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  The six month old baby shakes a rattle, listens to it, tastes it, “talks” to it, and may even offer it to a nearby adult.  The three year old child pretends that pieces of cereal are fish floating in a bowl, and after fishing for breakfast, puts on a hat, takes a bag, announces it is time for work, and goes ‘vroom, vroom’ to get there.  Are these children playing or working? Psychologists and experts in child development maintain that these children are both playing and working -  they are enjoying themselves but are also working to make sense of what they know, and what they are trying to know    In their 2004 book, “A Child’s World”, Papalia and colleagues suggest that play is more than just ‘having fun’ – they see play as the “work of the young”, as enjoyable activity that also contributes to all aspects of child development.
Play has been described in a number of ways, including its content (what children do when they play), and its sociability (whether children play alone or with others). Jean Piaget, a Swiss psychologist who studied children’s cognitive development, identified four categories to describe what children do when they play: functional play involving repetitive muscular movements such as rolling or bouncing a ball; constructive play, using objects such as building blocks or crayons; pretend play (also called imaginative or dramatic play) involving imaginary people or situations; and games with rules, such as hopscotch or board games. Functional and constructive play stimulate the senses, teach children how to use their muscles, and help them gain mastery over their bodies.  Pretend play allows them to try out roles, deal with emotions, arrive at some basic understanding of other people’s viewpoints, and become more proficient with language.  Games with rules provide structured opportunities to develop social skills such as turn taking, to think strategically, to try out new forms of language, and to build early reading and number concepts.  
Researchers have also focused on the social dimension of play. In “A Child’s World”, Papalia and colleagues describe the terms suggested by earlier researchers to denote the amount of social interaction observed in children’s play at various developmental stages: solitary play, to describe the child playing alone and making no effort to interact with other children; parallel play to describe two children playing side-by-side, aware of each other but not interacting; associative play to describe children playing together but not uniting to achieve a common goal or purpose; and cooperative play to describe children taking on different roles to support each others’s efforts and achieve a common goal. These stages are not necessarily sequential -  children of all ages engage in all types of play. There is, however, a distinct increase in the sociability of pretend play as children move through their preschool years.  As preschoolers get older, they engage in more collaborative dramatic play - they adopt and assign roles (“you be the mommy …. I’ll be the baby”); they set the scene (“we have to get the groceries”), they initiate the storyline (“don’t grab things off the shelf”). This social play offers rich opportunities to develop language and interpersonal skills, and the freedom to explore social roles and conventions in an environment invented and controlled by children.  Play is indeed powerful and children feel that power when they reverse the roles of parent and child in their pretend games, when they set the theme, call the shots, and explore different ways of dealing with emotions and social situations.
The sights and sounds of young children at play are so common that it is easy to underestimate the power of play in fostering child development and in ensuring that children are ready to learn at school. A 2004 collection of essays entitled “Children’s Play: The Roots of Reading”, offers convincing research evidence to support the role of play in all aspects of child development, including their readiness to learn at school. One contributor, Marilyn Segal, summarizes those benefits:  “Play that involves sounds and words helps a child develop language skills.  Play that involves rules helps children learn their own capabilities and the nature of social rules.  Pretend or imaginative play …. benefits every facet of …. development and promotes school readiness.”  Segal notes that children who do well in the early school years are good communicators, confident, socially mature, and enthusiastic about learning – in other words, they possess qualities that young children acquire through play.  In Segal’s words, “play is a vehicle for learning things the child wants to know ….. and the teacher wants to teach.”  
Young children do not choose to either learn or play – they do both.  They may be having fun, but they are also learning about their world and acquiring the skills so essential to success in that world both during and beyond the preschool years. Dr. T. Berry Brazelton, Harvard Medical School, maintains that “play is the work and world of children”, an essential ingredient in the healthy development of whole human beings who are ready for school and ready for life. He also suggests that, in our zest to prepare children to succeed in school, we must not focus too narrowly – rather, we must be mindful of the ‘power of play’ and its vital contribution to the physical, intellectual, social, and emotional development of children.
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