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Abstract
The transition from kindergarten to Grade 1 is marked by a sudden decrease in
children’s play time (Broström, 2005; Hartmann & Rollett, 1994). This study
sought to examine 69 Montreal-area Grade 1 children’s beliefs about out of
school play, as well as their parents’ (N = 56) perceptions of their play. Findings
indicate that parents value play for their child’s development and education, for
building relationships and self-esteem, for processing emotional experiences, for
relaxation, and for fun. Many parents expressed a preference for active outdoor
play, as well as pretend and creative play, board games, and puzzles, explaining
that they discouraged television and video games, aggressive play, and play with
sexual themes. Children reported enjoying active outdoor play, toys, construction
and art activities, and video game play, with parents, siblings, friends, and pets.
Limitations to play included lack of neighbourhood children, parents or siblings
who did not play, and restrictions to inviting friends over.
The National Association for the Education of Young Children, a U.S. authority on early
childhood education, defined early childhood as the period of time between birth and age 8, and
asserted that play is fundamental to child development throughout this period (Bredekamp &
Copple, 2009). The Canadian Association for Young Children (2001), a similar Canadian
organization, maintained that play is ―essential in promoting children‘s healthy growth,
development, and learning‖ (p. 2) and that children between 6 and 12 years need time, play
partners, and appropriate materials and environments for ‗quality play‘ in ―home, community,
school, and recreational settings‖ (p. 2).
Play has been linked to cognitive, socio-emotional development, as well as creativity, in
early childhood (e.g., Bredekamp & Copple, 2009; Ginsburg, 2007; Runco, 1996; Tsao, 2002).
Previous research has identified links between creative arts and pretend play activity and social
competence in preschool (Elias & Berk, 2002; Kontos, Burchinal, Howes, Wisseh, & Galinsky,
2002), and suggests that play in one environment can have a positive impact on behaviour in another (Hartmann & Rollett, 1994).
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Preschool and kindergarten programs are often based on the premise of learning through
play, but once children begin Grade 1, the amount of time spent playing in school declines dramatically (Broström, 2005; Hartmann & Rollett, 1994; Patton & Mercer, 1996; Yeom, 1998).
Current international research on school transition supports the position that successful transition
activities may include play opportunities for children to facilitate active learning and/or to
support social and cognitive adaption to a potentially stressful experience (e.g., Broström, 2000;
Corsaro & Molinari, 2000; Fabian & Dunlop, 2007). Play is also used to help children deal with
their new role in school settings and to cope with the day-to-day structure and academic focus.
For example, Mayo (2005) described how providing children with props, such as school
uniforms and lunchboxes, during dramatic play can help them cope with the changes they
experience as they transition from kindergarten to Grade 1. Broström (2005) described the
transition to formal schooling as moving from an activity system of play to an activity system of
school learning. He suggested that children often experience this transition as a culture shock
that could lead to social and emotional turmoil, but that play can be used to ease the transition
from one educational system to the next by occupying a central role in a ‗transitory activity
system.‘ Fisher (2009) noted that both teachers and parents are concerned about children not
having enough time to play once they began formal schooling, and about the pronounced
differences between the Foundation Stage and Key Stage 1 in England.
Previous research with Grade 1 teachers revealed that they differentiate between structured play and learning games used in the classroom and free play which takes place in after
school care, at recess, or outside of school (Quance, Lehrer, & Stathopoulos, 2008). Other studies have found that when school-age children are not permitted to play in the classroom they play
at home, in after school care, at recess, in the car, while grocery shopping, and in any location
where they have control over their use of time (De Lorimier, 1988; Hofferth & Jankuniene,
2001).
Research on parental perspectives of children‘s play has been conducted only at the
preschool level. This research has found that parents from different cultures and SES
backgrounds varied in terms of the importance and developmental significance they assigned to
children‘s play, and that parental beliefs about play were associated with how often, with whom,
and which play activities children engaged in at home (e.g., Fantuzzo & McWayne, 2002; Fogle
& Mendez, 2006; Galboda-Liyanage, Scott, & Prince, 2003; Parmar, Harkness, & Super, 2004;
Tubbs, Roy, & Burton, 2005). Research on child perspectives about play, on the other hand, has
focused on children‘s differentiating between the concepts of work and play (Howard, 2002;
King, 1979) and on the physical location of children‘s play (Burke, 2005).
There is a lack of research on play once children enter formal schooling. This includes a
lack of investigation into parental perspectives about play and its role in children‘s transition to
school. In addition, research on children‘s perspectives of play has been limited to differentiating
between play and work in the classroom and on where children enjoy playing, but has not examined whom they play with, how they like to play, and how they feel about playing. As children
begin formal schooling, the school environment may not be an ideal setting to study children‘s
play. However, exploring children‘s play in different settings may provide some insight into how
children are dealing with school transition and how their parents‘ perceptions of play and learning may impact their transition experiences.
The current study investigated parental and child beliefs about play at Grade 1 age in an
effort to provide a more complete picture of the role of play in children‘s lives as they transition
from kindergarten to Grade 1. Does play, as Broström suggested, act as a ‗transitory activity sys-
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tem‘ that helps children cope with the transition to formal schooling? Given that their ability to
play at school is limited to recess, after school care, and structured learning games in the classroom, how do parents and children view free play at home? Therefore, the purpose of this study
is to describe parental and child beliefs about play at the Grade 1 level. A qualitative methodology was used to understand children‘s perspectives through drawings and open-ended interview
questions. Parents were also asked to respond to open-ended questionnaire items that they completed on their own.
Methodology
Participants and Setting
Sixty-nine children in Grade 1 (42 boys, 27 girls) were recruited from suburban
neighbourhoods near Montreal, and 56 of their parents (representing 38 boys, 18 girls) also took
part in the study. These families were part of a larger 2-year longitudinal research project on
children‘s transition to school. The children attended 19 different Grade 1 classes within seven
different public schools in two English-language school boards and two different French elementary schools. The majority of the children attended French immersion programs (81.3%), while
the remainder attended English language (15.8%) and French language programs (2.9%). The
majority of the children were born in the province of Quebec (89.9%), while the remainder were
born elsewhere in Canada, Europe, and Asia. Parents identified their children‘s ethnicity, with
the most common classification being of European descent (49.3%), followed by of mixed heritage (13%). The majority of parents were born in Quebec (60.9% mothers, 50.7% fathers) and
spoke English (40.6% mothers, 47.8% fathers) or French (29% mothers, 14.5% fathers) at home.
About a third of the parents were university educated (40.5% mothers, 30.4% fathers), and the
majority of fathers (60.9%) and almost half the mothers (46.4%) reported working full-time.
The majority of children had either one (34.8%) or two (26.1%) siblings at home. Only
five participants were only children (7.2%). Two sets of twin boys (with one older sibling each)
participated in the study. The majority of participants who shared this information had two parents who were either living together or apart, but who were both involved in the child‘s life
(65.2%). Seven parents reported that only one parent was involved in the child‘s life (10.1%),
four families reported living with grandparents as well as parents (5.8%), and one family reported living with a number of disabled adults whom the parents cared for (1.5%).
Teachers of 45 of the 69 children completed the Behavior Assessment System for
Children–Second Edition, Teacher Rating Scale (Reynolds & Kamphaus 2004). Ten of 45 of
these children were identified as exhibiting atypical behaviours on at least one of the five
subscales of the rating scale: externalizing problems, internalizing problems, behavioural
symptoms, school problems, or adaptive skills.
Measures
Parent questionnaire. This questionnaire contains seven open-ended questions related
to parental beliefs about their children‘s use of time and about play. The parents were asked the
following questions:
1. Is there anything you would like to change, or wish you could change, about how your
child spends his/her time after school?
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2. Is there anything you are particularly proud of or pleased with, when it comes to how
your child spends his/her time?
3. What does your child enjoy doing most of the time after school? Does he/she have any
favourite activities?
4. Do you think that play is important for your child at his/her present age? If yes, please
explain how/why?
5. Are there particular types of play you encourage or support? Why?
6. Are there particular types of play you prohibit or discourage? Why?
7. Is there anything else you would like to add?
Child interview in pictures and words. Previous research has found that children
use drawings as a language to express and communicate their thoughts, beliefs, and ideas
(Einarsdottir, Dockett, & Perry, 2009; Lodge, 2007; Trautner & Milbrath, 2008). The children
were interviewed at school by research assistants (including the primary author) in the context of
the larger research project. The interview procedure was adapted from Petrakos‘ (2006) social
support interview and involved the children drawing a picture about their out of school time
(―draw what you like to do after school‖). The children were provided with at least eight different colours of coloured pencils or markers and queried about whether they had enough time to do
the things they liked; how they felt when they engaged in these activities; and about specific activities, such as playing indoors, playing outdoors, and doing homework, as well as who they
liked to spend time with and where they liked to play. Research assistants noted the children‘s
answers verbatim and transcribed the children‘s descriptions of their drawings. Children who did
not talk about the picture while they were drawing were asked if they wanted to tell the research
assistant about their drawing.
Demographic questionnaire. Parents filled out a questionnaire and provided data
about the child‘s birthday; parent and child birthplaces; ethnic background; languages spoken at
home; number, ages, and genders of siblings; number of parents and other adults at home; and
parent employment and education.
Procedure
School boards, local school governing boards, families, and teachers provided consent for
the study in the spring of 2006, while the children were attending kindergarten. Consent regarding participation in the sub-study was requested via an information letter to the parents. The
parent questionnaires were sent home with the children in an envelope containing those and other
forms as part of the larger study in the spring of 2008. Parents completed the questionnaires and
returned them to their child‘s teachers between February and July 2008. The interviews with the
children were conducted at school between January and May of 2008.
Data Analysis
Interview questions. The open-ended answers completed by parents (n = 55) were
translated from French to English, where applicable, and all text was digitized into text documents. Preliminary coding was done as the data were being typed, using the computer program
Stickies. Further coding and categorizing were completed using Hyperresearch qualitative data
analysis software in an attempt to understand how parents view children‘s play at the Grade 1
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level, and to identify any factors that support or challenge the families‘ abilities to structure their
after-school time.
Similarly, the child interview notes (n = 69) were translated, when necessary, and digitized before preliminary coding using Stickies. Further, more detailed coding and categorizing
were done with Hyperresearch. The analysis focused on which activities children enjoyed, as
well as where they liked to play and whom they liked to play with.
Children’s drawings. The drawings were initially sorted into piles based on their content: the activities, number and relationship of people in picture, and the setting of the drawing.
Then they were digitized into jpeg documents and analyzed using Hyperresearch. This more detailed analysis focused on the above criteria, as well as on elements of visual language, such as
size and contour, choice of colour, and the placement of people and objects, examining the
choices the children made in representing their favourite thing to do at home (Lodge, 2007;
Trautner & Milbrath, 2008).
Comparison of parent and child responses. A chart was created in Microsoft Excel comparing child self-reports of preferred out of school activities with parental reports of the
same information. This chart was analyzed for patterns in similarities and differences between
child and parental reporting and perception of the same information.
Findings and Discussion
Parents’ Perceptions of the Role of Play
Although all the parents agreed that play is important for their child at his or her present
age, they had very different ideas about the role of play activities in their children‘s lives. A
number of parents echoed the curriculum documents and educational theory texts (Bennett,
Wood, & Rogers, 1997; Frost, Wortham, & Reifel, 2005; Ministère de l‘emploi, de la solidarité
sociale et de la famille, 2004; Moyles, 2005; Murphy, 2006; Quebec Ministry of Education,
2001) by explaining the value of play for social, emotional, cognitive, physical, and creative development. However, others explained the value of play in building relationships, ―it is a natural
way for parents to bond with their child, as well as with other children/peers,‖ enhancing confidence or self-esteem, building self-awareness or self-expression, and teaching children to respect
differences, ―culture, religion, and colour.‖ Many parents saw play as a natural part of childhood
and as being important simply because it is fun. One parent, who took great care to explain her
weeknight routine and the importance of routine in her family, explained that play was important, ―but on the weekends.‖ While parents did not explicitly discuss the role of play in helping
their children adapt to Grade 1, some claimed that play was important as it allowed the child to
relax or ―let out all excess energy.‖ Unfortunately, the research methodology did not allow for
further probing to find out if parents believed that these needs were related to the transition to
school.
Parental play beliefs identified in this study were similar to findings reported in previous
research with parents of preschool children (i.e., Farver & Howes, 1993; Fogle & Mendez, 2006;
Haight, Parke, & Black, 1997; Parmar et al., 2004; Tubbs et al., 2005). It is important to point
out that not a single parent stated that their child had outgrown the need for play.
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Parental Regulation of Children’s Play
Parents were asked directly whether there were forms of play they encouraged or discouraged with their children. The most common type of play parents encouraged was ―active
physical play to promote healthy lifestyle.‖ Parents also expressed feeling good when their children engaged in creative and pretend play or when they assembled puzzles or played board
games. A typical response was:
Active play: physical play is part of healthy lifestyle. Creative play: she‘s good at it and expresses
herself through this. Pretend play: it‘s a way to explore new avenues, it provokes questioning, it‘s
a way to deal with her fears and evacuate the pressure.

Some parents were particularly encouraging of outdoor play, without defining in detail the types
of activities the children engage in outdoors. For example, ―If it‘s nice outside, as a rule, he has
to play outside.‖ A few parents explained that they encourage the types of play that they themselves like to participate in with their child, ―I encourage sports – to promote active lifestyle,
puzzles, games – for academic (reasons), but mostly because these are things I like to play with
them.‖ Some parents expressed their support for their child‘s freedom in determining what and
how they wanted to play: ―free play, their time to initiate/direct their own activity.‖
By far the most common activity parents discouraged was ―violent games‖ or ―aggressive
play,‖ as one mother explained, ―there is enough violence on T.V. and all around us, why
promote the same via play time?‖ Some parents were also concerned about potential physical
injury that could result from rough or dangerous play, ―with four boys in the house, there has to
be a limit to certain games.‖ Other parents reported limiting television viewing, computer and
videogame time, and explained, ―video and computer games, no advantage at all‖ or ―anti-social
play. For me that is TV and video games.‖
The majority of the questionnaires were completed by mothers; only two fathers
identified themselves as respondents. One of those fathers explained that he encouraged
―roughhousing/wrestling‖ to help his daughter control aggression, but that he did not allow his
daughter to wrestle with the neighbourhood children, as he was worried other parents would not
permit such play.
A smaller number of parents also expressed concern with play that is mean-spirited, that
may result in hurt feelings, or is simply impolite, ―Anything that excludes people,‖ ―Teasing,
hitting, although even these have educational benefit if learned from. We discourage these just
on principle of being mean, naughty,‖ and play that is not age appropriate, ―J. likes to role play
theatrically. I try to keep it at an innocent level. I discourage violence or play too sexy,‖ or
―Barbie Bratz type dolls - just don‘t like the look of Bratz, too provocative dress for young kids,
no real point to those toys.‖ It is possible that the greater amount of parental concern reported
with regards to aggressive play may reflect the larger proportion of boys in the study.
These findings resonate with King‘s (1987) classification of elementary-aged children‘s
play into instrumental, illicit, and recreational categories. While King‘s school-based research
noted the encouragement and facilitation of instrumental play in the classroom, she found that
teachers largely ignored recreational play, which took place only at recess, and actively
discouraged and punished play they deemed illicit. In contrast, the parents in this study seem to
encourage both instrumental and recreational play. This support for recreational play may be
based on concerns for children‘s physical health and fitness or may be indicative of a dichotomy
between the role of play in the classroom and the role of play during children‘s leisure time.
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The general agreement, particularly amongst mothers, about the types of play that are
discouraged seems to echo the position of some post-modernist theorists (e.g., Canella, 1997;
Edmiston, 2008; Jones, Hodson, & Napier, 2005; Sutton-Smith, 1995,1997) that play is romanticized on the one hand—as the parents unanimously agreed that play was vital to their children‘s
development—and used as a means of social control on the other. Canella (1997) argued that
adults attempt to regulate and control children‘s play, suppressing activities they deem inappropriate, aggressive, or dangerous, and encouraging activities they consider productive, beneficial,
or therapeutic. Sutton-Smith (1995, 1997) suggested that the notion of play as relating to children‘s progress and development is but part of the complete picture of the role of play in
children‘s lives. While criticizing Western culture for attempting to sanitize, domesticate, and
regulate children‘s play, he suggested that children‘s illicit play is an attempt at empowerment
and emotional regulation, that children use play to make their present lives tolerable, and that
they need unsupervised time in which to do so. Previous research has found this phenomenon to
be true of early childhood educators as well. Hartmann and Brougère (2004) found that most
educators exclude commercial toys, such as Barbie and action figures, from their classrooms,
despite the fact that children report these as being their preferred play objects. Arthur (2005)
found that early childhood educators were also likely to view television, video games, and computer games as having negative impacts on children‘s learning.
Child Interviews
Activities. In examining the answers children gave to questions about what they enjoy
doing after school, patterns began to emerge with respect to different activities, as well as the
social context of the activity. The activities children mentioned were categorized as active play,
fantasy or pretend play, play with toys (i.e., dinosaurs or figurines), building with blocks or
Lego, playing board games, art or drawing activities, media play (computer/video games/TV),
and pet play. While some children mentioned a number of interests, such as watching television
and ―I do whatever I want, I play outside, or with my toys, I play with my family, play in the
snow, go to the store,‖ others seemed to focus on only one or two activities.
Some children had a difficult time recalling what they do after school, while others described elaborate play scenes such as, ―This is me. After this the others were hiding, I found
three, I still needed to find my brother. He played a joke on me. He was swimming and he hid
under the water when I came to find him.‖
Children tended to draw and discuss activities that can be classified according to King‘s
(1987) categories of recreational, instrumental, and illicit. They focused on television and video
or computer games, pretend play, active outdoor play and sports, building, playing with toys,
drawing, rough and tumble play, and playing with their pets. However, in contrast to school play,
where illicit play seems fairly straightforward to identify, children‘s depictions and descriptions
of television viewing, video game play, and wrestling with friends can only be classified as illicit
play if their own parents prohibit or discourage such play. This play is unlikely to be viewed by
parents as illicit for those who recounted playing video games with their fathers. Similarly, instrumental play in school is usually organized by a teacher and linked directly to academic or
social outcomes. In the home context, pretend play, building with Lego, playing outside, drawing, and many other activities can be viewed as instrumental, but only if the child‘s parent(s)
view(s) them as such. Other parents may view the same activities as recreational. However, most
children answered ―good‖ or ―happy‖ when asked how they felt while engaged in their favourite
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activity. This seems to indicate that most play at home, at least from the child‘s perspective,
could be classified as recreational, or at least enjoyable.
Social context. The vast majority of children mentioned friends as playmates, although
a small number complained about their parents not allowing friends over, not allowing them to
go to friends‘ houses, or that they did not play with friends very often outside of school, ―my
mom said mostly people don‘t come over to my house. I‘m alone every time.‖
A little more than half of the children reported that they enjoyed playing with their parents, while the others stated that their parents did not play with them. For example, ―They never
play because my parents are too busy.‖
Of those children with siblings, many of them seemed to take playing with their sibling(s)
for granted; for example, some children explained that they only play alone when their brother or
sister is busy or annoying them. However, others reported that their siblings will not play with
them or that they simply do not play with their siblings. Age differences and gender did not seem
to fully explain whether a sibling was considered a playmate, as children with siblings close and
further apart in age, and of the same and opposite sex, reported both joy and conflict in the sibling play relationship, as well as siblings who were not playmates.
Surprisingly, few children mentioned their extended family. Only 11 out of 69 children
mentioned playing with or spending time with grandparents, uncles, and cousins. About half the
children reported they liked playing alone, while the other half did not, ―No, it‘s boring, there‘s
nothing to do.‖
Play locations. When asked where they liked to play, children identified their homes,
as well as particular locations in their home, such as ―in my playroom‖ or ―in my room and in the
basement and on the sofa.‖ Others identified outdoor locations such as ―outside‖ in general, ―my
backyard,‖ ―the park,‖ and ―the pool.‖ Many children reported that their favourite place to play
was at ―my friends‘ houses‖ in general or at the house of one particular friend. Three children
responded that they liked to play ―on the computer‖ or ―on my PS2 (Play Station Two video
game console).‖ One child referred specifically to his outdoor trampoline, one answered ―wherever,‖ and a few listed a number of locations, such as ―backyard, at S.‘s house (friend), all sorts
of places.‖ These findings are in contrast to those of Burke (2005) who found that 6- to 12-yearold children were more likely to identify outdoor space as play space, and in particular open
spaces such as fields and school grounds. She also reported that children identified enclosed
spaces as cozy, intimate, private play spaces. These spaces were located indoors, outdoors, and
in the family car.
Play styles. Over 30 years ago, Wolf and Gardner (1979), in an analysis of young children‘s play, noted that children could be classified as either dramatists or patterners. Dramatists
used objects to seek social exchanges and preferred symbolic play, while patterners were interested in the mechanical possibilities of objects and preferred constructive play. More recent
research (i.e., Han, 2007; Park, 2005) has found that the majority of 3- to 5-year-old children can
be classified as having mixed play styles (44 out of 58 and 20 out of 35, respectively), as opposed to being identified as dramatists or patterners. However, the notion that children have
distinct, and sometimes overlapping play styles, seems to emerge when examining this data for
patterns between activity preference, social preference, and play location preference. Children
who discussed playing outdoors often described active physical play, as well as either siblings or
peers. Discussions of play inside the home, particularly play that could be classified as more
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calm or less active, such as play with toys or drawing/art, often involved either one sibling or the
child alone. The majority of children who chose television or video games as their preferred activity often listed a number of other pleasurable activities, when probed. However, two boys
reported that all they liked to do was play video games and that they did not like to spend time
with anyone.
Opportunities for play. Discussions with the children revealed vast differences in the
types of play opportunities they may have had outside of school. In addition to the presence or
absence of siblings and the question of whether or not they played with their sibling(s) and parent(s), other activities, such as after school childcare and extracurricular classes, the availability
of neighbourhood children to play with, and the ability to invite friends over, seem to help paint
a picture of these children‘s social worlds beyond their schools. Some children explained that, ―I
don‘t play with neighbours ‗cause they‘re just grown-ups,‖ while others were able to explain in
great detail the fun they have on a regular basis with the children who live on their street. For
example, ―I play with my friend R. ‗cause he lives beside me and I always get to play with him
on my road. I play like hockey and stuff like basketball, ‗cause I have a basketball net on my
road‖ or ―There is this mud place all the kids like to go. We play in it. We made a trap once.‖
While most children‘s faces lit up when asked if they like to play at friends‘ houses, a small
number of children explained, ―I can‘t invite friends ‗cause my mom says no. I have to be older
to invite friends.‖
Questions about pet play were not included in the Child Interview in Pictures and Words.
However, children often mentioned, or drew pictures of, playing with their pet dogs and cats. A
smaller number of parents also reported play with pets. Research on children and animals has
tended to focus on animals used for therapeutic purposes in school or clinical counselling situations (e.g., Kaufmann, 1997; Parshall, 2003; Tilsen, 1998). Therefore, this finding is of some
significance because it adds another activity to the list of types of play commonly engaged in by
school-aged children.
Swimming, hockey, piano, dance, martial art, gymnastics, soccer, and scouts appear to be
the most common organized activities the children participated in after school or on the weekend. The number of activities a child was likely to attend each week seemed to vary by school. In
three of the four schools that the majority of children in the study attended, children were more
likely to report attending one or no activities, while in the fourth school most children reported
attending two or three activities each week. The majority of children in all four schools said they
did not attend school-based childcare.
Drawings
Activities. When asked to draw a picture of their favourite thing to do after school, the
vast majority of children (n = 57) drew themselves playing. Two children chose not to draw a
picture, but described their favourite activity (playing video games in both instances) instead.
The 67 drawings depicted active outdoor play (e.g., riding bikes, playing in the snow, playing
hide and seek; n = 18), video game play on a console or computer (n = 14), play with toys (n =
8), watching television programs or movies on television (n = 7), dramatic play (n = 5), pet play
(n = 4), rough and tumble play (n = 2), homework (n = 2), drawing (n = 2), and helping parents
by doing dishes (n = 1). Five children drew pictures of themselves with either a sibling or a
friend, not obviously engaged in any activity. One child drew a picture of the lockers at school
because, as she put it, ―I like to do things at school only!‖ A few of the children split their pages

Exceptionality Education International, 2011, Vol. 21, No. 2

82

Lehrer & Petrakos

in half by making a line through the centre of the paper and drew their two favourite activities.
One child drew himself playing video games on one side of the page, drawing at a table on the
other side, and his sister playing alone at the top of a set of stairs, while another drew himself
playing with his toy garbage truck while watching TV (see Figures 1 to 3 for examples).

Figure 1. Drawing example one.

Figure 2. Drawing example two.
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Figure 3. Drawing example three.
three.
Social context. Children‘s drawings also differed with respect to the number and relationship of people in the picture. The majority of children drew themselves alone (n = 37), even
though some of them, in describing their drawing, mentioned playing with someone else. Thirteen children drew themselves with one or more siblings, four children drew themselves with a
parent, four children drew themselves with one friend, one child drew herself with three friends,
and nine children drew an object (i.e., dollhouse, Lego construction, computer, trampoline) or
outdoor scene that did not include any people. It is interesting to note that of the four drawings of
parents, two were of children playing with their fathers (hockey and rough and tumble play),
while the other two were of mothers, doing homework and washing dishes.
Physical setting. The drawings can be classified as objects and people floating in
space (n = 22), including one or two elements that represent a physical setting to ground the subject matter (i.e., sun, piece of furniture, patch of grass; n = 37), and elaborate drawings of scenes
where the entire page is filled with a unified drawing (n = 9). Three children included a frontal
view of their house, represented by a pentagon shaped object with doors, windows, and a chimney, that does not realistically depict the majority of houses in Montreal‘s suburbs, but obviously
represents the child‘s home. The action in the drawing was represented through a window or in
front of the house, but the house itself is the main feature of the drawings (see Figure 4).
Size and contour. The drawings ranged from simple stick figures to elaborate, detailed
depictions of people and objects. Very few children made attempts at reproducing a threedimensional perspective, for example, by drawing objects in the background smaller than objects
in the foreground or drawing a chair and table as one would view them from the side. The majority of children drew objects facing the viewer, but some included elements such as a line on the
bottom of the page to represent grass or snow, or the mixture of bird‘s eye view perspective with
forward-facing perspective, for example, by drawing a table as a rectangle with four legs sticking
out or a ceiling fan as one would see if one were one to lie down on the floor, but placing a person standing next to it, facing the viewer (see Figure 5). According to current research on the
subject, children begin to develop an awareness of spatial projects around age 7, before that they
draw what they know, not what they see (Lange-Küttner, 2008). There did not appear to be any
relation between children‘s drawing complexity and their choice of subject matter.

Exceptionality Education International, 2011, Vol. 21, No. 2

84

Lehrer & Petrakos

Figure 4. Drawing of house, ―playing school with my sister.‖

Figure 5. Drawing from multiple view-points.

Choice of colour. Children were provided with at least eight different colours of
pencils or markers, and often up to 24 colour choices. Thirteen children drew monochromatic
drawings, 6 children used two or three different colours, 46 used at least four colours, and 2
chose instead to use pencils, blue or black ballpoint pen, and pink or yellow highlighters.
Children‘s use of colour in drawings appears to be related both to their own colour preferences as
well as to the emotional response they have to the subject matter (Burkitt, 2008). No information
was collected about children‘s favourite colours, but it is interesting to note that the most
colourful pictures depicted outdoor play and pet play, as well as pictures of siblings and houses.
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In fact, all the outdoor play scenes, except one, used at least four different colours, as did all the
pet play pictures. The monochromatic images often represented indoor play with toys, video
games, the computer, and watching television, although a smaller number of drawings of these
activities did use many colours. It is also important to note that girls‘ drawings often, but not
always, included more colours than boys‘ drawings.
Placement of people and objects. All of the drawings that included one person
were self-portraits. Of those drawings that included more than one person, the majority (n = 14)
included two people, both facing forward and smiling. Usually the people were placed with some
distance between them, ranging from a few millimetres to about 10 centimetres. Even those children who depicted people engaged in activities, such as cycling and washing dishes, where the
bodies were positioned sideways, did not draw faces in profile, but facing the viewer (see Figure
6). One child drew four children, all of whom were facing forward in this way. Seven of the
drawings depicted some relationship or interaction between people. This was achieved through
an attempt to draw profile by giving each person only one eye, as if they were looking at one another (n = 5; see Figure 7). Only two children drew people touching one another, and both
drawings depicted rough and tumble play. One drawing, of a child pulling her younger brother
on a sled, involved a series of ropes apparently attaching the two children. In comparison, two
out of the four pet drawings included children touching a dog.

Figure 6. People facing forward.

Figure 7. People facing each other.
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Children who drew themselves playing video games often portrayed the cord that attached the unit in the child‘s hand to the television set (see Figure 8). Drawings of children on
the computer almost always positioned the child in front of the computer, with the back of his or
her head facing the viewer. Drawings of children with their toys were most often drawings of
children sitting next to their toy.
Comparison of Parent and Child Perspectives of Play Preferences
When examining parental and child perspectives of preferred play activities, it became
apparent that a number of activities were reported more often by children, while others were
mentioned more frequently by parents. For example, in response to the questions What does your
child enjoy doing most of the time after school? Does he/she have any favourite activities? parents mentioned play and non-play activities, such as helping parents, eating snack, and following
the daily routine, and structured activities such as karate class and attending after school childcare. Children, in answering a similar question about their favourite thing to do at home, also
mentioned play activities and seemed more likely to report television, video games, and computer, as well as playing with their pet dog or cat.
In comparing the first three activities mentioned by each parent with the first three
activities mentioned by their child, it is interesting to note that only 1 (of 52) parent–child pair
mentioned all the same activities, 2 mentioned two activities in common, 16 mentioned one
activity in common, and the majority of parents and their children mentioned a completely
different set of activities (n = 33). Sometimes, it seemed possible that parents and children were
labelling the same activities differently, for example, when a mother mentioned play with friends
outside while the child stated that he enjoyed wrestling with his friend or when the parent wrote
that the child liked Lego and the child explained that he played Lego video games on his
computer. However, it is worth noting that parents seemed to report fewer of the activities they
identified as problematic or that they limited, such as media use, particularly video games, as
well as rough and tumble play. Almost half of both parents and children listed a social context,
such as play with friends, siblings, parents, or alone, as favourite activities.

Figure 8. Videogame cord.
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Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to explore parent and child perspectives of children‘s out
of school play in suburban Montreal as they transition to formal schooling. Both parents and
children expressed that play is important and enjoyable for 6- and 7-year olds, although parents
were more selective about which types of play they encouraged (active outdoor play, sports, pretend play, creative play, board games, puzzles) and restricted (television viewing and video
games, violent or aggressive play, and play with sexual themes).
Different children and parents described different opportunities for play. Sometimes these
opportunities were based on parental impositions, such as being forced to play outside on nice
days or not being allowed to invite friends over. Other times, it appeared that these constraints
were a matter of chance, or a result of other decisions, such as having friends to play with who
lived nearby, the presence or absence of a sibling who was also a playmate, or being enrolled in
many after school activities. Examining children‘s drawings, as well as the discrepancy between
parental and child reports of preferred play activities, also allows for an understanding of the
importance of the child‘s perspective in defining and interpreting play opportunities. It is
possible that many children, including those who reported only engaging in video game play
alone, expressed what is important to them and did not necessarily provide an objective depiction
of how they spend their time. The children‘s perspectives of their after school play, regardless of
the lack of congruence with their parents‘ perspectives, provide valuable insight into children‘s
understanding of out of school play as they transition to school.
Limitations of the Study
Although this study adds a new perspective and important findings to the literature on
children and play, a number of limitations need to be mentioned and kept in mind when planning
future research. First, the data relied on individual interviews with children, children‘s drawings,
and parent answers to open-ended questionnaire items. This data is somewhat superficial given
the large number of participants and the relatively brief account provided by each participant. A
more in-depth analysis would have been possible had more data been collected from fewer participants.
Second, there were more boys than girls in the sample, and this may have led to some
conclusions that are more typical for boys than girls. More mothers than fathers completed the
questionnaires, which may have further complicated the gender bias. In addition, the children in
this study do not reflect all the multi-faceted diversity that one could find in the Greater Montreal
Area. The majority of children in this study attended English language schools. It must be noted
that in Quebec, only children whose parents have been educated in English, in Canada, have the
right to attend English language schools; therefore, a more diverse sample of immigrant and
refugee children were not represented in this study. In addition, the sample was drawn from suburban areas and the families were well educated and working outside the home. Therefore, the
findings reflect the perceptions of only a small segment of the population.
Third, this study was carried out between January and May. The school year in Quebec
runs from the end of August until the end of June. Although many argue that the transition
process lasts at least two years (e.g., Entwisle & Alexander, 1998; Fabian & Dunlop, 2007), had
the study been conducted during the months of September and October, it is possible that both
parents and children would have shared more of their concerns related directly to beginning
Grade 1.
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Directions for Future Research
Future research could examine the play beliefs and experiences of fathers in particular or
of fathers as compared to mothers. It would also be interesting to investigate different family
types, including the experiences of only children as compared to those with siblings or the role of
birth order in children‘s play opportunities and preferences. Research could be conducted with
older children to investigate how children‘s perceptions of play change as they age. Differences
in play experiences and play locations, in urban, rural, and suburban settings, could also be examined. Research could investigate children‘s home play in more depth, perhaps including direct
observation and/or video recording. Further research could also examine how choice is negotiated at home, and children‘s play with pets. Finally, the relationship between play at home and
school-based outcomes, such as a successful transition to school, could be explored.
Implications for Policy and Educational Practice
For teachers, an understanding of parent and child beliefs about the value of play could
be useful, either for making decisions about the inclusion of play at school or about the amount
and type of homework they assign. For example, parent–child play, such as board games and
other academically relevant play activities, could be assigned as homework.
In terms of educational policy, the discourse around play takes place only at the
preschool level and focuses largely on the importance of play for early learning. This study
suggests that older children‘s play needs to be prioritized as well, for example, by focusing on
play opportunities in after-school care, the design of play spaces for 6- to 12-year-olds, and
community safety measures to promote children‘s outdoor play opportunities. In addition, parent
perspectives remind us that play‘s value is much greater than its relationship to helping children
succeed in school.
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