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Recent years have seen an increasing inter-
est in the study of children's play and its role
in development. This burgeoning interest has

been manifested not only in psychology but in

Abstract
This anicle provides e critical overvierv of research on play
and cognitive development and an analysis of the two major
theoretical framervorks that have informed it. Until recently,
the dominant influence in this area has been that of Piaget,
whose approach to pla."" formed an integral part of his larger
theory of cognitive development. Nthough the Piagetian re-
search program is far from exhausted. the absence of a socio-
cultural dimension in his approach created a space for the
influence of Vygotsll'. whose developmental theory has in-
creasingly emerged as the major alternative framework. How-
ever. this second stream of research has thus far taken up the
Vygotskian 'inspiration' in a lirnited and inadequate way. In
particular. it is too narrowlv focused on interaction and does
not address the wider sociocultural elements that define and
shape the play context. The article concludes by suggesting the
outlines of a more powerful research perspective. Among
other sources, this approach builds on some of the unexplored
possibilities within the Piagetian and Vygotskian perspecrives
themselves - in part by reconnecting certain elements in these
perspectives with their roots in Durkheim and Freud - as well
as drawing on the approach to cultural interpretation cham-
pioned by Geertz.

fields such as education. anthropology, and
sociology. It has encompassed not only re-
searchers but also policy-makers and a range
of practitioners who deal directly with chil-
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dr-en. One indication of this trend is that the
most recent edition of the Handbook of Child
Psvchology, [Mussen &, Hetherington, 1983]
was the first to include a chapter reviewing
research on play; its authors attribute this
innovation in part to the recent proliferation
of interdisciplinary research on the topic [Ru-
bin, Fein, & Vandenberg, 1983].

In the long run, these different disciplines
(and subdisciplines) will have much to con-
tribute to each other through the exchange
and synthesis of ideas and findings on chil-
dren's play. For the most fruitful exchange to
occur. however. each discipline should be able

to bring to the exchange a coherent picture of
its available body of knowledge and a clear
sense of the theoretical perspective (or per-

spectives) by which its ongoing research is

informed" In these respects. the situation with
regard to research on play within develop-
mental psychology is at present highly proble-
matic. While the upsurge of play-oriented re-

search has produced some valuable results.

the overall pattern of this research is scattered
and disconnected. and much of it does not
seem to follow a clearll'thought-out or prom-
ising theoretical agenda. Specific lines of re-
search usualll' make reference to some larger
orienting framework. but it is not always clear
whether the researchers have carefully consid-
ered the logic and implications of this larger
framework. whether thel,' are drawing on the
most powerful or appropriate elements it has

to offer, or whether thev are applying its theo-
retical resources in the most effective wavs to
the specific issues raised by children's play.

Now is an appropriate tirne, therefore. to
examine the different lines of research on play

in developmental psychology, to articulate the
theoretical perspectives that have directed
and informed them. and to begin to consider
the ways in which the most valuable elements

in these perspectives might be developed and
employed.

It is this task that I undertake in the
present article. I attempt to provide a coher-
ent map of what I take to be the most inter-
esting and promising research in this area,
and I examine the predominant theoretical
frameworks that have informed research on
the relationship between play and cognitive
development. Doing so is helpful in uncover-
ing the perspectives that have directed re-
search on play, in evaluating the strenglhs
and weaknesses of this research, and. even
more important, in considering which direc-
tions might usefully be followed in future
investigations. In particular, I suggest how
some of the unexplored possibilities inherent
in existing perspectives could be developed to
contribute to a more powerful program of
research on children's play, one capable of
addressing the concerns of both researchers
and practitioners.

The relationship between play and cogni-
tive development has been a key theme in
much psychological research on play over the
last three decades. Two major theoretical
frameworks have played a predominant role
in shaping and organlzrngthis research. For a
long period the dominant influence was
clearll' that of Piaget, whose approach to plal'
formed an integral part of his larger theory of
cognitive development. Although the Piaget-
ian research program is far from exhausted. a

sense of its limitations has become increas-
ingl)' widespread. and Piaget's developmental
theory has drawn a growing range of criti-
cisms. In particular, one line of criticism has

suggested that the Piagetian framework pays

insufficient attention to social and cultural
factors. Research on play that does pay sys-

tematic attention to these factors has been

steadily gaining ground in recent years. While
such research has drawn on several sources.
the framework that increasingly informs and
unif-res it has been Vygotslcy's sociocultural
theory of mental development"
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The position taken in this anicle is that
Vygotshv's theoretical framework does offer.
at the very least. a useful complement to the
Piagetian approach. and is likely to be in-
creasingly significant in shaping research on
play. The approach I will advocate draws
heavily on the Vygotskian perspective, and I
r,vill thus attempt to clarifo how Vygotsky's
understanding of play as a social activity is
connected to his broader concern for the so-

ciocultural bases of cognition.
One important line of research on play

draws in various ways on Freudian theory.
lvly reason for largely neglecting it in this ani-
cle is that it has not. by and large. focused on
questions of cognitive development. How-
ever. I will suggest that certain themes drawn
from the Freudian perspective. rvhich are

touched on but not developed b1'both Piaget

and Vygotskv, might usefully be integrated
into cognitively oriented research on chil-
dren's play.

The Age of Piaget

A resurgence of psychological research on
play in the 1970s was stimulated in large mea-
sure bv Piaget's [ 1 9 4511962] seminal work,
Play, Dreams and lrnitation in Childhood.
Piaget's treatment of play places it squarely in
the context of cognitive processes and cogni-
tive development. For Piaget. play is not a
distinct type of behavior. clearly marked off
from others in externally observable ways.

What characterrzes the play element in men-

tal life is' rather, a particular orientation to-
ward behavior, which can find greater or
lesser expression in a range of activities. This
orientation is defined by the more or less

exclusive predominance in mental activity of
a tendency toward what Piaget terms 'assimi-

lation.'

,4n Overview of Play in Picget's Theory
For Piaget. every act of intelligence is char-

acterized by an equilibrium between two po-
lar tendencies. assimilation and accommoda-
tion. In assimilation. the subject incorporates
events. objects, or situations into existing
ways of thinking, which constitute organtzed
mental structures. In accommodation. the ex-
isting mental structures reorganize to incor-
porate new aspects of the extemal environ-
ment. During an act of intelligence. the sub-
ject adapts to the requirements of external
reality while. at the same time. maintaining
mental structures intact. Play, in contrast. is
characterized by the primacy of assimilation
over accommodation the subject incorpo-
rates events and objects into existing mental
structures.

Piaget sketched the broad outlines of the
evolution of children's play in the first seven
years of life by identif.ving three successive

systems practice play, symbolic play, and
play with rules. These systems are the respec-

tive counterparts of sensorimotor. preopera-
tional. and concrete operational intelligence.
Practice play is the first to appear and is dom-
inant during the first 18 months of life. It
involves the repetition of well-established se-

quences of actions and manipulations, not for
practical or instrumental purposes. but for the
mere pleasure derived from the mastery of
motor activities. According to Piaget. this
play form arises from almost all sensorimotor
schemes acquired by the child and centers
mainly on the child's use of objects.

Around one year of age, these practice
exercises become less numerous and diminish
in importance. Over time, they seem to be

transformed in one or more of the following
ways: (a) The child passes from mere repeti-
tion to fortuitous and then to pttrposive com-
binations of actions and manipulations; as

soon as that happetrs, the child sets definite
goals and practice games are transformed into



ccjnstructions. (b) Mere practice games may
become s-vmbolic, or at least 'coupled with
symoblism.' so that the constructions or the
sequences of actions that children perform
become s!,mbolic. (c) Play activities can be-
come collective and acquire ru,les and. thus,
evolve into 'games with rules.' This third
transformation is the last to be achieved.

Symbolic play appears during the second

)'ear of life with the onset of representation and

language. According to Piaget, 'pretend play' is

initially a solitary symbolic activity involving
the use of idiosyncratic ludic symbols. Socio-
dramatic play using collective symbols does

not appear until the latter part of the third year

of life. In the Piagetian model. early pretense

play involves the following elements, whose

combination changes over time: (a) decontex-

tualized behavior (e.8., performing a familiar
behavior such as sleepitrB, eating, or drinking
'in the void'): (b) shifts from self- to other-ref-
erences (e.g., in place of putting oneself to
sleep. making the bear go to sleep); (c) use of
substitute objects (e.g. . a block stands for a

doll): and (d) sequential combinations (e.g.,

instead of imitating a single action, the child
constructs a whole scene in make-believe).

With the development of symbolic pla]-"

according to Piaget. the child increasinglv
goes beyond the simple satisfaction of physi-
callv manipulating realitr,. Increasingly. the
chiid can svmbolicalll' assimilate the external
reaiitl' to the ego, in the process indulging in
s1'mbolic distortions and transpositions.
Thus. s-n-mbolic play is used to achieve fantasy
satisfactions through compensatiotr, wish-ful-
fillment. liquidation of conflicts. and so on.

S1'mbolic plal' declines around the age of four
as the child becomes progressively more able

to subordinate the ego to reality.
The third type of plav, which Piaget exam-

ines very briefly in Play, Drearns and Imita-
tiort in Childhood, is play with rules, which, he

claims. marks the transition to the ludic activ-

ity of the socialtzed individual. This type of
play, he argues. rarelv occurs before the pe-
riod of 4 to 7 years and belongs preeminently
to the period from 7 to 1 1 years. Piaget
emphasizes that rules presuppose the interac-
tion of at least two individuals, and that rules
function to regulate and integrate the social
group. [The larger argument on which Piaget
is drawing is that of Durkheim, F?fticularly
192511973.] As regards rules themselves. Pia-
get distinguishes two categories, those handed
down from above and those constructed
spontaneously. The contrast between these

two t1'pes of rule-governed action is explored
most fullv in Piaget's [19 321 1965] truly semi-
nal work on these themes. The Moral Judg-
nuent of tlte Cltild (a centerpiece of which is an

extensive analysis of children's understanding
of the game of marbles).

In Plev-, Dreams and Imitation in Child-
hood Piaget focuses on spontaneous games

with rules based on temporary agreement. He
sees these spontaneous games as representing
the outcome of the socialization either of
mere practice games or. sornetimes. of s1'm-

bolic games. Still. Piaget's account of the ps)'-

chological significance of games with rules
stresses the continuitl' of their functions u'ith
those of previous forms of p1a1'. He sees in
games u'ith rules a subtle equiiibrium between
assimilation to the ego the principle of all
pla)' and social life" There is intellectual
satisfaction in the chance of individual vic-
tory over others. but this satisfaction is made
'legitimate' b1,' the rules of the game that
ensure a code of honor and fair play.

In sum. Piaget asserts that the develop-
ment of pla)' progresses from purely individ-
ual processes and idiosyncratic private s),m-

bols to social play and collective symbolism.
Play derives from the child's mental structure
and can be explained only b-v that structure.
Play is a mode of activity that starts with the
differentiation of assimilation from accom-
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modation and. in particular. emerges when
assimilation can function on its own. With the
advent of the capacity for representation, as-

similation for the sake of assimilation be-

comes not only distorting, but also a source of
deliberate make-believe. Thus. pretense play
enables the child to relive past experiences for
the ego's own satisfaction, rather than for the
ego's subordination to reality. In this sense.

play reflects the need for s]'-mpathetic under-
standing rather than the need for an objective
grasping of reality (in Piaget's terminology,
'pathic' versus'gnostic' mentality).

Piagetian Plal; Research - and lts
Discontents
Numerous researchers have used the Pia-

getian model as a springboard and have at-

tempted to put several of Piaget's specific
claims to rigorous experimental test, while
also gathering more systematic observations.

[For extensive reviews of the literature. see

Fein. 1981; Fein & Rivkin. 1986: Rubin.
1980: and Rubin et al.. 1983.] The bulk of the
research has focused on pretense play, &r area
that has dominated the play literature over
the last decades. Some of the issues that have
received attention include determining the
onset and waning of pretense play [e.9., Bates.

Benigni, Bretherton, Camaioni, & Volteff?,
1977 ,, Kessen & Fein, I9l 5: Rosenblatt.
197 71, and charting the sequence of pretense

forms in relation to cognitive maturity and
language acquisition [e.9., Fenson & RamS&y,

1980; Nicolich. 19771. Several of the factors
identified by Piaget have been investigated
particularly thoroughly the move toward
increasingly decontextuahzed behavior [e.g.,
Fein &" Apfel. 1979; Fein & Moorin, 1985;

Fenson, Kagan. Kearsley, &. Zelazo, I97 6;

Kagan, Kearsley, & Ze\azo, 1978; Lowe,
197 5]; the change from self- to other-reference

[e.g., Fein & Apfel, 1979;Fenson & Rams&y,

1980; Inhelder, Lezine, Sinclair, &. Stambsk,

1972 Lowe. 197 5: Watson &" Fisher, 19771;
and the growing ability to substitute objects
and use them for representation [e.g.. Fein,
1975: Fein & Apfel. 1979. Fein & Robertson.
197 5; Inhelder et a1., 1972: Jackowitz & Wat-
son. 1980; Lowe, I 97 5: Watson &. Fisher.
t97 71.

Although these studies have greatly en-
riched our understanding of aspects of chil-
dren's play that Piaget had only sketched out.
they also have had some serious and persis-
tent drawbacks. At first. these researchers ex-
clusively used the laboratory as the setting to
study play and treated solitary pretense play
as their sole object of analysis. These limita-
tions have been overcome only slowly and
partially. Moreover. it remains very rare for
researchers to critically evaluate their labora-
tory findings by s,v-stematically comparing
them with observations from naturalistic set-

tings such as the home and playground. As a
result. this line of play research has become
detached from its essential object of study, so

that observations from laboratory settings
have not effectively enriched our understand-
ing of children's spontaneous play a senti-
ment felt strongly among teachers and other
practitioners. In fact. researchers seem to
have isolated for careful observation behav-
iors that, although present during play, do not
by themselves amount to play.

With time. these tendencies in research
practice have contributed to a narrowing in
researchers' conceptualization of play. Thus.
play tends to be viewed as an individual
behavioral disposition [e.g., Rubin et &1.,

1 983J, a cognitive skill [e.g., Fein, 1981], or
even a cognitive process per se [e.9., Vanden-
berg, 19801, rather than as a mode or orienta-
tion of activity, which is the way Piaget ini-
tially conceived it [see Cohen , 1987 , for a par-
allel argument]. Furthermore, this behavior-
ally and individualistically delimited view of
play has often tended to channel research into



an oversimplified search for direct correla-
[ions between play and other psychological
functions such as problem-solving, language
development, and social cognition [e.g., Ru-
bin et ?1., 1983: Sylva, Bruner. &. Genovs,
197 4; Vandenberg, 19801.

Aside from these and other problems

;fiffi f,n'fi :1".T ff fff,*: ff ::: fr
the underlying conceptual approach inform-
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and Imiration in Childhood, although written
by Piaget more than a decade aft er The Moral
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and intellectual concenrs. It thus shows the
strong influence of two thinkers whose pres-
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sis of the second stage of play is marked by an
emphasis on the role of fantasy and a concem
with the emotional element in psychological
activity and development (although his dis-
cussion of the emotional element is so un-
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that it is often easy for readers to
miss). These emphases have no real counter-
parts in Piaget's later work, which becomes
more and more single-mindedly cognitive (in
a neo-Kantian rationalistic way). On the other
hand. his analysis of the third stage reveals. as

does The Moral Judgment of the Child tn a
more elaborate fashion. his critical engage-

ment with Durkheim. and in particular with
Durkheim's insistence on situating individual
development in a social context" But Piaget's

treatment of this social context tends to nar-
row increasingly over time. Even in The Mo-
ral Judgment of the Child, Piaget has a ten-
dency to reduce society and social life to inter-
action, but at least a social element - even if
reduced - is present in the analysis. However,
rn Plav, Drearns and Imitation in Childhood,

as Piaget states clearly in the introduction, the
central goal is to identify the emergence of the
symbolic function as an individual mecha-
nism one that is,, however. universal and
common to the various systems of representa-
tion. Furtherrnore, he wants to show that the
existence of this mechanism is a prerequisite
for any communication among individuals.
and therefore for the constitution or acquisi-
tion of collective meanings. It is signif,rcant,
then. that once Piaget has identified the third
stage, he gives collective meanings and games
with rules only cursory attention. In his later
work, the social and emotional concerns es-

sentially disappear. Piagetian researchers
have largely followed the master in this re-

spect.

Another problem stems from Piaget's ten-
dency to map the analylic distinction between
assimilation and accommodation - the inter-
play and unity of both being required for the
creation and acquisition of knowledge too
directly onto a contrast between the psycho-
logical actit,ities of play and imitation. respec-
tively. (At least, he does so up to 3 years of
age. After 3 years. he suggests. the distinction
between assimilation and accommodation be-
comes a purely analytic one in this context:
but then it is unclear how we are to treat pla-v-

at older ages within this framework.) This
move introduces a host of other problems.
First, the psychological activities of pla1, and
imitation are isolated from each other and
reduced to one-dimensional analytic ele-
rnents. Thus, Piaget identifies play with polar-
tzed assimilation and imitation with polar-
tzed accommodation. Furtherrnore, given
this isolation of play from imitation. neither
can be seen as contributing to the generation
of new knowledge. For Piaget. only the exer-
cise of intelligence can do so, since in his the-
ory this is the only activity that achieves the
coordination of assimilation and accommo-
dation. Thus, by reducing play to an expres-
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sion of already existing psychological struc-
tures. Piaget closes off any opportunity to see

play as a context for new development. [See
Schwartzman. 197 8. and Sutton-Smith. 197 I.
for partial cntiques that relate to this general
point.l

The theoretical weakness that Piaget's con-
ception entails was largely overlooked by his
followers., who accepted these truncated
forms of play and imitation and never tried to
reestablish the close interchange between
them. Furtherrnore, the reception of PlaT;,

Dreams and Imitation in Childhood among
psychologists was evidently colored by the
overall thrust of Piaget's later work. because

the elements of emotion and social life have

received even less attention than Piaget him-
self gives them in this book. It was particu-
larly the absence of a sociocultural dimension
in Piagetian research on play that created a

space for the influence of Vy"gotskv, for whom
this dimension is central.

Vygotsky: Putting Play to Work

The second major influence that has

shaped the course of psychological research
on play can be attributed to Vygotsky. In
recent years, his name is increasingly invoked.
often in comparison and contrast to Piaget. In
fact, his approach seems to be emerging as a

viable alternative to Piaget's comprehensive
cognitive theory - one that informs and uni-
fies researchers' concerns about the social for-
mation of mind.

An Overview of Pla.r- in Vvgotslcy's Theorv

The influence of Vygotsky's theory on play

research is much more complex and diffuse
than the Piagetian influence. This difference
is due partly to the nature of Vygotsky's writ-
ings and partly to the kind of influence he has

had on those who have identified with his

central message. Despite the fact that his writ-
ings are full of intuitions and illuminations.
they are often sketchy and at times incom-
plete. His major work on play available in
English is restricted to a single article that
was, in fact. delivered as a lecture and con-
tains only the broad strokes of an alternative
approach to play [Vygotshv, I 93 311967; re-
printed in Bruner. Jolly, &. Sylva, 1976, and
partlv reproduced in the 1978 volume of Vy-
gotsky's work edited by Cole et al.].

Vygotsk-v, unlike Piaget. thus does not of-
fer a systematic and carefully documented
program of research. Rather. he offers a set of
orienting concepts that. if accepted, foster a

new way of viewing the psychological terrain.
As Bruner [1986] puts it. Vygotshv serves as

an 'inspiration' and. in a scientific commu-
nity in which only specific hypotheses are

cited, inspirations of Vygotskv's ilk are hard
to cite. I would contend that Vygotshv's in-
fluence on play research is therefore greater
than the direct citations of his work, and in
particular of his 1 93 311967 article, would lead
us to believe. Paradoxically, as I argue later, it
is often those who do not readily cite him that
he has influenced more profoundly than those
who do.

The outline of Vygotsky's position on play
offered here is mainly based on his I 93 311967
article. but I draw also on his larger theoreti-
cal perspective to inform the discussion. For
Vygots(v, genuine play begrns around 3 years

of age with pretense play, which he does not
distinguish from sociodramatic play. For
him, play is always a social symbolic activity.
It typically involves more than a single child;
and the themes, stories, or roles that play epi-
sodes enact express children's understanding
and appropriation of the sociocultural materi-
als of their society. Thus, even when a young
child plays alone, Vygotshv still considers this
type of play to be, in an important w&y, social
because the themes or episodes of play ex-



pr€ss sociocultural elements. Furthennore,
Vygotsky considers this type of solitary play

to be a later development than play involving
more than one participant.

To understand Vygotshv's emphasis on the
essentially social character of play, we need to
consider briefly the larger framework of his
psychological theory. Vvgotsf,v's staning
point is that, although young children come
equipped with a host of physiological and psy-

chological dispositions that serve as the basis
for distinctively human functions, their capa-
bilities are shaped to a large extent b1' the cul-
tural practices and systems of ideas of the
community in which they find themselves. In
other words, Vygotskv does not accept that
the child is in the position of creating a con-

ceptual world from scratch (which is the im-
pression that Piaget tends to convey). Rather.,

children need to appropriate the conceptual
resources of the preexisting cultural world,
which are transmitted to them by parents,

other adults (even researchers), and peers.

Thus, in explaining the creation and devel-
opment of 'higher psychological functions.'
Vygots(v gives a central role to culture and to
its transmission through social interaction
and communication. Vvgotsk-v emphasizes
that children do not develop in isolatiotr. but
rather within a social rnatrix - more precisel)'.

a set of matrices. These matrices are formed
by the interconnection of two key elements -
on the one hand, systems of social relation-
ships and interactions shaped by the social

organ Lzatron of the society as a whole and of
its particular institutions (e.g., the family,
school, market) and. on the other hand. col-
lectively elaborated conceptual and symbolic
systems that are the cultural heritage of the

society. The resources embodied in culture
include not only specific pieces of inforrna-
tion but also organuzlng cognitive structures.

[For an excellent and strikingly similar ac-

count, developed independently and deriving

from a somewhat different theoretical tradi-
tion, see Geertz, 197 3, pp. 33-83.]

A child learns and develops in a social con-
text that includes more knowledgeable and
capable peers and adults who pass on the cul-
tural heritage. This transmission is accom-
plished primarily through the use of language
and communication, buttressed by the use of
cultural artifacts - such as written documents
or other physical, mechanical. or symbolic
representations. From this perspective. then.
psychological development is seen to proceed
from the social (interpsychological) to the in-
dividual (intrapsychological) plane [Vygots-
ky, 1978,1986, 1987: Wertsch. 1985].

A central concept in Vygotskv's theory of
cognitive development is the 'zone of proxi-
mal development.' which he defines as the
difference between a child's 'ectttel develop-
mental level as determined by independent
problem solving' and the level of 'potential
development as determined through problem
solving under adult guidance or in collabora-
tion with more capable peers' [197 8. p. 86]. In
his use of this concept. which is meant to cap-
ture the process by which the social world
guides and stimulates the child's develop-
ment. Vygotsky in effect justifies the special
role that society assigns to parenrs and teach-
ers. Among other things. this role involves the
systematic transmission to children of the ac-

cumulated cultural resources, including lin-
guistic and other symbolic systems, cognitive
frameworks. and concrete knowledge. These
resources guide children's interpretations of
the world and help them to system attze the
diverse physical and social phenomena they
encounter.

The actualization of the 'zone of proximal
development' thus depends on social interac-
tion within a shared cultural framework. This
interaction can consist of both instruction and
other forms ofjoint activity. Vygotsky further
comments that a child benefits most from such
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interaction when it is geared appropriately to
his or her level of potential development,
thereby advancing actual development. As

Rogoff and Wertsch [1 984] inform us:

Vygotsk_v criticized the view of instruction that is

based on an assumption that'instruction must be

oriented toward stages that have already been com-
pleted.' He argues instead that 'instruction is good only
when it proceeds ahead o_/'development.It then awakens
and rouses to life those functions vvhich are in a stage oJ'

maturing, w,hich lie in the :one oJ' proximal develop-

ment. It is in this way that instruction plays an

extremeiy important role in development [p. 3. italics
in originall.

It is within this larger theoretical context
that Vygotsky situates his analysis of play.

Vygotshv sees play as contributing signifi-
cantly- to cognitive development - rather than
simply reflecting it - and he treats play as an

essentially social activity. Certainly Vygotsk-v

does not deny the biological bases of play

activity in humans. since such dispositions
can also be observed in animals. and he

acknorvledges that the capacit r'" for symbolism
is part of the inherited make-up of humans.

But he asserts that the actualization and shap-

ing of these capacities involves a social pro-

cess mediated by the collectively elaborated

symbolic and norrnative systems of social
groups. and that the nature of this process is a

crucial subject of inquiry for psychology.

It does not follow that Vygots .v simply
takes up where Piaget leaves off, or that his

analysis of social play can be added on
straightforwardly to Piaget's analysis of preso-

cial play. Instead, Vygotsky's position, in ef-

fect, calls into question Piaget's develop-
mental scheme of play and imitation as a
whole. If Vygotshv is correct, Piaget's analysis

of the earlier stages of play would have to be

reconsidered, since what Piaget calls 'sym-

bolic play' is already social, what Piaget sees

as idiosyncratic symbols are really made up of
sociocultural elements, and the ways these

symbols are put together are culturally pat-

terned.
In chara ctertzing play', Vygotshv stresses

the presence of two essential and interrelated
components: (a) An imagnary situation. and
(b) rules implicit in the imaginary situation.
An imaginary situation is a defining charac-
teristic. not only of pretense play, but also of
games with rules. although in the latter case

the imaginary situation may be present in
concealed form. For instance. the (highly ab-

stract) game of chess is structured by an imag-
inary world peopled by specific actors - king,
queen. knights. and so on who can move
only in specified and rule-governed wa-v-s. The
system of rules serves. in t'act. to constitute the
play situation itself: in turn. these rules and

the actions based on them derive their mean-

ings from the play situation. Equally. the pres-

ence of rules is a defining characteristic. not
only of 'games with rules' in the specific sense.

but also of pretense play, although here the
rules may be implicit. These implicit rules
become apparent if. for example" we consider
the restrictions placed on children's behavior
by virtue of the roles they adopt. When chil-
dren pretend to be a 'mother' or 'father'. they
cannot adopt any behavior they wish. but
must try to grasp and follow the rules of
maternal or paternal behavior as they under-
stand them. An important cognitive effort is
involved here: 'What passes unnoticed by the
child in real life becomes a rule of behavior in
play' [Vygotshv, 193 311967 , p. 9]. In short,
pretense play and games with rules are two
poles of a single continuum. and Vygotsky
sees the long-tenn development of play as a
gradual movement between them from an

explicit imaginary situation with implicit
rules (pretense play) to an implicit imaginary
situation with explicit rules (games with
rules).

In accounting for the child's creation of an

imaginary situation in pretense play, Vy-



gotrhu draws heavily on a psychodynamic ex-

planation of an essentially Freudian kind (al-

though, for reasons which may in part be

explained by the political situation in which
he was writing, he does not often mention
Freud explicitly). This allows him to see the
motivational basis of such behavior as pri-
marily socioemotional. rather than purely
cognitive. During the preschool years, Vy-
gotslqv posits. there is a growth of a multiplic-
ity of needs that cannot be realized imme-
diately. Play constitutes the realtzation of un-
reahzable desires through the use of fantasy.

This achievement involves the satisfaction
not only of specific and conscious desires, but
of more general and amorphous ones as well.
As Leontiev I I 9 5911 98 I ] suggests in his elab-

oration of Vygots .v's argument. the most im-
portant of these desires center on children's
wishes to act like adults or to do things by
themselves while they are still incapable of
performing most of the necessary actions.

In the process. Vygotsk"v argues fufiher.
children discover that achieving this imagi-
nary satisfaction requires a degree of 'self-
control' and the need 'to act against imme-
diate impulse' (V)'gotsky, 1 93 311967) that
is, it requires a voluntan submisson to rules.
Thus. children are empowered by their volun-
tary submission to a rule-governed universe -
a very Durkheimian idea that seems to have
been communicated to Vvgotsky through Pia-
get's Moral Jttdgnlent o.f the Child, which had
a considerable impact on him lVygotshv,
1 93 311967' F. l0l. When children submit
themselves to the rules of play, even by taking
on a role in simple pretense play, they be-

come liberated from external situational con-

straints by transporting themselves to the
play-world. The rules of play therefore be-

come, 'as Piaget says, rules of self-constraint
and self-determination' [Vygotsky, 19331

1967 , p. 10]. Thus, children leam through
play that achieving their own desires requires

voluntary obedience to self-chosen rules and
that their individual satisfaction can be en-
hanced by cooperation in rule-governed activ-
ities I 

.

In the early years of the child's life, 'play is
the source of development and creates the
zone of proximal development' [Vygotslc.v,
1 93 311967, F. I 61. By providing an imagina-
tive opportunity for the self-empowering in-
ternalization of social rules, play contributes
to the development of a capacity for 'the crea-
tion of voluntary intentions and the forma-
tion of real-life plans and volitional motives -
a1l appear in play and make it the highest level
of preschool development' [Vygots(v, 19331

1967 . p. 16]. For this reason, during the pre-

school years play takes on the role of a 'lead-
ing activity' - an activity that. durin g apartic-
ular phase of a child's sociopsychological de-
velopment. becomes a major source of new
developmental advances. This role does not
imply that play is the most frequent form of
activity among preschoolers, or the only one
that contributes to their development, but it is
the source of major advances that, in turn.
force the reorgantzatton of existing psycholog-
ical functions.

In piay a child is always above his average age.

above his dailr behavior: in play, it is as though he
were a head taller than himself. As in the focus of a

magnifi'ing giass. play contains all developmental ten-
dencies in a condensed form: in pla_'-. it is as though the
child were trying to jump above the level of his normal
behavior [V1'gotsky, I 9 331 1967 . p. i 6].

Thus, play provides an opportunity to ex-
pand one's world; and Vygotslqv therefore sees

the cognitive-developmental benefits of play
in the preschool-age child ?S, in important

I These connections became clear to me through reading
Weintraub [19711. The theoretical discussion developed in the
present article is broadly indebted to Weintraub's ideas, ad-
vanced in this source and elsewhere.
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respects, a prototype of the learning and de-
velopment that occur during successful edu-
cation in later years.

Addressing in detail one particularly cru-
cial form of cognitive reor gan:uation fostered
by play, Vygotshv argues that it is through
pretense play that the child is first able to
emancipate thinking from the consrraints of
the immediate external environment and.
thus. to take the f-rrst step toward organ Lzrng

thought in a coherent and independent way.
Play helps the child to sever the originall,v"
intimate fusion between meaning (rvord) and
perception. meaning and object. and meaning
and action. For example. when an adult sa_u"s a

word to the child. the child looks around to
find the object: when the weather is good, it is
hard for the child to talk about bad weather.

Through pretense play, however. the child
comes to differentiate the fields of meaning
and vision. and to create a sustained imagi-
nary situation in which meanings are disso-
ciated lrom their objective referents. Thus, in
play activity, a piece of wood can stand for a
doll or a stick for a horse. In this sense. pre-

tense play involves the creation - in imagina-
tion - of a world dominated by meanings. one
in which action arises from ideas rather than
from things. In short. by fostering the devel-
opment of imagination, play prepares the way
for abstract'internalized' thought [Vygotshv,
1 93 311967; El'konin. 197 ll.

l'ygotslq"s Influence on Playt Research

How have Vygotshv's ideas been taken up
in the play literature? The most direct and

often-cited influence has been in studies of
the development of substitute object pro-

cesses in symbolic play [e.g., Fein, I 97 9 ,

1981; Rubin et 41., 19831. Initially Vygotsky

[1 9 3311967] and later El'konin [1 97l] made

specific claims about the role of the object
used as a'pivot' and its changing similarity to
the substituted object. Several researchers

have tested and elaborated these specific hy-
potheses. But this line of research has not
really situated the issues under investigation
within the theoretical framework of Vygot-
sky's larger project.

Another line of research that makes refer-
ence to Vygotshv's work has attempted to
evaluate the benefits of play by searching for
direct correlations betrveen play and some
specific cognitive abilit-u* such as creativity,
problem-solving, or even language acquisi-
tion. [For extensive reviervs of this literature,
see Rubin et al,, 1983. and Vandenberg.
1980.] Yet. AS the preceding discussion of
Vygotsky-'s ideas should make apparent. the
psychological benefits of play that he hypo-
thesizes are not the immediate and direct
increase of some particular psychological
ability. Rather, the relation of play to 'higher
psychological functions' is acknowledged to
be complex and indirect" Play only provides
the impetus for long-tenn psychological pro-
cesses that instigate reorganrzatrons of psy-
chological functions that may take years to
come to fruition. This line of research, there-
fore, while it incorporates one of Vygotsk-v's
concepts, involves only a superficial interpre-
tation of his work. and, as with the line of
research mentioned previously, it has been
pursued in isolation from the Vygotskian 'in-
spiration' stemming from his larger theoreti-
cal framework.

The most important influence of Vygotsky
on play research is more indirect and diffuse
and therefore cannot be fully appreciated by
examining citations. His most significant im-
pact has been on researchers who emphasize
the social formation of mind and of play
activity. Their work has tended to draw on
Vygotsky in combination with several other
theorists [e.9., B&teson, 1971; Huizinga, 19441

1955; Mead, 1934) whose perspectives share
this emphasis. The great achievement of the
line of research stemming from this tradition

ll



hai been to demonstrate that play is, from its
origins, an essentially social activity one

that primarily involves at first interaction be-

tween caretakers and infants and later on is
carried out among siblings or groups of chil-
dren. Play and games are initially learned by
young children in a social context under the

supportive guidance of caretakers (or even

older cooperative siblings), who at first act out
both roles until infants start to assume the

role of active participants" There is some evi-

dence that these games play an important part
in the emergence of the early communicative
role of language. the development of turn-tak-
ing, the learning of conversational conven-

tions. and the acquisition of other social skrlls

[e.g.. Bruner. 1975.1977. Cohen. 1987 Gar-
voy, 1977 Kaye, 1982: Ratner 8L Bruner,

1978: Ross & Kay, I 980: Sachs, 19801.

Furtherrnore. recent research has provided
evidence that caretakers' support and shaping

extends beyond infanc)' to the pretense activ-
ity of young children. A few studies have doc-

umented in detail how the shaping of social

role-playing takes piace. These studies have

usefully focused not only on the role of care-

takers but also on that of peers [Dunn & Dale.
1 984: Miller & Garve\'. 1984]. Unfortunately,
this important line of research has been lim-
ited to a single t)'p.e of role-playitrg, that of the

mother-baby role. and the effects of the role-
plaf ing have been limited to the physical con-

text of the interaction.
In studies of plal' among peer groups, re-

search has focused on the way that children
achieve joint pretend activity" Children seem

to make use of the resources of their social

world and, in panicular. to rely on some com-

bination of elements from three major catego-

ries: (a) roles assigRed to participants, (b)

plans for action. story lines, or scripts, and (c)

physical objects and settings. Nthough the

first category has drawn the most attention,
some attention has been devoted to the sec-

ond and third categories as well. However, in
all three cases the research has focused largely
on the formal and structural properties of
each category, without a serious examination
of its symbolic content.

When content has been attended to, the
emphasis has been on describing the 'typical'
3-. 4-. or 5-year-old [Cun:v , 197 4; Curry &
Arnaud, 198 41, rather than on the richness of
each category or on the possible interpenetra-
tion of the three categories. A few studies, for
instance. have investigated the types of roles
children of various ages adopt in their play
episodes, but the roles observed were only
minimally related to the basic means throueh
which coherence among the participants in
the shared episode is achieved (plans. scripts.
or a story line). Furthermore, while both plans

and scripts have received some attention

[Garvey & Bendt, 1917; Nelson &- Seidman.
1984]. this research has again focused on their
formal psychological properties as mental re-
presentations. rather than on their content
and thus on their relation to the broader
sociocultural world from which thev are

drawn.
The broader line of research influenced b1'

Vygotshv's theoretical perspective has thus
failed to take full advantage of the most excit-
ing possibilities inherent in his theoretical
orientation. The focus of the research has

been narrow in two ways. First. it has at-
tempted to trace the effects of the social world
b-,v focusing onl:-' on the context of direct face-

to-face interaction. Second. the emphasis in
the analysis of these interactions has been.

with few exceptions. almost entirely on the
linguistic means by which shared meanings

among the participants are achieved. The
combination of these two factors has limited
the research to a search for direct and unme-
diated effects that can be captured during the
time period that the research is taking place.

But, as Vygotshv himself stresses, the effects
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of the social world are often indirect. me-
diated, and diffuse. Capturing them requires
an intepretive framework wider (in both time
and space) than the actual interaction, and
one which takes into account more than the
discourse between the participants in the im-
mediate context of the interaction.

For all of these reasons. the focus of this
research has been exclusively on the transmis-
sion of cognitive. linguistic" or social skrlls
rather than on the sociocultural matrix r,vithin
tvhich the interaction occurs, and from which
the meanings. images. and roles enacted dur-
ing the interaction are drawn. Thus. ironical-
l1'. although the lack of a sociocultural dimen-
sion in Piaget's theory created the space for
Vvgotsfv's influence, the research generated

so far has not been extended in any systematic
wa]* to the rvider sociocultural elements that
det-rne and inform the play context. [For a

similar argument. developed in a slightlv dif-
ferent context. see Nicolopoulou &. Coie. in
press.] In the next section. I briefly outline
some elements of a research perspective that
might more effectively address these kinds of
issues.

Recapturing PIay: Some Possible
Directions for Research

The preceding review of the tr,vo main the-

oretical influences that have informed psy-

chological research on play reveals that at

least some researchers have moved gradually

away from a conception that views play only
as an individual psychological process to one

that treats play as a social activity. These

researchers., however, have not gone far
enough in exploring the sociocultural matrix
within which play occurs, as well as the cul-
tural meanings enacted through play.

A related weakness is the tendency to
adopt basically reductionist and utilitarian

conceptions of play (usually in combination)
- even though seeds of an alternative scheme
can be found in Vygotshv's insistence on the
importance of the imaginary situation. Play is
almost never studied on its own terms as a
vehicle of the expressive imagination of chil-
dren. Either it is treated simply as a reflection
of some other well-established psychologicai
functiotr, such as cognition. langu&Be, or com-
munication fsee Franklin. 1983, for a similar
argument] or it is studied only in terms of its
causal role in the appearance of some other
nonplay activitl,, without play itself really be-
ing examined in depth. Nthough both ap-
proaches are useful. and at times appropriate.
they do not exhaust the phenomenon of play.

They in lact often bypass play. failing to cap-

ture its most characteristic contours. because

researchers are interested in translating play
into more established ps)'chological func-
tions. Play should also be studied on its own
terms as one expression of imaginative activ-
ity that draws and reflects back upon the
interrelated domains of emotional. intellec-
tual, and social life.

Many' of the resources for achieving this
objective can be drawn from the underdevel-
oped possibilities within the Piagetian and
Vygotskian perspectives themselves partic-
ularly if we enrich our understanding of cer-
tain elements within these perspectives by
tracing them back to their Durkheimian and
Freudian roots. Combining these insights. we

can view play from a holistic perspective that
captures it as a genuinel.n" social activity
which means not only an interactive activity
but also a cultural and imaeinative one.

Totterd an Orienting Theoretical
Framew,ork
A crucial starting point for such an ap-

proach is shared by Durkheim, Vygotsky. and
early Piaget. The coherence of both individ-
ual mental life and of social life is structured-
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by systems of mles. The basic structures un-
derlying these systems of rules are fundamen-
tally 'the result of a collective elaboration'
that individuals must appropriate and inter-
nalize [Durkheim, 1 9 1 41 197 3, p. 1 5 1 : see also
Weintraub , 197 4, forthcoming]. This is tme
for autonomous action as well as action per-
formed under external constraint. Autonomy
is not the same thing as arbitrariness. It
requires a capacity for self-discipline and self-
determination (to paraphrase Vygotsky's

[ 1 9 33167] paraphrase of Piaget). To be able to
think and act autonomously requires moving
from dependence on the authority of particu-
lar superiors to operating within the frame-
work of a shared and voluntarily accepted sys-

tem of impersonal rules. People develop this
capacity, in part, by acting within a frame-
work of cooperative social relationships.
What this kind of activity requires. and what
it simultaneously helps people to grasp, is the
sense that rules are not necessarily handed
dou'n by a superior. Rather, they may be
inherent in the structure of the activitl,' itself,
and as such are necessary in order to be able to
canl out a practice or form of activitl' that is
valued by its pafiicipants. This is true
whether the practice is a game, ?o active col-
laboration. or making use of the conceptual
system of mathematics in order to solve a

problem.
Thus. the premise that Durkheim. Vvgots-

k)', and Piaget share. and that Vygotskv em-
phasizes repeatedll'- and develops in his own
wa)'. is that thinking and cognitive develop-
ment involve participating in forms of social
activit.v constituted by systems of shared rules
that have to be grasped and voluntarily ac-

cepted. To paraphrase Giddens [ 1 9 7 9], syS-

tems of rules are not onlv constraining. but
can be simultaneously constraining and en-

abling. Rules emerge and have force within
the context of a cohesive social group. And
they serve, as Durkheim would put it, both to

regulate and integrate the social group - that
is, to maintain its cohesion.

One of Vygotslqv's distinctive points is that
play is a crucial protolvpe of all such activi-
ties. Play is enjoyable, it is intrinsically volun-
tary, and it is at the same time an essentiallv
rule-govemed activity. [For a brilliant exposi-
tion of the 'duality' of play as necessarily both
voluntary and rule-governed, both 'free' and
strictly ordered. see HuizitrB&, 194411955.] Its
two essential components are the presence of
an imaginary situation and the rules implicit
in this imaginary situation. Guided by the
rules of the play-world (to borrow a term from
Huizinga). the participants step out of 'real'
life into a temporary sphere of activit-n" that
proceeds within its own boundaries of time
and space. The system of rules serves. in fact.
to constitute the play situation itself. In turn"
these rules derive their force from the child's
enjoyment of, and commitment to, the shared
activitl' of the play-world.

Vygotshv thus sees play as having an im-
portant role in learning and cognitive devel-
opment. The child learns that achieving the
imaginary situation requires adherence to the
rules implicit in that situation. This accep-
tance is voluntary, but necessary. No one
makes children accept these rules. but if thel'
do not adhere to them, they cannot pla)' the
game. Furthermore, play is always a learning
activitl,' because it requires learning and
grasping these rules. seeing that they form a
system. elaborating them, and mastering the
possibilities of the form of practice thel' con-
stitute. [For further elaboration of the notion
of a rule-governed 'practice,' see Maclntyre.
1984.] As we have seen, even simple pretense
play - for example, a little girl pretending to
be a mother - requires attending to and rnak-
ing explicit the normally implicit rules em-
bedded in the role of mother. These require-
ments hold even more strongly for explicitly
collective games.
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Vygotslc.v's penetrating and illuminating
development of these themes can usefully be

complemented by reemphasizing one element
in this complex of ideas that became some-
what attenuated in the passage from Durk-
heim to Vygotsk"v Durkheim's insistence
that group life rests on integration, as well as

regulation. The function of rules. Durkheim
informs us, is not necessarily limited to regu-

lating the behavior of the participants. Partic-
ipation in activity' organtzed by shared rules
often has a ritual element as well. In this and
other ways, it serves not only to regulate par-
ticipants but also to bind them emotionally by
reinforcing the identitlr, unity, and cohesion

of the group [Durkheim. 191 21 1965]. In the
process. participants gain access to the sym-

bolic universe of 'collective representations'
carried by the group.

This perspective, then, introduces the no-

tion that play themes embody sociocultural
meanings drawn from the larger society and
in this sense contribute to the identity and

character of the group. They do so in part
because they can engage participants (chil-
dren or adults) emotionally. One way they do
so. we have seen, is by providing imaginative
satisfactions for their wishes and desires. In
this respect, returning to some of the sugges-

tions that both Piaget and Vygotshv took up
from Freud, and pursuing them more fully,
may offer a powerful complement to the theo-

retical elements that can be traced to Durk-
heim. In shoft, 3 sociocultural analysis of play

must closely examine, rather than neglect., the

central role of fantasy and imagination in play

activity.

Some Exemplary Efforts and Practical
Suggestions
The kind of sociocultural approach to play

being suggested here encompasses a wide

range of possible areas and strategies of re-

search. Rather than attempt to discuss them

exhaustivelv. I offer some illustrative exam-
ples.

Interpretive Analvsis and the PlaV- Element
in Culture: Clifford Geertz. The first example
deals not with children's play in particular.
but rather with the broader subject of what
Huizinga [1 9 411 1 95 5] terms 'the play element
in culture.' A remarkable study that brings
together many of the themes outlined earlier
is the celebrated analysis of the Balinese cock-
tight as 'deep play' by the anthropologist Clif-
ford Geerlz I I 9 7 3]. Geertz is not such a dis-
tant or implausible source of guidance for
developmental psycholog.v as might be as-

sumed. since - as he puts it in one of his essays

[1983. p. 153] - the approach to interpretive
anthropology he favors amounts to a kind of
'outdoor psychology.'

The cockfight. Geertz shows, is a key cul-
tural form in Balinese society. Through a
complex system of betting mles, spectators as

well as the owners of the f-rghting roosters are
drawn into the event as intensely involved
participants. But money is not the central
point: rather" the function of the betting is to
enhance the symbolic significance of the cock-
fight, which is the heart of the matter. The
cockfight taken as a whole - including its var-
ious human participants. who generall_v* in-
clude the most prominent men in a village
enacts a vivid symbolic representation of
many of the key features of Balinese society,
particularly its patterns of status, antagonism.
and solidarity. In the process, it offers an
expression. in a'controlled' symbolic space,

of a range of disquieting and potentially ex-
plosive emotions that are norrnally kept care-
fully under the surface. Thus this play form
provides a kind of 'meta-social commentary'
on the structure and ideals of Balinese society

-'a Balinese reading of Balinese experience, a
story they tell themselves about themselves'

[Geertz. 1973, p. 448]. Yet this play form is
more than a flat description or a mere reflec-
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tion of the society within which it occurs. Pre-
cisely because of its symbolic form. it has con-
siderable emotional power. It conveys these

social images and ideals in a particularly vivid
and compelling way and thus plays an impor-
tant role in communicating, reproducing, and
reinforcing them. That is, the cockfight pro-
vides a collective learning experience that
helps to constitute and maintain the very
social reality that shapes it. Thus, the 'deeper'
or more involving the game which means
the extent to which it can engage the players

emotionally and mobilrze their emotions
the more successfully it can achieve its cogni-
tive effects.

The point of citing this example is not, of
course. to imply that all games are precisely
like the Balinese cockfight, have the same

social significance. or achieve equivalent ef-

fects. But Geertz's anal1'sis does bring out
very sharply some of the central questions
that a socioculturallf informed approach to
play needs to address. It conveys at least three
key lessons in this respect. First. the crucial
first step in any such analysis is an interpre-
tive one - which means. fundamentallr'. eluci-
dating or decoding the structLtres qi nteening,
both individual and sociocultural. that play
forms embod)'and express. This inyolves not
only- attending to their surface meanings. but
also reconstructing cenain deeper patterns
that organlze them. Second. play is a form of
symbolic actiort, rvith a significant ritual ele-

ment. which may thus have a powerful emo-
tional impact on participants. Third. play can
mobilLZe emotions to achieve cognitive ends.

In fact. Geertz sees this last element as a

defining characteristic of 'deep' forms of
play.

The kind of anall'sis Geertz undertakes
need not be confined to exotic locales or for-
eign cultures. His orienting concerns can be

applied to the study of children's play in illu-
minating ways. They can help us understatrd,

for example, the complex interaction of cogni-
tive and emotional dimensions in children's
play, the nature and the appeal of the cultural
elements embodied in play forms, and the
ways that participation in play activities af-
fects children's development and helps shape
their social identities and attachments.

Bringing' Outdoor Psvchology' Back
Home: Itivian Paley
One body of work that brings this kind of

approach to the analysis of children's play is
the series of rich ethnographic studies carried
out by Vivian Paley [e.g. , 198 1, 1984, 1986.

1988] in her preschool classrooms. Paley is
insightfully attentive to the kinds of theoreti-
cal issues stressed in the present article in
fact, her studies are theoretically quite subtle
and sophisticated - although she rarely elabo-
rates them explicitly. The fact that she is not
ostentatious about her theoretical underpin-
nings undoubtedly helps make Paley's books
more evocative and absorbing (as well as

making her accounts seem. at times. decep-
tively straightforward). On the other hand.
her avoidance of explicit engagement with the
theoretical issues may prevent her from
pursuing them as fu11)' as she might.

In her various books Palel' emphasizes dif-
ferent aspects of pla)' as a sociocultural actir'-
ity and expiores its role in the development of
children's understanding of the world. in the
formation of their identities (including gender
identities) and in their initiation into differ-
ent areas of social life. She consistently situ-
ates children's development moral and
emotional as well as intellectual - in the con-
text of group life, and shows how different
forms of pla1, both depend on and help to con-
stitute this sociocultural context.

For example, her book ltollie is Three
examines the close and complex relationship
between fantasy play and moral education.
Fantasy play is a form of self-expression for

l6 Nicolopoulou Play and Cognitive Development



childrgn, which they use to explore their fears.

desires. and other emotionally charged con-
cerns. Yet. it is also a rule-governed activity
that can take place successfully only within
the context of shared and voluntarily ac-

cepted systems of rules and meanings. Chil-
dren learn that the symbolic space of the play-
world requires, as a precondition. the moral
order of the classroom. Paley traces the pro-
cesses by which this order is constructed and
maintained. We need. as she puts it, 'to find
the logic by which private fantasies are turned
into social play, and social play into a rule-
governed society of children and teachers'

fPaley. 1986, p. I]1. Furthermore. the micro-
cosm of the play-world serves as an 'experi-

mental theater' [p. xv] in which children can
explore. and attempt to master. the mysteries

of the wider social world. Thus. Paley makes
clear that children's fantasy play is an activity
by which they express (and enjoy) themselves,
but at the same time it is quite crucially a pro-
cess of learning and investigation a'path-
rv&t to reality' [p. xu] in more ways than crr1e.

In short, Paley's analysis strikingly illus-
trates the value of an approach to children's
play'that attends cArefullv to both its symbolic
and its rule-governed character and that is
guided by an informed appreciation of the
interaction between its cognitive. emotional,
and sociocultural dimensions. In her books,
Paley opens up a number of exciting lines of
inquiry that need to be further pursued, re-
fined. and developed.

Fantas_r- Play as a 'Pathway to Realitv':
C hildren's l{arratives and Children's Imagina-
tion. I will mention here one particularly
promising technique, pioneered by Paley, that
we can borrow and extend. One activity she

initiated in her classroom involves having the

children dictate stories to the teacher or
another adult, who records the story as the
child tells it. At the end of each day, all stories

dictated during that day are read aloud to the

entire group by the same teacher. while the
child/author and other childrell. whom he or
she chooses. act out the storv. This story-act-
ing practice is aimed at (among other things)
fostering communication and the develop-
ment of a common culture rvithin the group of
children by having them listen to and even
actively participate in each other's stories.

I am currently engaged in a research pro-
ject involving the analysis of a year's collec-
tion of spontaneously composed stories elic-
ited in this way from a class of 4-year-old chil-
dren [Nicolopoulou & Scaies. 1990; Nicolo-
poulou. Scales &. Weintraub. in press]. The
study focuses on the emergence of gender dif:
ferences in social and symbolic imagination.
as they are manifested in the stories com-
posed by these children, It takes as its starting
point the premise that children's stories - like
other scenarios they enact in fantasy play
are meaningful texts which. if analyzed care-
fully, can reveal something about the way
children view the world. especially social rela-
tionships. In constructing stories. children
draw on the images and symbolic frameworks
culturally available to them. which shape
their perceptions in ways they are often not
aware of. At the same time, children use and
manipulate these cultural elements for their
own purposes. and we need to trace how they
do so. To make the same point another way,
telling a story and acting it out are forms of
symbolic action - and, in this case, of collec-
tive action. Children use stories, and other
forms of symbolic expression. in order to
oepresent the world - to themselves and each

other - and to make sense of it. Simultaneous-
ly, they are using the stories as a way of
expressing certain emotionally important
themes that preocuppy thern, and of symboli-
cally managing or resolving these underlying
themes.

The focus of my research project, then, lies
in exploring the different ways in which chil-
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dten use symbolic constructions to under-
stand and represent the world, and. in partic-
ular, the ways in which these differences come
to be structured by gender. The analysis thus
far suggests that. even at a very early ?Ea, boys
and girls understand and represent the world

- and especialll' the world of social relations -
in sharply distinct wavs. Grasping these dif-
ferences, I am convinced, can help us under-
stand the developmental emergence of differ-
ent cognitive and cultural styles in men and
women. Despite the fact that the stories were

shared with the entire group every day, boys

and girls told different kinds of stories. Their
stories differed systematically and consistent-
ly. not only in subject matter. but also in the

overall narrative structure and aesthetic imag'
ination they employed. To summ anze very

schematically. girls' stories show a strain to-
ward order, while bo1's' stories show a strain
toward disorder: and this difference is mani-
fested rn both content and form.

The Plav-W'orld and the Cr"tlture of Colla-
borative Learning. Finally, one other ongoing
line of research [Nicolopoulou and Cole, in
press] illustrates hou, a genuinely sociocultu-
ral approach to pla)' can help illuminate its
possible role in furthenng children's learning
and cognitive development. The subject of
this work is the qualit)' of the learning experi-
ences of children participating in the 'Fifth
Dimension.' an after-school educational pro-
gram for elementary-school children that has

been a long-term proj ect of the Laboratory of
Comparative Human Cognition (LCHC) at

the Universitl' of California, San Diego. This
progroffi, which makes extensive use of com-
puter games and other computer-related ma-

terials. aims at finding ways to create sustain-

able systems of educational activity based on
collaborative learning, rvith play and imagina-
tion having a major role.

The theoretical rationale behind the pro-
gram. which has a strong V-vgotskian inspira-
tion. emphasizes the effort to find ways that a
play element can be integrated effectively into
larger systems of educational practice. In the
Fifth Dimension itself, the games and activi-
ties are organtzed into a complex slsstem, the
function of which is to create a distinctive
play-world. The Fifth Dimension can thus be
understood as fundamentally an activity s-v-s-

tem rvith a certain specific inner logic. The
goal is to create a context that can promote
collaborative learning and within which chil-
dren themselves are motivated to progress

step-b]-'-step, So that they are actively involved
in their own development rather than simply
receiving information from other people. It is
precisely through the understanding and ac-

ceptance of a system of shared rules that chil-
dren are allowed and encouraged to take an

active role in their own education.
Our study, which is one element of a larger

ongoing evaluation of the Fifth Dimension
program. addresses the question of how these
principles have operated in practice. In par-
ticular. \ /e seek to specif-v and analvze the
conditions under which they' operate most
successfulll'. We aBproach this problem
through a comparative anall'sis of two Fifth
Dimension sites, including the institutional
settings in which they are located. In the pro-
cess. we propose a method by which the crea-
tion and transmission of knowledge can effec-
tivel1' be approached as a genuinely collective
enterprise. inextricably embedded in ongoing
systems of shared activity. To use one cur-
rentl)' influential formulation, we investigate
the dynamics of 'socially situated cognition'

[Lave. 1988]. More generally. we attempt to
utilize a more comprehensive conception of
the social embeddedness of thought and indi-
vidual development than those that inform
most psychological research. Thus. we at-
tempt to move, in two interconnected ways,
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in the direction of a more fully sociocultural
approach: (a) by situating specific interactions
in the context of a cultural and institutional
framework that is understood as a genuinely
collective reality. thereby avoiding the interac-
tional reductionism which. as nored earlier, is
implicit in much Vygotskian-inspired re-
search: and (b) by finding a way to study
genuinely collaborative learning, primarily by
tracing the generation and transmission of
shared knowledge.

We take as our basic unit of analysis one
specific computer game conceived as an
ongoing system of collective activity that
offers a wide range of levels of possible

achievement. Advancement requires trial and
error. a good deal of thought and effort. and
(usually) effective collaboration and the shar-
ing of previously acquired knorvledge. We
trace patterns of operation and cognitive out-
comes at the two sites over the course of a

)'ear. Our resuits indicate clearly that the
game 'worked' more successfully at one site
than at the other; not only did individual chil-
dren do better. but the group as a whole
advanced more rapidly and maintained its
level of achievement more successfullv (de-

spite a considerable turnover of individual
participants at both sites). The stnkingly dif:
ferent results at the two sites cannot. so far as

we are able to ascertain, be explained by back-
ground characteristics of the childretr, since
the two groups appear closely matched in this
respect. Our major conclusion is that the de-

.-qree of cognitive success depended on a collec-

tive characteristic of the group as a whole at
each site the strength or weakness of what
rve term the culture of collaborative learning.
This characteristic was manitested in terms of
trvo mutually-reinforcing elements: (a) pat-
terns of interaction, particularly the density
and quality of problem-solving interaction
(between childrer, and between children and
adults), and (b) the degree of commitment to,

and involvement in, the play-world of the
Fifth Dimension and its system of rules.
These elements add up to what we call. fol-
lowing Durkheim [1897 11951; 192511973],
the degree of social cohesion of the play-
world. which is, in turn. constituted by the
integration and regulation of the social group.
Social cohesion at one of the sites was demon-
strably stronger, and one result of this differ-
ence was greater cognitive success.

These f,rndings bear our the contention that
the social or interpsychological context within
which individual development needs to be
understood is not limited to the immediate
framework of dyadic or small-group interac-
tions. but consists above all in the larger
sociocultural framework that shapes the
meaning and impact of those interactions. In
this case, the specific activities and interac-
tions at each site were embedded in. and
shaped by, the context formed by the culture
of each site. The culture of the site. under-
stood as a collective reality as an activit_v-

system - was thus the key explanatory factor
in accounting for the different patterns of gen-
eration and accumulation of knowledge
bound up with a particular activity. The same
task-activity evolves differently, and comes to
be imbued with different meaning, within rwo
different sociocultural contexts.

A Conclusion and a Beginning

In this article I have argued for, and out-
lined some key features ol an approach to
play that can effectively grasp it as a social
activity, which means not only an interactive
activity but also a cultural and imaginative
one. Such an approach can usefully inform
the investigation of issues regarding the role
of play in the formation of mind, the shaping
of the self, and the defrnition and reproduc-
tion of culture. Indeed, it requires an appre-
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ciation that these fields of inquiry are inti-
mately connected.

Integrating a more genuinely sociocultural
conception of play into developmental psy-

chology opens up a number of exciting possi-

bilities and directions for research, of which I
have offered only a few examples. This ap-
proach, moreover. offers a number of poten-

tial advantages beyond those I have already
emphasized. First. it is a perspective which.
rather than fragmenting play to extract some

of its abstract elements. helps bring us back to
a unified picture of play as it occurs in its 'nat-

ural habitat.' It should thus be congenial and

familiar to practitioners because it can be

applied to the play activities that they observe

in their everyday settings. Second, it brings
out the essential continuity between chil-
dren's and adults' play. a fact that most psy-

chologists have ignored: some have even ar-
gued that only children play! Third, it allows
us to join forces with the sociologists, anthro-
pologists. and cultural historians [e.g., Arids.
19601 1962: Caillois. I 958/ 1 96 1 : Connerton.
1989: Corsaro. 1985: Fine. 1985, 1987; Hui-
zinga. 1944155; Rizzo. 1989: Schwartzman.
1978. 1980: Turner. 196J. 1969. 1986] who
have conducted a rich and extensive range of
studies bearing directlv or indirectly on plal,'.

Such a process of interdisciplinary collabo-
ration and cross-fenilizatron should proceed.

however. in a spirit of considered synthesis.
rather than scattered eclecticism. Develop-
mental psychologists will be most likely to
reap the benefits of ecumenicism, and avoid
its pitfalls. to the extent that we can work out
a coherent theoretical approach to play that
effectively captures its sociocultural dimen-
sion. Doing so will require that we move' in
significant respects. beyond Piaget and Vy-
gotsky and the research traditions deriving
from them. But it should be stressed once

again that this project involves building on

Piaget and Vygotskv, and extending their in-

20

sights. rather than simply breaking with either
of them. Although vygotsky's grasp of play as

a social activity is deeper and more fully"
developed than Piaget'S, Piaget's approach
has important insights to offer to an]- socio-
cultural analysis. And both Piaget and Vy-
gots$'are conscious. for example, of the emo-
tional component in play, and its contribu-
tion to play's cognitive value, although nei-
ther of them carries this line of analysis very
far. Yet researchers influenced by these think-
ers, rather than developing their sketchy or
incomplete suggestions. have tended to nar-
row the focus of analysis even further. Man-v

of the ke-v conceptual resources for building
up a more comprehensive and illuminating
approach can be drawn from underdeveloped
elements within the Piagetian and Vygotskian
perspectives themselves, particularll, if we

deepen our grasp of these elements by tracing
them back to their roots in Durkheim and
Freud.

The nexus of interconnected concepts and
concerns to be found in the work of these four
theorists. which I have begun to reconstruct
here. offers an indispensable foundation for
an orienting theoretical framework that can
guide and unif-v- funher investigation into play
and its role in development. Our task is now
to refine and deepen this theoretical frame-
work. to extend it creativell'. and to bring it to
bear concretely on developmental issues in
both research and practice.

Nicolopoulou Play and Cognitive Development



References

.\rids. P. ( I 962\. Centuries o-t.childhood:
.1 social histort, of _familv li,fe. New
York: Vintage. (Originaliv pub-
lished in French in I 960).

Bates. E.. Benigni. L. Bretherton. I". Ca-
maioni. L". & Volterra. J. ( 1977).
From gesture to the f,rrst word: On
cognitive and social prerequisites.
In I,l. Lervis &. L.A. Rosenblum
( Eds. ). Interaction, conver.sation.
and the det'elopment o1' language.
New York: Wiley.

Bateson. G. ( 197l). The message 'This is
piay.' [n R.E. Herron & B. Sutton-
Smith (Eds.\. Child's plav (pp. 261-
166). New York: Wiley.

Bruner. J.S. ( 1975). The ontogenesis of
speech acts. Journal oi' Chilci Lan-
gtmge, J, l- I 9.

Bruner. J.S. ( 1975). Early social interac-
tion and language acquisition. In
H.R. Schaffer (Ed.). Studies in morh-
er-in_lant interaction. London: Aca-
demic Press.

Bruner. J.S. ( 1986). .lcnml minds, possi-

ble w'orlds. Cambridge lvIA: Harvard
Universitv Press.

Caiilois. R. ( l96l ). ,l[an, pla],. and
games. New York: Free Press. {Orig-
inally published in French in 1958).

Cohen. D. (1987). The development o-f
plaj,.New York: New York Univer-
sity Press.

Connerton. P" (1989\. How societies re-

rnember. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Corsaro. W. ( 198 5\. Friendship and peer
culture in the earlv vears. Norwood
NJ: Ablex.

Curry'. N.E. (1971). Dramatic play as a
curricular tool. In D. Sponsellor
(Ed.). Plal' as a learning medium.
Washington DC: NAEYC.

Curry, N.E.. & Arnaud, S. ( I 984). Play
in preschool settings. In T. Yawkey
& A. Pellegnni 1Eds.), Child's play,;

Developmental and applied (pp.

273-290). Hillsdale NJ: Erlbaum.
Dunn. J., & Dale. N. ( 1984). I a daddy:

2-year-olds' collaboration in joint
pretend with sibling and with moth-
er. In I. Bretherton (Ed.), St'mbolic
play: The development of social un-

derstanding (pp. I 3l - I 58). New
York: Academic Press.

Durkheim. E. ( 1965). The elementan'

_lorms ol'the religiotts lqfe. New York:
Free Press. (Onginaily pubiished in
French in l9 12).

Durkheim. E. ( 1973). The dualism of
human nature and its sociai condi-
tions. In R.N. Bellah (Ed.). Emile
Dttrkheim 0n moralitv and societv
(pp. I .19- I 63). Chicago: University
of Chicago Press. (Originaiiv pub-
lished in French in I 914).

Durkheim. E. ( 1973). lloral education.
New York: Free Press. (Origrnallv
published in French in 1925).

El'konin. D. ( 1971). Symbolics and its
tunctions in the play of children. In
R.E. Herron &- B. Sutton-Smith
(Eds. ). Child's pla!, (pp. ll 1-230).
New York: Wilev.

Fein. G.G. (1975). A transformarional
anaiysis of pretending. Develop-
menml Psvcholo,g],, I 1, 29 1-296.

Fein. G.G. ( 1979). Plav and the acquisi-
tion of symbols. In L. Katz (Ed.).

Cunent topics in earlv childhooci
eciucation. Norwood NJ: Ablex.

Fein. G.G. ( 198 I ). Pretend play: An in-
tegative revierv. Child Deve/op-
menr, 52. 1095-l118.

Fein. G.G.. & Apfel. N. ( 1979). The
development of play: Style. struc-
ture. and situation. Genetic Pst,chol-

oglt Monograplts, 99, 23 I -250.
Fein. G.G.. & lvloorin. E.R. (1985).

Svmbols. motives. and words. [n K.
)ielson ( Ed. ). Children's language
(Vol. 5). New York: Gardner Press.

Fein. G.G.. & Rivkin M. (Eds.) ( 1986).
The young child at play: Reviews of
research (Vol. a). Washington DC:
NAEYC.

Fein. G.G.. & Robertson. A.R. ( 1975).

Cognitive and social dimension of
pretending in two-year-olds. De-
troit: Merrill-Palmer Institute.
(EzuC Document Reproduction
Service No. ED I l9 806.)

Fenson. L., Kagan, J.. Kearsley, R.B., &
Zelazo. P.R. (1976). The develop-
mental progression of manipulative
play in the first two years. Child
Development, 4 7, 232-235 .

Fenson, L.. & Ramsay, D, ( 1980). De-
centration and integration of the
child's play in the second year. Child
Development, 5 I, I7I-178.

Fine. G.A. (Ed.) (1985). ,lfeaninqjitl
pla.r-, plavJiil meaning. Champaign
IL: Human Kinetics.

Fine. G.A. (1987). t'Virh the bovs: Little
league baseball and preadolescent

culture. Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press.

Franklin. M.B. ( 1983). Plav as the crea-
tion of imaginary situations: The
role of ianguage. In S. Wapner & B.

Kaplan (Eds.\. Toward a holistic cle-

velopmental pst,cholos, (pp" 197 -
220). Hillsdaie NJ: Erlbaum.

Garvey, C. (977). Pla"v. Cambndge
MA: Harvard University Press.

Gan'e,u.-, C.. & Bendt, R. (197 7). Organi-
zation of pretend play. Paper pre-

sented at the annual meeting of the
American Psvchological Associa-
tion. Chicago.

Geertz. C. (1973). Tlrc interpretati0n rt.l-

cttlnres. Nerv York: Basic Books.

Geertz. C. ( 1983). The way we think
now: Toward an ethnograph!' of
modern thought. In Local knovr:l-

edge: Further essa-I,'J in interpretive
unthropolo,4, (pp. 147 -l 63). New
York: Basic Books.

Giddens. A. (1979). Central problems in
social theon:: -lctiott, structure and
contradictiort in social unaly'sis. Ber-
keley: Universit-'" of California
Press.

Huizinga. J. ( I 9 5 5). Homo ltriens: .1

sntdv oJ- the Flay element in cultrtre.
Boston: Beacon Press. (Ongtnailv
published in German in 1944).

Inhelder. B.. Lezine. I.. Sinclair. H.. &
Stambak. tvI. (1972). Les debuts de

la fonction symbolique [Origrns of
the symbolic function). .4rchiy'es de
Ps r-chologie, 4 l, 187 -243.

Jackowitz. E.R.. & Watson. M.W.
( 1980). The development of object
transformations in early pretend
play. Developmental Psvcholog,,, I 6,

543-549.
Kagan, J., Kearsley. R.8., & Zelazo.

P.R. ( 1978). Infancy: Its place in htt-

man development. Cambridge MA:
Harvard University Press.

Kaye, K ( 1982). The mental and social
life of babies. Chicago: Universit-v of
Chicago Press.

2l



Kessen. W.. & Fein, G.G. (1975). I''aria-

tions in home-based infancy educa-

tion. Final report to the Office of
Child Development. HEW (ERIC
Document No. ED I l8 233).

lave. J. ( 1988). Cognition in practice:
tr{ind, mathematics and culture in
er:er.vdav li.ft. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Leontiev, A.N. (198 l). Problems of the
development o,f the mind. Moscow:
Progress Publishers. (Originaily
published in Russian in 1959).

Lowe. M. ( 1975). Trends in the develop-
ment of representational play in in-
fants from one to three years - An
observational studl'. J ottrnal o.f

Child Psvcholog, and Pn'chiatrv, I6,
33-41 .

Maclntyre. A. ( 1984) . A.fter virtue. Notre
Dame IN: Universiry of Notre
Dame Press.

Mead. G.H. ( 1934). I{ind, sel.f, and soci-

er],. Chicago: Universitl' of Chicago
Press.

Miller. P.. & Garvel'. C. (1984). Mother-
baby role play: Its origin in social
support. In I. Bretherton (Ed.) , S)'m-
bolic plq': The developrnent of social
ttnderstanding (pp. l0l - I 30). New
York: Academic Press.

Mussen. P.H. (Series ed.) & Hethering-
ton. E.M. (Vol. ed.) (1983). Hand-
book of child psy,cholog: I'ol. 4. So-

cialization. personalin'. and social
deveIopment. Neu' York: \4lile1'.

Nelson. K.. & Seidman. S. (1984). Play-
ing with scnpts. In I. Bretherton
(Ed.). St,mbolic plat'; Tlrc develop-

ment qf social understanding (pp.
45-7 l). New York: Academic
Press.

Nicolich. L. ( 1977). Beyond sensorimo-
tor intelligence: Assessment of svm-
bolic matunty through analysis of
pretend pla)'. il[errill-Palmer Qttar-
terly, 2 3, 89-99 .

Nicolopoulou. A.. & Coie. M. (in press).

The generation and transmission of
shared knowledge in the culture of
collaborative learning: The Fifth Di-
mension. its play-world. and its in-
stitutional contexts. In E.A. For-
man. N. Minick, & C.A. Stone
(Eds.), Contexts -for learning: Socio-

cultural dvnamics in children's devel-

opment New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Nicolopoulou. A.. & Scales. B. (1990).

Gender differences and aesthetic
imagination in the stories of four-
year-olds:'Socialist reaiism' versus
'grotesque surrealism'. Paper pre-

sented at the l Tth Annual Confer-
ence of the International Children's
Literature Association. San Diego
CA.

Nicolopoulou, A.. Scales. B.. & Wein-
traub. J. (in press). Gender differ-
ences and symbolic imagination in
the stories of four-year-olds. In A.H.
Dyson & C. Genishi (Eds.), The

need for ston': Cultural diversitv in
classroom and cotnmuniry'. Urbana
IL: NCTE.

Paley. V. ( I 981). W.all1,'s stories. Cam-
bridge MA: Harvard University
Press.

Paley. V. ( I 986). it'Iollie is three: Grou,-

ing up in school. Chicago: Universitl'
of Chicago Press.

Paley. V. (1980. Bots anci girls: Super-

heroes in the doll corner. Chicago:
Universiry of Chicago Press.

Paley. V. ( I 988). Bad gu!'s don't have

birthdavs. Chicago: Universi4' of
Chicago Press.

Piaget. J. ( I 962). Plal', dreams and imi-
tation in childltood. New York Nor-
ton. (Origlnalll' published in French
in 1945.)

Piaget. J. ( I 965). Tlrc moral judgment of
the child. Neu' \'ork: Free Press.

(Origrnaiil' pubiished in French in
r932.)

Ratner. N.. & Bruner. J.S. ( 1978).

Games. social exchange. and the ac-

quisition of language. J ournal o.f
Child Langtage, 5, 391-402.

Rizzo. T. (1989). Friendship da'elop-
ment among children in scitool. Nor-
wood NJ: Ablex.

Rogoff. B.. & Wertsch. J.V. ( 1984). Edi-
tors'notes. In B. Rogoff & J.V.
Wertsch (Eds.). Children's learning
in the 'zone of proximal develoment'.

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Rosenblatt. D. (1977). Deveiopmental
trends in infant play. In B. Tizard &
D. Hanrey (Eds.). The biolog' o"f

pla!,. Philadelphia: Lippincott.
Ross, H.S.. & Kay, D.A. ( 1980). The ori-

gins of social games. In K.H. Rubin
(Ed.), Children's play (pp. I 7-31).
San Francisco: J ossev-Bass.

Rubin. K.H. (1980). Fantasy play: Its
role in the development of social
skills and sociai cognition. ln K.H.
Rubin (Ed.), Children's pla.v (pp"

69-84). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Rubin. K.H.. Fein. G.G.. &. Vanden-

berg, B. ( I 98 3). Play. In P.H.
Mussen (Series ed.), & E.M. Hether-
inglon (Vol. ed.), Handbook o.f child
psvcholog]': l'ol. 4. Socialization,
personalitt', and social development
(pp. 693-774). New York Wiley.

Sachs. J. (1980). The role of adult-child
play in language development. In
K.H. Rubin (Ed.),, Children's plav
(pp. 33-48). San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass.

Schwarztman. H.B. ( 1978). Trans-iorma-
tions: The anthropologT' of children's

Pla!'' Neu' \'ork: Plenum'
Schwartzman. H.B. (Ed.) ( I 980). Plar

and culture: 1978 proceedings of the

anthropological studv of plal'. West
Point N\': Leisure Press.

Sutton-Smith. B. ( 197l). Piaget on plal':

A critique. In R.E. Herron & B. Sut-

ton-Smith (Eds.). Child's play (pp.

326-336). New' York: Wiley.
Sylva. K.. Bruner. J.S.. & Genova. P.

(1974). The role of play in the prob-
lem-solving of children 3-5 )'ears
old. In J.S. Bruner. A. Joll1,'. & K
Sylva (Eds.), Plav: Its role in develolt-
ment and evolution (pp. 244-257).
Neu,York: Basic Books.

Turner. \t. ( I 967). Tlrc .forest o.f svntbols.
Ithaca: Corneil Universitl' Press.

Turner. V. ( I 969). The ritual process.

Ithaca: Cornell Universitl' Press.

Turner. V. (1986). CarnAvalin Rio: Dio-
nysian drama in an industnalizing
society. In The anthropologl, ef per-

.formance lpp. I 13- I 38). Neu' \'ork:
PAJ Publications.

Vandenberg. B. ( 1980). Play. problem-
solving. and creativity'. In K.H. Ru-
bin (Ed.), Children's plat, (pp. 49-
68). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass"

Vygotsk-v. L.S. ( I 967). Plal' and its role
in the mental development of the
child. Soviet Psvcholo*,, 12, 6- 18.

(A stenographic record of a iecture
given in I 933: included in J.S. Brun-
er. A. Jolll'. & K. Sylva. eds.. 1976:
partlt, reproduced in Vygotskl',
1978.)

)

i

t

-ll

I

a

a

)) Nicolopoulou Play and Cognitive Development



Vvgotsk-v. L.S. ( I 978 ). ,l.tind in societv;
Tlrc development o-/- hiqher pstcho-
Iogical processes (M. Coie. V. John-
Steiner, S. Scribner" & E. Souber-
man. eds.). Cambridge .".1A: Har_
v ard U niversit-r- Press.

Vvgotsk-v. L.S. ( 198 6). Thouqht and, lan-
guage. Cambridge MA: MIT Press.

Vr,gotsk_v. L.S. ( I 98 7). The collected
w'orks oJ'L.S l,'y,gotsk.1'; l'ol. l. Prob-
lems o_i' general psvcholoq], (includ-
ing tlrc volume 'Thinking and
Speech) (R.W Rieber & .A..S. Car-
ton. eds.: N. Minick. trans.). Ner,v
York: Plenum Press.

Watson. M.W.. & Fischer. K.W. 0977\.
A developmental sequence of agent
use in late infancv. Child Develop-
menL 48. 828-936.

Weintraub, J. (.1974\. Some retlections
on Durkheim's concepr of human
nature: Preliminary expectoration.
U npublished manuscript. Univer-
sity of California. Berkeiev.

Weintraub. J. (forthcoming) . Freedorn
and community: 71t, republicen t,ir-
tue tradition and the sociologt' oJ-

libern'. Berkeley: Universitv of Cali-
fornia Press.

Wertsch. J.V. ( 1985). Tlrc social Jbrma-
tton oJ mind; ,J L,ygotskian ap-
proach. Cambridge MA: Han'ard
University Press.

)
t
.1

I

i

I
(
a

23



Human Development I 993:36:24-26

Barbara Rogoff

University of California.
Santa Cruz. Calif., USA

Commentary

Nicolopoulou's anicle directs our atten-
tion to play as an important childhood cogni-
tive activity that is inherently social and cul-
tural. This theme is important for suggesting

directions for research on play and child de-
velopment. as well as contributing to growing
perspectives on hou, children's cognitive de-
velopment can be facilitated in schools and
other settings. Nicolopoulou's emphasis on
understanding the crucial nature of theory
and of assumption sl'stems in orienting re-

search is a very imponant contribution.
The article builds on the theories of Piager

and \/vgotsk)' and on research following these
traditions to aniculate a perspective that fo-
cuses on child deveiopment as sociocultural
activity. The sociocultural approach. which is
gaining a great deal of momentum. has con-
centrated on cognitive development and
school learning. Nicolopoulou's focus on plal'
is an essential and complementary direction"

Like some other recent works [Bidell.
1988: Gaskins &, Gcjncri, 1988, 1992; Tudge

& Rogoff. 19891, the article builds on the
work of Piaget and 1r1'gotshv as complemen-
tary rather than opposing views. Piaget's work
has been very influential in the study of play.

Nicolopoulou reviews Piaget's approach to

play and Piagetian research on play as a start-
ing point. However" as she points out. Vygot-
shv's ideas and Vygotskian research extend
beyond the Piagetian approach to play in
essential ways.' Nicolopoulou notes that in research in-
spired by Piagetian theory. children's pla-v has

often been studied as a solitary constnrction.
rather than an inherently social activitv. In
the Piagetian tradition. play is viewed as an
individual accomplishment. It is not con-
ceived of as building on cultural materials and
practices. From the Vygotskian position, in
contrast. even in solitary play children are
involved in sociocultural activity as thev use
language, materials. and social scripts and
games.

Nicolopoulou argues that if researchers fo-
cus on solitary play to examine its cognitive
components. we overlook the essence of play,
which is social and in some important ways
free of the kind of constraints that ma)' occur
in the laboratory study of cognitive tasks. If
we try to fit play into a laboratory model to
evaluate cognitive development, we miss the
social and imaginative aspects of pla), that
make it so interesting. As Nicolopoulou puts
it, researchers 'seem to have isolated for care-
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ful observation behaviors that, although
present during play, do not by themselves
amount to play.'

Nicolopouiou's emphasis on spontaneous
play and'natural' environments is essential in
the study of play. Children's play is a different
phenomenon when under the control of
adults (including researchers) than it is when
children have the leeway to develop their play
in the directions. with the materials. themes.
playmates, and timeframes. that they choose
themselves. It is not that we should study nat-
ural environments to be able to observe 'pure'
pla)' (there is no such thing), but rather that in
our attempts to understand play we need to go

beyond the particular social situations that we

as adult researchers are able to stage. As
adults. researchers need to think carefully
about the settings of the play that rve observe.
for at least as much as in other domains of
research, in studying the process we are a part
of it. Consistent with the sociocultural ap-
proach. it is essential to understand the social
context in which the play we observe takes
place and not to limit our observations to situ-
ations in which we ourselves define the play in
rvhich children may engage. Nicolopoulou
calls for study'ing play on its own terrns, &S a

vehicle of the expressive imagination of chil-
dren.

Building on Vygotshv's imponant paper
on play, Nicolopoulou stresses that in play,
children are able to extend their understand-
ing of and participation in the inherently
social practices that surround thern. As she

quotes Vygotsky, 'play is the source of devel-
opment and creates the zone of proximal
development.'

Vygotshv emphasized that in play, chil-
dren explore and modif,v the rules of society.

The rules that children employ in play at one
and the same time guide and liberate their
imagining as they coordinate their activity
with one another. Nicolopoulou argues that to

be able to carry out rule-governed activities
(whether games. social interaction, or mathe-
matics). it is necessary to learn that rules are
not arbitrarily handed down but may be in-
herent in the structure of the activity and nec-
essary to carry it out. She posits that acting
within a framework of cooperative social rela-
tionships as in play requires, and simulta-
neously helps people to grasp, this perspective
on rule-governed activitl. These are very im-
portant points.

Nicolopoulou argues that most research on
play has fallen short of considering the socie-
tal practices and institutional contexts of play'.

without which the study of the social interac-
tionai context of play is incomplete. In much
of the r,vork on children's play inspired bv
V"vgotsk_u-. like that on the zone of proximai
development. researchers have focused on so-

cial interaction but without attending to the
essential Vygotskian idea that individual ac-

tivity develops through social interaction in
activities based in societal, ltistorical practices.
Nicolopoulou calls for future research to ad-
dress this level of understanding of play.

It is somewhat surprising, therefore, that
Nicolopoulou does not discuss the wide varia-
tion in the nature of play in varying cultural
communities. For example, play in some
communities is not an activity that adults
enter into with children, as they often do in
middle-class US communities [Rogoff. Mo-
sier, Mistry &. Gdncri, 1989; Ward. I 97 l,
Watson-Gegeo & Gegeo, 1986]. The idea of
adults becoming playmates with children is

seen as ludicrous in some communities, while
in others it is viewed as an important way for
adults to teach children or to develop their
relationships with children. There are also dif:
ferences across communities in the play
themes that children develop. It appears that
in more traditional communities children
most often emulate adult activities in play,
whereas in middle-class communities chil-
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dren's play less frequently is modeled on adult
activities (which such children have less op-

portunity to observe) and more frequently
involves imaginary characters such as those

on television (which these children have more

opportunity to observe).
My reason for emphasizing the cultural

variations of play is that the general point that
Nicolopoulou makes that play is a leading

activity for cognitive development is very

important for both research and education:
yet ignoring the societal context of play could
lead to misinterpretation in research and to
misguided practice in education, especially

when the children involved are members of
communities other than those of Piaget, Vy-
gotsk-v, or middle-class researchers"

The direction that Nicolopoulou describes

is one that will be very fruitful for expanding

our understanding of children's development

through pla-v and for understanding how chil-
dren's development fits with sociocultural ac-

tivities. It is also important in pointing to
ways in which children's learning in and out
of school can be facilitated by making use of
imagination and play as an approach to learn-
ing. Nicolopoulou describes her research with
Cole involving the development of educa-
tional systems of collaborative activitli in
which play and imagination allow children to
be motivated to manage their own learning
rather than simply receiving instruction. The
rvritings of Paley and the work of a variety of
innovative early education and elementary
education programs make it clear that care-

givers and educators can encourage children's
explorations of the world in play to assist their
learning.
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