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I. The Decline of Play and the Rise
of Mental Disorders

A. The decline of play over the past 50-60 years
[in the United States]

» Evidence for a gradual, but overall dramatic decline,
especially in outdoor play.

* Reasons: Rise in fears; increased weight of schooling;
rise in “schoolish” approach to childrearing.

B. Rise in anxiety, depression and sense
of helplessness among children and adolescents

* Five to 8 fold increase in Major Depression and anxiety
disorders in young people, based on the MMPI and
Taylor’s Manifest Anxiety Scale. Rise in suicides.

e Decline in young people’s sense of control over their
lives, based on Locus of Control Scale.

C. Decline in empathy and rise in narcissism

e Evidence from Narcissistic Personality Inventory &
Interpersonal Reactivity Index.

D. Decline in creativity

* Evidence from Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking.
Decline at all grade levels.

E. Reasons to believe the decline in play is a cause
of these deleterious changes

e Animal play deprivation studies. Also, based on what
play IS, we would expect such changes.
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Il.What Exactly Is Play and Why Is It Such

a Powerful Vehicle for Learning?

A. Universal varieties of play

Note how each variety relates to crucial category
of human development.

* Physical play: locomotor, chasing, rough & tumble.
e Linguistic play.

« Constructive play.

» Fantasy play; sociodramatic play.

* Formal games with rules.

B. Defining characteristics of play

1. Play is self-chosen and self-directed.

- Play is how children learn to create & direct their own
activities, learn to negotiate & compromise.

- Difference between a pickup game (which is play)
and a Little League game (which is not).

2. Play is motivated by means more than ends (is
intrinsically motivated).

- Play is how children discover & pursue their passions.

- Note also the repetitive nature of play. Play is
practice, doing it over and over to get it right.

3. Play is guided by mental rules.

- Examples of rules in rough & tumble, constructive
play & sociodramatic play.

- Play is nature’s way of teaching children to control
their impulses and behave in accordance
with shared conceptions of how to behave.
The art of being human.

4. Play is imaginative.

- Play is always is removed mentally from the real
world, always imaginative & creative.
- Imagination underlies all higher order human
thinking. Designing, hypothesizing, planning.
5. Play is conducted in an alert, active, but non-stressed
frame of mind.

- Note how this follows from the other characteristics.
Some call this state flow.

- This is the ideal state of mind for learning, creativity,
insight.
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The Children at Play Network explores a
constellation of strategies that support free play

in outdoor environments. It is a project of Bernheim
Arboretum and Research Forest focused at the
regional level. Please visit our website to learn more.
We welcome interest, support, partnerships,

and collaborations.
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