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“Play as Research”

Though my literature review, I found numerous studies in which researchers observe or interact with children at play in order to better understand children’s lives, experiences, development, thoughts, and views.  While the study of children at play provides an understanding of how children learn about the world that surrounds them, I have become intrigued by the idea that the play process itself may be the purest form of research.  

In class, “research” has been defined as the “process by which we answer questions and try to draw conclusions from information gathered” (Reinhart).  Through my review of research on children and infant’s play processes, I have come to believe that the act of playing is a fundamental part of cognitive development.  In “The Role of Pretend Play in Children’s Cognitive Development” by Doris Bergen, play is described as a process that allows children to develop their ability to improvise, negotiate, cooperate, verbalize abstract thought, hypothesize, problem-solve, and take on different roles and perspectives (Bergen, 2002).  Inarguably, all of these skills contribute to one’s ability to learn or, conduct research throughout life.  Even in infancy, play is the process through which one masters sensory experiences such as seeing, touching, listening and tasting (Sponseller, 1974, p. 37).  Which, as Lawrence Frank wrote in “Play is Valid”, is a child’s “… most intensive and fruitful learning activity in his (or her) lifecycle” (Sponseller, 1974, p. 37).               

In the late 1970’s to the mid 1980’s children’s play processes and their relation to cognitive development became a highly researched topic for persons interested in early childhood education (Bergen, 2002).  Before that time, and even now, the work of Jean Piaget and L.S. Vygotsky was heavily relied on for explaining the links between cognitive development and the play processes (Leseman, 2001).  Yet, while this topic has been of interest for several years, no longitudinal studies have reported “free-play” or “symbolic play” and its effects on “literary, mathematical, or other academic skills…” (Bergen, 2002).  To date, several studies state that this topic should be explored in greater depth (Bergen, 2002 & Leseman, 2001).  There is clearly a need for further longitudinal studies on the correlation between play in early childhood and high cognitive ability.

Although there is more room for discovery, the research that has been done on the play processes of young children argues that there is a strong correlation between symbolic play and higher levels of cognitive ability.  In fact, recent studies done by Doris Bergen and Paul Lesseman, Linda Rollenberg, and Jan Rispens used intricate coding systems to determine how frequently children used abstract thought, verbal negotiation, and problem-solving techniques during free or symbolic play versus during more traditional educational settings, such as teacher guided learning.  In both studies, children exhibited a higher ability to use abstract thought, problem-solving skills, and better communication skills during free or guided play than in a classroom setting.  Hopefully our understanding of children’s play processes will ultimately encourage adults to promote children’s learning and research abilities.  As Irene Athey writes in “Play as a Learning Medium”, “we hope to create a generation of young people who will go out into the world and find problems to be solved.” (Sponseller, 1974, p.45).  
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