IN PRAISE OF PLAYING
Anna Newell

It’s an absolutely accepted truth that children learn better when they’re learning through play.  Huge amounts of educational research have explored this and the holy grail of the Guardian-reading parent is a toy that their child loves playing with and that develops their cognitive skills or their motor skills or their social skills – or, best of all, all three.

THE BENEFITS OF PLAY AND PLAYWORK – a study commissioned by the Community and Youth Workers’ Union in 2006 underlines again and again how play stands at the centre of human development especially in the formative years.

(Worpole, K (2005) No Particular Place to Go? Children, Young People and Public Space, Groundwork.) and brings together research which not only demonstrates the value of play but the devastating damage that can be done by play deprivation during early childhood.

In her paper about play deprivation in children and how it decreases their social behaviour skills, Sutton-Smith says:

In scholarship the denigration of play in intellectual terms is shown

by the absence of the key term play from the index of almost every

book about the behaviour of human beings. It is true that increased

research attention has been given to play within psychology in recent

decades, and within biology throughout this century, but there is still

much more resistance to the subject than is justified, given its universal

role in human behaviour. From my point of view, regarding play as

frivolous is itself a frivolous gesture.

(Sutton-Smith, B. (2001) The Ambiguity of Play, Harvard University Press)

So why do we divorce learning and play when it comes to secondary (and even more so tertiary) education?  It’s the bad medicine syndrome – we can’t quite believe that something that tastes good can be doing us good.

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in  Developing Creativity in Higher Education says:

“Vittorino da Feltre, who at the turn of the 1400s, started one of the first liberal arts colleges in Europe, well understood the relationship between enjoyment and creative learning.  He called his school La Gioiosa – The Joyful Place – and many of his students ended up among the leading thinkers of the next generation”

A quote from a report put together with an external assessor for our Centre says:

The emerging evidence suggests that most students participating in these interdisciplinary projects developed not only new knowledge and skills but also greater confidence and increased social, cultural and even political awareness. These changes in attitudes and behaviours were both reported by the students themselves:

The skills that can be developed through structured, imaginative, collaborative play answer the skills gap that is increasingly being recognised by the creativity lobby led by those such as Ken Robinson who says in OUT OF OUR MINDS:

“Many companies are facing a crisis in graduate recruitment.  It’s not that there aren’t enough graduates to go round; there are more and more.  But too many don’t have what business urgently needs: they can’t communicate well, they can’t work in teams, they can’t think creatively

And those such as Norman Jackson who says:

“Our ability to imagine and invent new worlds for ourselves is one of our greatest human assets and the origin of all human achievement”

Ok, so this fine for the fluffy arts but what about “serious” subjects…..


I was involved this year in a cutting edge module for medical students called the Arts in Medicine which not only explores the therapeutic value of the arts in the context of patients but also looks to develop the students themselves.

Working with medical students through creative collaborative play not only to explore the value of this work in a therapeutic context but also as a part of their own holistic development as practitioners.

Before the class I regarded myself as quite self-aware and shy…as I look back on the time before this session, I am surprised by how much my creativity was supressed.

I think it’s good to have this type of class every so often to engage one’s creativity and let students see a crucial part of their peeer’s personalitis.  I am more confident in myself and my ability to communicate non-verbally has been greatly strengthened.

Lots of comments about team-work, inter-relating, eye contact, trust etc

I knew it would be different

But not that I would be different after

Fears were soon washed away

With the beauty of the dance and the people

The future will have an open mind

And this present will not be forgotten

About the whole module:

This is without doubt one of the most rewarding educational journeys that I have taken.

 There is a burning imperative to create young people who can respond to new knowledge, new challenges, new environments – not just so that they are equipped to serve the needs of our changing world but so that they can survive in it.  

The transferable skills inherent in creative collaborative play are a rich, good-tasting medicine that will serve our students well. 
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