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Introduction

Play is part of our human heritage which is increasingly undervalued in modern society.   Adults and children alike, in all cultures throughout the world and down through the ages, have played.   Play provides us with a universal language and a common forum for interacting with one another.   

Yet as our affluence and technology has grown we have become duped into thinking that there are more scientific and sophisticated ways of nurturing the well-being of our children.  Professionals in education, health and social services promote a different vision about how best to help children in need and their families.   

The benefits of play

This presentation contrasts the essential differences between play-based approaches to promoting children’s development and those emanating from specialist disciplines.  These include:

· A focus on playmates cooperating and learning together rather than on individuals pupils reacting to the demands of teachers;

· A presumption of competence; that players have the ability to succeed rather than  trying to remedy deficits and failures in the child; 

· On children learning to be in control and adults responding to them rather than vice versa.  

· Play means having fun – even when we’re seriously busy rather than working to please others. 

Examples will be provided of these differences in action.  These features of play have particular relevance to families and community groups who are nurturing children’s development in non-formal settings.  But  the hope also is that specialists might incorporate these values more into their practices.   There are encouraging signs that this is happening, even in the adult world of big business. 

Threats to play in modern society

However this will not come without sustained effort.  Certain trends in modern society work are working against us. 

· The breakdown of family and community.  Play is essentially a social activity.  Hence as opportunities reduce for children to socialise within and across age-groups, then their play becomes more restricted.

· Materialism and Affluence   Play competes with television, computers and theme-parks for children’s attention and interest and the power of advertising makes it an unequal competition!  As these become more affordable, then there is less incentive for children to invent their own play and leisure pastimes.  

· Urban environments   City living poses many dangers for children and families; from motor cars to paedophiles.   Play spaces are squeezed in favour of shopping malls and car parks.  

It is not a case of fighting these trends – even if we could.  My argument is that within the changing societies in which we live, we need to continue to promote the value of play in all our lives.  How can we do this?

Valuing Play

Three strategies seem possible. 

· Creating Opportunities for Play:   The Toy Library movement by its every existence promotes the value of play through providing opportunities for children and families to play together.   Indeed the variety of initiatives undertaken by Libraries around the world is testimony to the varied ways by which opportunities can be created for play.  In this respect we have common cause with other organisations who are equally committed to promoting play.  Our effectiveness in convincing politicians and community leaders about the value of play will improve through closer working with one another, at local, national and international levels.

· Educating Families and Communities about play.  We also need to more proactive in educating others about the value of play.  This needs to start with parents (and even parents-to-be in their teenage years) but it should also embrace local politicians and community leaders.   It is they who can influence the development of play-spaces and support the growth of schemes which provide play and leisure opportunities in our communities.

· Changing the image of play  Arguably the hardest task is to convince people that play is more than having fun!   In advertising terms, we need a new market identity.  A starting point would be to emphasis the importance of play to the quality of adult lives rather than it being seen as a childish activity.  Second, we need to refocus on the learning potential of play rather than on the activities, and third, for us to rediscover the value of community games!  Above all, we must get people to ponder on what society would be like if no one ever played.  
It was an Irishman, George Bernard Shaw, who wisely observed: “we do not stop playing because we grow old; we grow old because we stop playing”.   Human society has never been older than it is today,  let’s give it back, some of its youth!

Contact address: r.mcconkey@ulster.ac.uk 

PAGE  
2

