posed sirusture just suckec
thoueh theve was S0 much equwpment, everyone had (o ‘?ﬁ&f& the
Same poner wiieh residnd an the spendine most of their e
sandine peound waiting T theye furn

Moy davphier and | act o play with all of the equipment o
vept fJor the fmwanlive. The teacher warned us o stay avway
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Dt withent ber direct supervision, Fortunately, a8 most chil-
dien zoon ind oul, beds make great trampolines and so my
sonnbter plays on our bed as it she is on a trampoline. Although
Lo ne tonger in gymnastics, she continues to play scrobati-
gallv on her own and with her friends. She can somersault, do
sartwheols and plays with the equipment at the local park.

11" the same in her swimming class. In this class she is
loroed fnto the same situation where the children are expected to
phey orders and not indtiate the play. The swim instructor s
plessant and comfortable around children, And the children are
eomfortable around her. However, she stll falls prey to the
teaching myth. Again, my danghter spends much of her time
walting 1o follow an instruction, at which point she
half-heartedly does it, not because she wants to but because she
wants to please her instractor, whom she adores. After her first
set of lessons in an indoor pool, her progress, according to the
instructor, was “acceptable,” even though she hadnt previously
spent much time in the water. As sutmer came around, we were
mvited to cur friends’ homes to swim in their backyard pools,
During this unstructured play time, her skill development just
ook off. We put water wings on her and allowed her loose. She
played with other children her age, and they challenged and
dared each other to do more “risky™ things until they were doing
things that awed us,

When we finaily signed her up agamn for lessons, we were
amazed at how different she was in a structured class environ-
ment versus playing on her own. She enjoyed being around the
instructor, but her comfort level and skill development had
nothing to do with the lessons and evervthing 1o do with her

self-initinted unstruenred play, Clewrly, learsing how to swim
requires this sort of play, vather thay obedience 1o others” direc-
tions,

Tywould like 1o shaee one more example. Thivsame daughter
recently turned three and we bad 4 party for her at o local gro-
cery store where the childrer mude their own pleeas and deco-
rated their own cakes, During this activity, some of the parents
took over the pizza making and oake decorating o oreate beauth-
ful looking cakes...except that the point of the party was 10 have
the children enjoy cooking, rather than o watch their parents,
Even more curious was that the other parests were lnoking atmeg
as if T was a negligent parent Tor not showing my davphior how
to do it “right” and for not doing it for her so that § lnoked
“proper.”

When we first entered the party avea, there wore balloons
scattered on the floor. As the adults huddied along the walls, the
children enthusiastically engaged i creative and imaginative
play with the balloons. But it was the facilitator’s job to run ag-
tivities, As soon as this pleasant and personable woman began
mterfere, the children’s play was stifled. She tried to control
what they did, tried 1o lead stroctured activities and set Himits o
where children could roam, attempts that were ignored by the
children, Thinking | would rescue both her and the children, |
politely offered for her to let them be. Once she did, the noise
level went up and the children were once again enthusiastically
mitiating play - something they do naturally, without our help.
Children know how to play and will learn from that play.. if
only adults who have forgotlen how can stop interfering with
their enjoyment, creativity and imagination. 3 *
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///5////% few years ago I heiped a ten-year-old boy at the beach
£ % build a dam across a little stream. I was helping my

seacher husband with a class field trip. At the end of each school
vear, he takes his class to the beach. This particular year, the
lake he vsually goes to had a lot of algae so instead of going
there, he took his class 1o a beach by the ocean. We live in Vic-
toria, B.C. While the air gets warm, the Pacific Ocean never gets
much warmer than about 12 or 13 © C in the summer. So instead
of swimming, the children often build sandcastles or climb
around on and/or build things with the logs that have been
washed ashore.

One of the boys wanted to build a dam across a stream quite
a way down the beach from where the group was. He needed an
adult to go with him, so I volunteered. 1 found it fascinating to
be with this child as he built his dam. He had lived in Victoria
for most of his childhood. One of the best things about Victoria
is that there are many accessible beaches that have lots and lots
of driftwood. I watched as Hayden (not his real name) carried
vartous pieces of wood to his dam location and started building,
1 asked if he wanted help to carry more driftwood. He said sure.
Scon we exhausted the supply that was light enough for us to
tift. Hayden then decided that he needed a bigger log. He tried to
move a log that was almost two meters long and 16 or 17 cm
across. He tried tugging at it. He tried pushing it from one side.
He tried pushing it from the ends but it was too heavy for him to
move. [ offered to help, but he wanted to work on his own, After
10 minutes, I offered to help again. He accepted my help then
and I suggested that he use a long, thin log nearby to put under-

.
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neath the bigger log to pry it up and move it that way. He
thought this was a great idea and soon he was using the pole as a
lever. It took him a while to get the hang of it, but he kept trying
and soon began to figure cut how the pole could help him move
the bigger log to where he wanted it to go.

I was pleased for him that he had time to explore the possi-
bilities of a lever. At the same time that I was pleased, I was sad.
Here was a child who had not had the chance to spend enough
time just poking around on the beach to discover that you can
use one log to pry up another one. It made me think about how
many times [ was asked how my children could possibly be
learning anything if they were just playing all the time.

This experience on the beach epitomized for me why chil-
dren need to have time to play in unstructured ways. It helped to
validate that self-directed play is a vital component of learning.
Children need 1o explore the world and experiment to really be-
gin to understand how things work. They need many experi-
ences of rolling down a hill, rolling a ball down a hill, watching
water from a hose run down a hill, seeing streams run down hill,
ete. to grasp what gravity means. It is from experience that we
build understanding and knowledge.

Current learning theory states that learning is:

» & process of knowledge construction, not of knowledge re-
cording or absorption;

* knowledge dependent, as people use their existing knowl-
edge to construct new knowledge;

»  gffected as much by motivational issues as by cognitive ones;

* highly funed to the situation in which it takes place.

Let me Hlustrate how this theory works during play.
Recently I watched an 18-month-old play with Play-doh.
Sara wanted her mother to make a Play-doh snake come
out of an extruder. She had had enough experiences with
this toy to know that it makes snakes out of Play-doh.

Her mom showed Sara where to put the Play-doh and
demonstrated how to push it in. Her daughter put the
Play-doh in where her mom had shown her and then tried
to put the Play-doh in the place where she knew it would
come out. Her mom showed her again where it needed to
go in. Mom then pushed down and the Play-doh came out
in a snake form while Sara watched. Then they went
through the whole procedure again and again and again.
Sara continued to &y to put the Play-doh in the place
where it would come out as well as the correct spot. She
played with Play-doh for about 45 minutes, continuing
this process with her mom helping her while her mom and
I were talking,

As I watched this little girl try to put the Play-doh in
the place where it came out, it was clear to me that she had
experienced other situations where when something co-
mes out, it also goes back into that same place so that it
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¢4 come out again (learning — a process of knowledge
vonstruction). This toy had a different way for things to
votne out. The Play-doh had to go in one place for it to
vesne out another place. It may take many more times
before Sara learns the concept that while the Play-doh
comes out of one part it is not where it goes in. She has
to build new knowledge based on her other knowledge.
(1.carning is knowledge dependent; people use their ex-
isting knowledge to construct new knowledge.)

She will continue to try to put the Play-doh in the
place where it comes out until her new learning fits on
top of her old learning. Her mom will probably show
and tell her each time where the Play-doh goes because
that is what we do with toddlers, we give them words
and demonstrate how something works. But until Sara
has learned for herself, she will continue to try to put
the Play-doh in at the place that makes the most sense to
her based on her previous understanding of how things
work. The Play-doh extruder works differently and she
will need many experiences before this makes sense to
her.

Children learn about arithmetic in much the same
way — with hands-on experience of objects like dolls
or rocks or Lego pieces as they play. Parents give a
child words and concepts, but it is the manipulating,
the sorting and tactile experiences that make sense of
number concepts. Until a child has his or her own un-
derstanding of these number concepts, has built this
knowledge internally and understands it, arithmetic
problems may feel like Sara did when she was trying to
figure out why the Play-doh didn’t go back in where it
came out. Until a child has had many experiences with
quantities of items and manipulated them, the process
of addition, subtraction, multiplication can look as
mysterious to them as the problem Sara had figuring
out the Play-doh extruder.

When my children were young, it was in their fan-
tasy play that I observed them using all kinds of ob-
jects, materials and ideas that led to knowledge and understand-
ing. They played for hours, both indoors and out. They dressed
up in costumes, built forts and tents, created towns both life-size
and in miniature in which to enact their spontaneous play. Their
fantasy plays sometimes continued over many days, as they re-
turned to a certain setting they had created, and sometimes it
was a very short thing.

This time to play gave them a background of experiences to
draw on as they grew older. They learned how to create situa-
tions and how to make choices that fit into the situations they
had created. They learned to do practical things like how to
hammer nails into wood so that a fort would stay together or
how to sew something so that it stayed together. If they wanted
finger puppets to enact a story, they made them. I was there to
give some basic instruction and then watched and helped as
needed.

Living and learning at home allows families to create time
and safe places for children to play. Children can take advantage
of the time at home to build Lego structures that can take days to
build and perfect, create a fort in the living room to play in if it’s

raining outside, spend hours swinging or engage in any number
of other activities limited only by their imaginations. As they
play, they learn many things — some that are measurable and
some that are not. As stated in learning theory, learning is af-
fected as much by motivational issues as by cognitive issues and
it is highly tuned to the situation in which it takes place. When a
child is engaged in play, learning is something that happens as
part of the experience. It is not directed by someone else but
self-directed by the child.

This opportunity to be self-directed — to make decisions
about what to play with and how to play — will help in later life.
Decisions about which of the Playmobile picces to play with
and sorting them out accordingly can lead to an ability to orga-
nize and priorize. Unlike artificially divided subjects, play cov-
ers the entire leaming spectrum ~ for example from biology
(learning which berries are OK to eat) to sociology (how many
people are needed to make a village fantasy pame work.)
Self-directed, spontaneous fantasy play gives children an op-
portunity to interact and make decisions the way adults make
them in life. What could be more ecducational than that?  -L&-
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