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Play is central to the healthy 
growth and development of 
the child and as such is 
considered a basic human 
right for all children. The UN 
Convention on the Rights of 
the Child affirms in Article 
31 ‘the rights of the child to 
rest and leisure, to engage 
in play and recreational 
activities appropriate to the 
age of the child’. 

In Ireland, the needs (and 
indeed the rights) of 
children to age appropriate 
and safe play have long 
been neglected. A recent 
study found ‘a lack of clear 
direction, no recognition, no 
strategy and no structure for 
children’s play services or 
for play work training at 
government and 
departmental level in 
Ireland". 

The Children's Rights Alliance 
in their submission to the UN 
Committee on the Rights of 

  

  
  

PLAY 
edicated to the theme of play, this edition of ChildLinks 
focuses on many aspects, from the significance of play in 

children’s development to its role in bereavement therapy. 

the Child stated that ‘46% 
of local authorities do not 
provide playgrounds; there 
is only one trained hospital 
play specialist in the country 
and there is no training for 
play workers’? 

It is no surprise, then, that 
the Expert Working Group 
on Childcare noted that 
‘play...is central to all 
aspects of young children’s 
development and learning. 
All childcare services, 
therefore, should provide 
children with opportunities, 
materials, time and space to 
play’. 

Voluntary childcare 
organisations in Ireland 
have a rich tradition of 
promoting the importance 
of play for children and this 
edition of ChildLinks is 
another example of this. 
Barnardos, as one of the 
national voluntary childcare 
organisations, has utilised   

has published a number of 
play related items over the 
years, such as the Guide to 
Choosing Toys or the Time 
Together series. Reflecting 
our strong commitment to 
play, the NCRC library 
maintains a large stock of 
literature and resources on 
the theme of play. 

‘Child’s play’ is frequently 
dismissed as unimportant 
and unworthy for 
consideration in an adult 
world. We know the 
opposite is true: For a 
child, play is literally 
everything and any child 
deprived of play will not 
grow and develop. For 
educators, carers and 
parents play is often the 
only way to access the 
world of a child. 

Heino Schonfeld, Editor 

and promoted play in its 
services and advocacy from 
the beginning. The 
association of Barnardos 
with the Toy Library concept 
is but one example. 
Barnardos’ National 

Children’s Resource Centre   
  

* The Children's Research Centre, Trinity College and the Centre for Social and 
Educational Research, DIT (1999) Public Policy on Children's Play in Ireland. 
Dublin: DIT and Trinity College 

? Children’s Rights Alliance (1997) Small Voices: Vital Rights. Dublin: CRA 
3 Dept. of Justice, Equality & Law Reform (1999) National Childcare Strategy, 
Report of the Partnership 2000 Expert Working Group on Childcare. Dublin: 
Stationery Office 
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Play 
Play is the most powerful medium though which young 

children learn. Through play their intrinsic motivation to 

learn is most readily satisfied. In play children learn about 

the world, about how other people live and feel, about 

creating things and ideas, about making plans, taking 

decisions and solving problems. 

Play is never insignificant, as in ‘run off and play’. From the 

moment they are born, and arguably, for some time before 

that, children want to make sense of the world. Babies 

following a dark shape across a bright area [as | watched a 

two-hour-old baby do] are starting the journey to full use 

of their sense of sight. A toddler responding to Daddy’s 

key in the front door has learned to distinguish sounds 

which are meaningful from the background noise of daily 

life. 

This kind of making sense of the world is best done through 

experiential play. Babies and young children crave this kind 

of play, and most of them will choose to play in this way 

whatever their surroundings. Have you ever watched a two- 

year-old in a bank? They explore every corner of the 

premises, reach for papers on high counters, try to swing 

on the ropes cordoning off the queues and smile happily at 

men in suits while opening their shoe laces. 

Becoming competent or ‘mastery’ is sought by even very 

young children. A child learning to walk displays courage, 

determination, ability to cope with failure and frustration, 

stamina, concentration and grit. Think of how often he falls 

before being sure that he has this walking thing cracked. 

And how, no sooner is walking achieved than running, 

jumping and climbing become the goals. 

Whether in a group setting or at home, children's play 

should address all their developmental needs. There is a 

danger that quiet or tidy play may be valued more than 

noisy or messy play. How often have we heard a proud 

parent saying ‘He is such a good baby’ when the fact is the 

baby is quiet, not very demanding and sleeps a lot - 

goodness has nothing to do with it! 

Culturally, Ireland is not good at promoting children’s 

physical development needs. Public playgrounds are few 

and far between and not all of them are well-maintained. 

Fear of litigation rather than the needs of our children tends 

to dictate the provision or lack of it. In schools, how often 

is RE. (Physical Education) an occasional extra? It needs to 

be embedded in the curriculum, and in that of all pre- 

school settings, because competence in one arena of 

development assists development in all the others. Physical 

development is especially important since mastering our 

own bodies and their space in the world provides long- 

lasting confidence and the ability to take risks in other areas 

of learning.   

Hilary Kenny — Director, IPPA, the Early Childhood Organisation 

Stallibrass (1989) maintains that children deprived of 

opportunities for physical development ['sensory-motor 

judgement’] ‘will suffer ... from a sense of inadequacy and 

an inhibiting fear of being proved unable to respond 

effectively to the challenges of their environment’. This is 

especially important in an era of both increasing 

litigiousness and of regulation of early childhood settings 

which has led to bizarre over-emphasis on safety to the 

exclusion of normal opportunities for physical 

development. 

| have always been sold on the benefits of natural and 

found materials in play. | have used sand and water, paint 

and play-dough, clay and junk both in group settings 

(playgroups) and at home with my own children. | recall 

with satisfaction the idea | hit on with my second son, who, 

at eighteen months, was quite demanding, in order to 

manage time to do the ironing. | rigged up a kind of nest of 

kitchen chairs at the sink, with lots of newspaper on the 

floor, One chair was for him to stand on, the others were to 

keep him from falling off the first. The sink had a basin of 

water and on the draining board were colanders, plastic 

jugs, cups, small saucepans, bowls, cloths, mops and so on. 

Once | was in the background, responding verbally and in 

other meaningful ways to his play, | could get a good 

hour’s ironing done in peace, while he experienced quality 

play with real materials and tools. 

It is very important for the adult to respond meaningfully to 

children’s play. In group settings they must understand child 

development, in order to provide appropriate space, 

materials, activities and props for play. That must be 

accompanied by close observation of individual children 

and children in groups. This is to identify individual 

children’s developmental needs and make a plan for their 

fulfilment. It is also to consider the layout of the play space 

in ‘live’ situations and modify these if need be. They will in 

addition be monitoring the various kinds of play in which 

the children are engaging, and considering where, when 

and if intervention to enrich the play should be made. 

This is a skill which takes experience to improve, but it is 

vital both to hold back, and to sensitively respond, as 

circumstances indicate. An early childhood worker relates 

the following story. She had spent some time in observing a 

continuing game of families which had developed and been 

embellished by a group of children over about five or six 

days. She noted [it is important to record, factually, what is 

observed] that a rather small child was repeatedly cast in 

the role of the baby, and that she appeared not to relish 

the role. The worker was anxious for the ‘baby’ to be 

getting satisfaction out of the game.



Her dilemma was - should she intervene and gently 

encourage the assigning of a different role to the ‘baby’? 

She held back, because the ‘baby’ never refused to join in 

and seemed to be working on the problem herself, for 

example, she told the ‘Mammy’ four days into the game 

that she was a bold baby and ‘cried’ and threw her bottle 

away. 

The breakthrough came on the sixth day. ‘Baby’ announced 

that today she was the Granny, and that Mammy had to 

bring her a cup of tea. She proceeded to hold court in the 

home corner, demanding cups of tea at regular intervals, 

and sending the other ‘children’ to the shops for messages. 

Not only did she achieve the confidence and competence 

to change the game to her desired scenario, but the 

introduction of a Granny greatly enriched the play and led 

to further development and enhancement of the children’s 

imaginative play. This goal needed to be met and would 

have to be addressed by the adult. 

When | think of all that Cathy and her friends were learning 

in the pretend play | am in awe. They were imagining what 

it would be like to be themselves in different 

circumstances, and to be in another's role entirely. They 

were playing a game with rules, most of which they 

themselves were constructing. They were gaining social 

skills and mathematical skills (one-to-one correspondence 

with cups of tea for each person). They negotiated with 

each other, and they solved problems. They planned their 

play, they remembered where they left off each day and 

made decisions about each new direction. And they had 

great fun. 

‘When children are playing, they are at their deepest levels 

of learning, so ... they need all the support adults can give’ 

claims Bruce (1996), adding, ‘Indirect help is usually the 

best. Direct help often causes the play to evaporate’. Bruce 

notes that children often need up to half an hour to get 

into deep levels of play. Thus group settings or families 

which structure children’s days very tightly, and leave little 

free time, constantly inhibit quality play, thus inhibiting 

learning. 

The competitive atmosphere generated by the buoyant 

economic situation has filtered down to affect parents’ and 

families’ attitudes to even very young children, and their 

learning. Learning is sometimes seen as being serious 

business only transactable in a school-like atmosphere. In 

other words, sitting at tables, performing adult-generated 

and directed ‘educational’ activities is seen as the ‘best’ 

way for young children to learn. 

However, studies like those of Elkind (1993) and 

Schweinhart et al. (1986) have shown the danger of such 

an approach. Children exposed to curricula which are 

academic and instructional in approach have shown fewer 

long-term benefits in terms of school retention and 

achievement, and in later adolescence have become 

alienated and rebellious. This may be because such 

programmes have tried to ‘teach the wrong things at the 

wrong time’ in Elkind’s words. By contrast, approaches 

which build on the child’s own interests and scaffolds their 

learning from that starting point, hold more promise for   

enabling competency and risk-taking in children. Such an 

approach values the child, and demonstrates that learning 

has to be done by the learner and cannot be 

compartmentalised, as in school topics. 

My young friend Martin demonstrated this very effectively in 

his water play. He was only two when he began to demand 

time at the water tray. At first, he wanted (needed?) to 

play by himself so that his experiments were not interfered 

with by other children. Thus by three, he was able to fill 

containers right to the top swiftly, stopping just in time to 

prevent any spills. He began to notice that the water 

curved slightly ‘like a bubble, but it's all water” when 

containers were full. He experimented with other materials 

to try to replicate this experience, with varying degrees of 

success, leading to other experiments. 

As his competence increased, so also did his readiness to 

engage with other children in co-operative play in water. By 

the time he was three and a half, he and his friends were 

engaged in complex play involving varying sizes of 

containers, hoses, pumps and sluices (made from car tracks 

with raised edges). The concepts absorbed were 

mathematical, scientific and technological, not to mention 

planning, negotiation and problem-solving. This was quality 

play. 

Quality play requires flexibility on the part of the adults. It 

requires them to be tuned in to each child’s needs, to 

balance those needs with other children’s and to respond 

in imaginative and creative ways. Martin’s achievements 

would not have happened in a setting where turn-taking 

was rigidly applied, where materials were not permitted to 

be mixed or transformed into a different play prop, where 

one topic or area of play was not allowed to overlap into 

another or where ‘children have to share’ whether they are 

ready or not. 

Good play provision respects children and their interests 

and strengths, it challenges and supports them, soothes 

and stimulates, satisfies and excites and above all extends 

their learning. It meets their need for creativity and 

aesthetic development. It helps them process difficult life 

events. It develops their sensitivity to other people and 

cultures, ages and abilities. It enhances their resilience. As 

Bruce emphasises ‘Childhood play becomes a resource that 

remains deep inside the maturing person to be used later in 

adult life’. 
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A‘ Developmental Miodel 
Aideen Taylor de Faoite, BA, PGCE, Dip PTh CPT-P 

This article will look at play, what it is and why it is important to children. It will present a 

developmental model of play which can be adapted to work with children in a wide variety of 

contexts including children with learning difficulties and other special needs. It is also used in the 

Play Therapy Method. Adult play is also addressed within this model. 

Introduction 
‘Deprived of play the child is a prisoner, 
shut off from all that makes life real and 
meaningful.’ (OMEP 1966 as cited in 
Doverty,1992) Play has long been 
recognised as the child’s means of 
exploring and making sense of their 
world. Play helps the child to understand 
materials and relationships. They get to 
know their own body and its 
parameters. They learn that actions have 
a cause and effect. Play is the child’s 
natural and preferred medium of self 
expression (Axline, 1969) 

What is Play? 
Play has been researched and defined 
for over a century by psycholosists, 
educators and anthropologists. Early 
definitions looked at the development 
of the industrial revolution and talked 
about work versus play and surplus 
energy theory. As we became more 
industrialised and mechanised, we had 
to spend less time in basic survival and 
therefore had more surplus energy 
(Spencer, 1873 as cited in Cattanach, 
1992). This energy was then diverted 
into play. 

More recently, Rubin et al (1983, as cited 
in Bruce, 1991) reviewed the literature 
on play and identified six criteria that 
distinguishes play from other activities. 

H Play is intrinsically motivated. 
Play can be pleasant or frightening 
but somehow children remain 
motivated to be involved in the play. 
| remember a colleague describing 
how as a child they played a game of 
Funerals. In this game she had to be 
the corpse and be put in the 
cardboard box, as she was the 
youngest. This was very frightening 
but she spoke about been driven to 
participate. 

H It is characterised by attention to 
means rather then ends. 
Play is a process for the child without 
a particular motivation to produce 
something.   

EM Play is distinguished from 
exploratory behaviour. 
Children do explore their 
environment and may need to do this 
before they can play. An example of 
this is pre-schoolers in the sand tray. 
In exploration of the sand, children 
will see what happens when you wet 
it, put it through a sieve and build 
castles. In play they will use these 
skills to develop moonscapes, 
dinosaur lands, car-racing tracks etc. 

H Play involves ‘as if’ or pretend. 
Even very young children can be 
heard saying that its only pretend. 
They begin with very simple scenes 
replicating home life and experiences 
and move to very imaginative ‘movie 
like’ play scenes. 

—@ There are no externally applied 
rules. 
This distinguishes play from other 
activities such as games, which have 
general external rules. However | 
believe that play has some implied 
rules, based around role and 
sustaining the play. 

Think of a group of children playing 
mummies and daddies. There is a 
negotiation of the roles, which also 
include big sisters, twin sister (as a 
compromise over seniority). During 
the play, if the big sister starts doing 
too many mother tasks or the mother 
doesn’t give the big sister enough 
relevant tasks, the play deteriorates 
very quickly. 

Ei The child is actively engaged. 
This is not daydreaming - there is 
evidence of both mental and physical 
engagement, even absorption. 

Why Do Children Play? 
Bruner (1972) identified two main 
functions of play. For children, play 
minimised the consequences of their 
activities therefore reducing the risk in 
learning. You have only to think of the 
excuse much used by children 

‘| was only playing’. Play also provides 
opportunities to try out combinations of 
behaviours. Monkeys have been   

observed using sticks to get objects out 
of their reach, and at the same time their 
walk changes to indicate that they are 
playing about. In humans it may be the 
rehearsal of the possible, trying out 
different options to see which works 
best. 

Freudian theory identified play as a 
cathartic experience allowing mastery 
and control. In play the child dictates 
what will happen, thus allowing a child 
to cope with fears and anxieties. 
Erickson (1977, as cited in Bruce, 1991) 
researched children’s play. He asked 
them to create movie scenes and found 
that the scenes served as a metaphor for 
their own life. They also reflected their 
chief concerns and interests, goals and 
fears, strengths and weaknesses. They 
had created scenes where they could 
plan, master and control the situation. 

Millar (1969) in her book The Psychology 
of Play identified four functions of play. 
Play offers the opportunity to: 

1. Explore the familiar. Children will play 
mums and dads, and as they begin 
school the role of teacher will also 
begin to appear. 

2. Practise things already mastered. This 
is where we observe repetitive play, 
especially in times of stress. The child 
knows they ‘can do it’. 

3. Be aggressive in a friendly manner. 
This is where we observe children in 
rough and tumble play. The child 
explores their physical strength. 

4. Be excited about nothing. Children 
become totally adsorbed in their 
play being excited about this 
involvement. 

Developmental Play 
Having identified what play is and why it 
is an important aspect of childhood, we 
will now look at how a number of 
writers have conceptualised a 
developmental model of play with 
particular reference to the EPR model 
(Jennings, 1993, 1999). 

As early as 1875, Spencer suggested 
three stages of play. These were:



M Sensory - motor play, where the 
world is explored though the senses, 

M Games with rules, where play 
becomes more structured and 
organised, 

M Artistic — aesthetic play, leading some 
to become artists and writers in adult 

life. 

Groos, (1901, as cited in Cattanach, 
1999) identified two stages of play 
development, namely Experimental Play 
and Sociometric play. Experimental play 
was seen as games with general 
functions such as perception, ideation, 
sensory, motor intellectual and emotional 
play. Sociometric play had a special 
function of rehearsal of fighting, chasing, 
courting, social and family games and 
imitation play. 

Jennings identified three developmental 
stages of play namely, Embodiment, 
Projection and Role and Dramatic Play. 
Parallels can be seen with some of the 
above stages. 

M@ Embodiment Play. This is most 
prominent in the first year of life. 

1. It reinforces the development of 
body self. 

2. It is a stimulus for sensory 
awareness. 

Developmentally this begins with 
close holding, rocking and nursing of 
the infant. The infant begins to have 
sense of self, finding and playing with 
their hands and feet. Sensory play 
develops with the taste of solid food 
and the movement of objects into 
the infants mouth. 

Embodiment and sensory play 
continues to develop throughout life 
— the young child playing with 
playdough, sand, and water, to the 
adult enjoying a massage or a day on 
the beach with the children. 

Materials of Embodiment Play. 
Feely bag. 
Sand, water, playdough. 
Clay, fingerpaints. 
Bikes. 
Toys with different textures or made 
from a range of materials (e.g. wood, 
plastic, cloth). 
Scented materials, essential oils. 

M Projective Play. As children develop 
language and bring objects together 
projective play emerges. This is in the 
second year of life. 

1. In projective play the child 
develops the capacity to pretend 
in symbolic ways. 

2. The child projects feelings and 
ideas onto surrounding media. 

3. The child creates/recreates and 
formulates new constellations of 
past, present and future 
experiences.   

This play is observed as children play 
with toys, projecting life and feelings 
onto farm animals, being able to use 
the box as the stables for the horses, 
etc. As adults, one only has to think 
of the range of executive toys, 
squeezing the stress ball, while 
imagining it as the manager or an 
irritating employee. 

Materials of Projective Play. 
Animals — wild, zoo, domestic and 
prehistoric. 
Cowboys, Indians, soldiers, sailors. 
Architectural structures, e.g. gates, 
houses, fences, signs, bricks, etc. 
Dolls house and furniture. 
Families of dolls/figurines including 
ones in role, e.g. nurse, policeman, 
fire-fighter, etc. 

Role Play and Dramatic Play. This 
emerges with the continuing 
development of language and the 
awareness of role. 

1. Role play provides opportunities 
to practise appropriate 
behaviours necessary for the 
child’s social universe. 

2. Character work enables the child 
to encounter a whole range of 
experiences, both positive and 
negative. 

The child becomes the character/role 
and acts out the story. They do this in 
two ways, imitation and 
personification. In imitation the child 
pretends to be what they see, i.e. 
mum, teacher, dad. In personification 
characters from TV, stories, etc are 
the source of the story. The story is 
not an exact replica but the story is 
expanded or added to. As adults we 
may be very dramatic people in the 
way we act and tell stories or even 
choose acting as a profession. We 
may enjoy a night out at the theatre, 
all adult versions of this form of play. 

Materials of Role and Dramatic Play. 

Home corner. 

Dressing up. 
A range of items including pieces of 
materials, cardboard boxes, etc. 
Exposure to a range of experiences, 
e.g. visit to the fire station. 
Exposure to a variety of stories and 
authors. 

Games with Rules. This emerges in 
school age children and becomes 
the dominant form of play in 
adulthood, 

1. Games structured with agreed 
rules. 

9, There is a clear beginning and 
end. 

Children begin to enjoy board and 
card games and sports. They are 
part of a peer group or team. 
Children are actively involved and   

require participation and adherence 
to the rules. Rules may be 
negotiated at the beginning. One 
only has to think of the range of 
rules people have for Monopoly. 
Our family rule is that all fines go 
into the centre and whoever lands 
on Free Parking gets the money in 
the middle. 

Materials of Games with Rules. 
Board games. 
Cards. 
Football, tennis, etc. 

Conclusion 
The EPR model of play development 
offers a clear approach to the 
development of children’s play. Children 
will not develop one level before the 
previous one. However children and, as 
we have shown, adults retain access to 
all levels of play once they have been 
achieved. A spiral curriculum approach 
can therefore be used in the provision of 
play materials and in the understanding 
of children’s play. This also allowed 
adaptation for children with a range of 
special needs. 

Adults play an important role in 
supporting and facilitating children’s play. 
Bruce (1991) has identified three 
important aspects of this. The adult’s 
role is: 

1. To provide an appropriate and 
exciting environment. 

2. To converse with children in ways 
that are sensitive to their ideas and 

feelings. 

3. To look ahead to what is needed 
next. 

In conclusion, play is important to the 
social, mental and spiritual welloeing of 
the child, Adults can support this. As 
adults we need to explore our own 
media of play and access the playful 
parts of ourselves, thus modelling and 
supporting the child’s play. This also 
energises us as players and supports our 
continuing mental and physical 
wellbeing. 
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Pat Donnelly — Psychotherapist 
Söläs, Barnardos Bereavement Service for Children and Families 

Background 
Söläs, Barnardos 

Bereavement Service, is a 

counselling service for 

children, young people and 

families who have suffered 

the loss through death of a 

parent, carer, sibling or 

other significant person. In 

addition to direct 

counselling, Solas through its 
phone-line, provides 

information, advice and 

phone-line counselling. A 

specialist liorary service on 

all aspects of grief and 

bereavement is available 

through Barnardos’ National 

Children’s Resource Centre 

Library and Information 

Service, 

Introduction 
In this brief article | hope to 

share some of the 

experiences of the 

approximately 500 

children/young people who 

have received bereavement 

counselling through Söläs in 
Dublin and Cork since the 

launch of the service in 

1996. In particular, | hope to 

illustrate some specific 

aspects of non directive 

therapeutic work with 

bereaved children and the 

crucial role of the therapist 

in providing a facilitating 

environment to enable 

children to process their 

grief sufficiently to resume 

their normal lives. 

Grief 
“Give sorrow words; the 

grief that does not speak 

Whispers the o'er-fraught 

heart and bids it break.” 

Shakespeare’s words in 

Macbeth eloquently 

illustrate the plight of 

families who experience the 

painful loss of a loved one 

through death. Many adults 

describe their grief as being 

‘beyond words’. Hopefully, 

over time through being 

permitted to give voice to 

their grief, dismay, 

confusion, either with family 

or friends or in counselling, 

adults can come to be able 

to contain their grief and 

eventually move on with the 

business of living. 

Play 
Whilst children do not have 

the sophistication of 

language to express grief, 

they are in many ways 

luckier, in that they still have 

access to the symbolic 

language of play. “In many 

ways children are much 

closer to their affective life 

and the medium of play 

provides an opportunity not 

only to elicit their world but 

also to bring it into a 

coherent organised form’ 

(Chethik, 1989). Particularly 

in bereavement work, | have 

been struck by this; so often 

‘actions speak louder than 

words’ as children, using a 

variety of materials, e.9. 

paint, clay or sand, play out 

scenes of loss, bereavement 

and trauma with a 

poignancy that is indeed, at 

least initially, ‘beyond 

words’. 

Containment 
It is the task of the therapist, 

working collaboratively with 

the child, to begin to 

decipher the complex 
language of play and 

tentatively begin to put 

words to it. Therefore, from 

the outset, it is important to 

provide what D.W. Winnicott 

described as the ‘holding 

environment’. This is 

established by the provision 

  

of an uninterrupted, 

reliable, safe therapeutic 

space in the regularity of 

sessions and in the 

establishment of ground 

rules, for example, no 

physical abuse to self, 

therapist, or property. 

Children also need to be 

clear about the limits of 

confidentiality. It is 

important to discuss this in 

the initial sessions, for 

example, ‘most things we 

discuss here will be private 

but if | am worried that 

something bad is happening 

to you or worrying you, then 

| will discuss this with you 

first and we will talk about a 

way of talking to your 

mum/dad about it’. 

Bereaved children, more 

than most, respond to the 

‘anchor’ or the ‘holding 

environment’ of therapy. 

Often, particularly in the 

immediate post death 

period, they feel at sea, 

confused and isolated, 

especially as their surviving 

parent/parents are 

preoccupied with their own 

grief. In addition to creating 

the holding environment for 

the child, the therapist is 

also beginning to hold the 

child ‘in mind’ and thus 

create an internal mental 

space that can be open to 

each particular child’s 

communication. It is also 

important that, from the 

outset, there is an implicit, 

or perhaps explicit contract 

that coming to sessions is 

more that just playing. As 

the observer the therapist 

implicitly implies that the 
play is not for pleasure 

alone but has a serious 

important purpose to be 

looked at and understood’ 

(Chethik, 1989). To this end, 

    

th oreaved Idirem 

| usually explain to children 

that sometimes things are 

too hard to either think or 

talk about but that when we 

play, we can get a peep at 

our thoughts. Also, to 

underline the importance of 

communication through play, 

it is important to keep a 

folder or drawer for the 

child’s work or more 

frequently used toys. This is 

a way of communicating that 

‘what you do and say here 

is important and has 

meaning’. One twelve year 

old girl, following the death, 

through cancer, of her 

beloved dad, picked up a 

small teddy and wondered 

‘what’s he stuffed with?’ By 

entering into the metaphor 

with her, over almost two 

years, using only the teddy, 

we were able to explore 

what awful illness her dad 

had been ‘stuffed with’ that 

made him visibly wither and 

die. What feelings of 

confusion, anger and 

sometimes murderous rage 

she was filled with and, 

eventually, towards the end 

of therapy, what bits of 

each needed to be 

unpacked and what needed 

to be preserved. Her 

parting gift at the conclusion 

of her sessions was a small 

hand-made teddy stuffed 

with lavender — a token of 

our time together ‘unstuffing 

painful feelings’. 

Materials 
As stated at the outset, my 

approach is non-directive 

using a psycho-dynamic 

model. The children have 

access to clay, paint, sand, a 

large doll’s house and family 

figures, puppets, cars and 

trucks, farm and zoo animals 

with fences and a variety of



  

  

  

dolls and soft toys. In 

addition there is an 

ambulance, doctor’s set, a 

fire engine and a variety of 

small cars and trucks. 

Themes 

Whilst the play is unique to 

each child, some common 

themes in bereavement 

work seem to recur. 

Losing and Finding 

Many children spend time 

either losing or finding 

things in the sandbox, often 

wondering how deeply it is 

buried and can it be dug up 

or found again. Interestingly, 

many adolescents, despite 

their defence of trying to 

appear very grown up, are 

drawn to the sandbox. 

There are also games of 

magic, sometimes using the 

puppets, to make things 

disappear and/or magic 

them back again. It is 

important for the therapist 

to enter into the metaphor 

of these hide and seek 

games in the third person, 

commenting or wondering 

rather than directly 

questioning as this tends to 

raise the child’s defences 

and close down the play. 

‘The language we use in 

communicating with children 

is an immensely complex 

subject because it is multi- 

dimensional and takes place 

on or many levels at the 

same time. What is said is 

not necessarily what is 

heard, which reflects the 

capacity of the therapist not 

only to comprehend but to 

deal with the emotional 

implications of the 

communication’ (Winnicott, 

1984). | often wonder with 

the children how the figure 

seems to be lost, gone 

away, unable to be seen or 

found. What could help? 

This usually opens up an 

opportunity for many 

children to voice their 

questions and confusion 

about bodies, burials, 

Heaven, etc. Sometimes 

children express anger at 

feeling excluded from their 

parent’s grief or afraid of 

upsetting them by any 

display of emotion, so they 

effectively have to bury their 

pain and loss. One boy who 

had lost both of his parents 

from AIDS and then his 

beloved grandfather 

through cancer spent many 

sessions in the sandbox 

explaining that he needed 

‘mountains of sand to bury 

all my people’. He certainly 

reflected Furman’s comment 

that ‘Silent sadness often 

contained the child’s 

strongest pain’ (Furman, 

1974). However, by entering 

into his metaphor, we were 

able to talk about how 

‘mountains of sand’ had also 

buried his feelings of 

sadness so that he had lost 

touch with, not only his 

parents and grandpa, but 

himself and how he needed 

some help in being ‘found’ 

and reconnected to life and 

hope for the future. 

Painting 

Many children use painting 

as a way of expressing 

feelings, Adolescents also 

enjoy the freedom of being 

able to ‘doodle’ but actually 

produce some very 

evocative images. There 

seems to be a definition 

between bereavement and 

trauma, in that normally 

bereaved children use a lot 

of black and initially lay 

down the paint in heavy 

layers, almost mirroring the 

heavy leadedness of their 

grief and loss. In addition to 

blackness, pictures of water 

seem quite prevalent. This 

again needs to be 

interpreted individually for 

each child, but many 

children describe their 

pictures as sad, watery, 

crying pictures often with 

something/someone lost or 

at sea, There was no 

escaping the address of one 

ten-year-old girl's picture 

entitled A Hand Drowning. 

The task was to wonder 

with her, what it must feel 

like to be drowning and 

how best people might 

endeavour to save her. As 

regards children affected by 

sudden or traumatic deaths, 

red pre-dominates their 

choice of colour with yellow 

or green as secondary 

choices. Their themes are 

most often chaotic and of 

natural disasters, e.g. 

earthquake, tornados and 

usually have no helpful 

figures included, unlike the 

pictures or play of normally 

bereaved children which 

sometimes have parents or 

‘adults’ as helpers or 

rescuers somewhere 

included. 

Clay 

Clay provides a useful 

medium for both children 

and adolescents as it is so 

malleable and tactile. Also, 

again, it provides for 

permissible regression. 

Younger children tend to use 

it not just for the fee, but 

also to be able to hammer, 

roll, shape and destroy. 

Adolescents tend more to 

want to create memorial 

plaques, flowers, trophies, 

for the best dad, mum, 

friend, etc. Again, it is not 

the production of the 

object that is important but 

the accompanying 

emotional affect and the 

interpretation and reflection 

by the therapist. One boy 

who had lost both his 

parents in a road traffic 

accident struggled valiantly 

to make a ‘little house to 

keep me safe’. Another boy, 

whose dad had been 

murdered, repeatedly 

shaped a ‘rock’, Initially, he 

defended against any 

feelings connected with his 

constant shaping and re- 

shaping of his ‘rock’ over 

many sessions by saying ‘It’s 

nothing, just a rock’. 

However, when | persisted 

by commenting that the 

image of a rock was 

obviously important to him, 

he gradually began to talk 

about how he had lost his 

‘rock’ — his dad who had 

been so big and strong. 

More importantly, he talked 

of how now he had to be a 

‘rock’ as the only male in the 

family and at eight years of 

age, had to be the ‘man of 

the family’. 

Puppets 

In bereavement work, 

children and adolescents 

tend to use puppets less 

frequently than the more 

tactile media of paint, clay 
and sand. However, for 

some children they are a 

useful way of being able to 
express anger with violent 

Punch and Judy battles. 

Occasionally, other puppets 

like the Wise Owl are called 

in to help. One boy painfully 

played out his father’s 

double leg amputation prior 

to death by road accident 

by playing out the slow 

painful journey of the 

tortoise puppet, with its 

truncated limbs, to the party 

to which he never arrived. 

This grimly reflected the 

child’s own situation of 

waiting in vain for his father 

to arrive for his tenth 

birthday party. 

Jigsaws and Board Games 

Generally, in the therapeutic 

play situation, jigsaws and 

board games are not 

advisable, as they tend to 

inhibit imagination and 

expression of internal 

emotions. However, with 

bereaved children, 

particularly traumatically 

bereaved children, they can 

provide an initial period for 

structure until they feel safe 

and calm. Many bereaved 

children seem drawn to 

jigsaws. Many commonly 

express the need to ‘fill in 

the missing pieces’, make a 

frame, etc. Again these 

comments need to be 

expanded on and 

connected to feelings. For 

some children/young people 

who come to therapy highly 

defensive or traumatised, 

the board game All About 

Me can be useful in 

beginning to form a 

therapeutic working alliance. 

However, if used too 

extensively, it can actually 

block the real work of 

therapy.



Active Participation: 
Miomtessoras View of Play 

Aileen O’Brien - St. Nicholas Montessori Teachers Asssociation of Ireland 

‘One of the best and easiest pathways to a strong self-concept is through play. 

Play offers opportunities to assist the child in all areas of development. Its importance 

can be found in how the child perceives him/herself, his/her body, his/her abilities 

and his/her relationships with others’ 

Play is also an easy means of 

learning for young children, 

as they are naturally drawn 

to it and want to get 

involved in it. They are at 

ease in a play situation and 

it is the perfect vehicle 

because children are 

naturally motivated through 

play. 

If play then is useful in 

development, how should it 

be made use of in the early 

years curriculum? One view 

is that children should be 

provided with a variety of 

good, suitable playing 

materials and props, and 

then left free to play 

according to their own 

needs and inclinations. Many 

Western European educators 

have believed that such a 

free play curriculum is the 

ideal form of pre-school 

experience, Like most ideas, 

this has a history. Play was 

not seen as educationally 

valuable when nursery and 

infant schools began to be 

introduced in Western 

Europe in the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries. 

Children were believed to 

need instruction and, in the 

case of religious doctrines, 

redemption from sinful 

behaviour. However, a 

number of writers and 

educators, such as the 

Czech writer Comenius, the 

Swiss writer Rousseau, and 

early social reformers and 

educators such as Owen   

(UK), Pestalozzi 

(Switzerland), Froebel 

(Germany) and Montessori 

(Italy) began to emphasise 

the value of the child’s own 

spontaneous growth, and 

the image of the child as 

naturally ‘good’. From this 

viewpoint, spontaneous play 

was seen as having some 

importance. In addition, the 

value of active teacher 

involvement was often 

stressed, though with 

considerable variation in the 

types of activities 

recommended. Montessori, 

for example, favoured 

constructive play activities 

using specifically designed 

materials. She realised that 

all children have an inborn 

motivation to learn and that 

all children learn through 

active participation, by 

being involved in a practical 

way. Montessori put great 

emphasis on the connection 

between the brain and 

movement; ‘Watching the 

child makes it obvious that 

the development of his 

mind comes about through 

his movements’ 

(Montessori, 1988). 

Many people are confused 

about the role of play in the 

Montessori method; it is 

thought by some that the 

children simply play all day 

and don't learn anything; 

others presume that they 

are places where children 

are made to work all the   

time and are not allowed to 

play at all. Play of course 

can be interpreted in many 

different ways. When used 

to refer to an adult activity, 

it normally means taking part 

in a game requiring certain 
skills. When used in 

reference to a child’s 

activity, it is normally taken 

to mean something that has 

no serious point to it. 

Montessori teachers use the 

word ‘work’ as a term in 

order to respect the play of 

the children. Play is the 

child’s work simply because 

it is the means by which 

she/he learns. 

Practical life exercises are 

the first materials for the 

child entering a Montessori 

school. These are exercises 

in practical living, they 

involve every day tasks and 

are prepared by the teacher 

according to the children’s 
own culture. These exercises 

are divided into four 

groups: 

1. Elementary movement or 

the development of 

motor skills. 

9, Care of the environment. 

3. Care of the person or 

care of self. 

4. Grace & Courtesy. 

Here the children have 

numerous exercises to play 

with, for example in care of 

the environment the children   

(Taylor, 1980). 

have access to polishing a 

mirror, brass or silver, shoes 

(their own if they want to). 

Also they have numerous 

spooning (rice, lentils, pasta, 

etc.) and pouring (rice, 

pasta, water) exercises to 

enable them to develop 

independence at home. As 

they gain proficiency in 

these skills they become 

more complex. Exercises 

such as sieving, water 

pouring with funnels, etc. 

are introduced. Sorting is 

another of the exercises that 

the children have to work 

with. Here they can sort 

buttons by size or colour, 

they can sort clothes, socks, 

pegs, the list is endless and 

all the time the children are 

playing with these exercises 

they are learning different 

skills to aid them in their 

everyday life. One of the 

most enjoyable games for 

them to play is putting on 

their own coat the 

Montessori way. The coat is 

spread out on the floor, the 

inside facing toward you. 

Kneel in front of it, and then 

put your arms into the 

correct armholes. Using your 

arms, lift up the whole coat 

and throw it over your head 

— while still kneeling on the 

floor. Push your arms fully 

into the armholes as the 

coat goes over your head, 

and use your hands to bring 

the coat forward to your 

body as it comes down your   

  

      

  
     



  

back. The coat is now on 

and the child has done it for 

him/herself. 

There are many more 

sections for the children to 

play in within their 

Montessori environment, 

sensorial materials for 

example. These are materials 

for training the senses. They 

comprise of a system of 

objects which are grouped 

together according to some 

definite quality that they 

possess, such as colour, 

shape, surface, temperature, 

texture, etc. Most people 

are familiar with the pink 

tower — this exercise 

comprises of 10 wooden 

cubes ranging in size from 1 

cubic cm to 1 cubic 

decimetre. The children can 

build this tower and are free 

to experiment with it later 

on. The children play with 

the tower but all the time 

they are also learning 

through their senses. This 

pinktower makes them 

aware of shape and 

dimension in their 

environment and is also an 

aid for development of 

future mathematical minds. 

Another exercise is the 

thermic tablets; these 

consist of 4 pairs of tablets 

of different materials, which 

have a different temperature 

to touch e.g. wood, metal 

glass, felt. The children pair 

them as a game with their 

eyes closed (if they wish) 

and by this they are learning 

to discriminate between 

different temperatures. We 

must not forget that during 

all this playing the children 

are also enhancing their 

vocabulary with words like, 

large, larger, broad, 

broader, warm, warmer. 

All of these play materials in 

a Montessori school equip 

the children with skills for 

further development. They 

help to develop 

concentration for further 

learning and are also 

indirect preparations for 

future academic work. All 

the pouring of water will be 

used again when the 

children are learning about 
landforms. These consist of 

a plastic tray or dish with a 

model of an island, lake, 

bay, etc made from 

plasticine in the dish. Here 

the children pour water into 

the dish and can see that an 

island is surrounded by 

water or the lake is 

surrounded by land. Follow 

on exercises from this are 

looking for puddles in the 

garden that look like a lake 

or making these land forms 

in the sandpit. 

Also outdoor play is very 

important - if we do not 

structure it too much. 

Children will organise 
themselves into groups and 

learn how to become part 

of a team, make rules, etc 

and all this is very essential 

for social interaction. Young 

children need space for 

movement, as it is central to 

their development and 

learning. If the outside 

environment is part of the 

indoor environment all the 

better. For example, a 

lesson on insects can be 

extended to the garden to 

look for the insects and 

maybe find out where they 

live and what they eat. 

Young children also need 

opportunities for vigorous 

activity where they get out 

of breath and the heart 

beats faster; this can include 

running and chasing. 

Through the imaginative and 
construction activities of 

outdoor play, children are 

not only developing social 
and linguistic skills but also 

strengthening muscles, 

working the heart and lungs 

and seeing physical activity 

as a natural component of 

their day. 

In a Montessori classroom, 

‘play’ starts from the time 

the child enters the room 

and continues to when he 

leaves to go home. The 

difference is that the play is 

structured and controlled 

within a unique environment 

and guided by a special 

‘play therapist’ — the 

Montessori Directress. In this 

way, the child is encouraged 

to learn for himself, totally 
unaware of the method 

behind the ‘toys’ and 

‘games’ he has enjoyed 

while actively participating 

in play. 
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Quality Childcare in the Workplace 
A Step-by-Step Guide for Employers 

The purpose of this booklet is to provide employers 
with information that will assist them in introducing 

practical child friendly measures that will support 

parents in reconciling work and family life. It also aims 

to highlight the importance of introducing quality 

measures where the needs and safety of children are 

central. A number of measures are illustrated by case 

studies and examples of how child friendly measures 

have been successfully implemented by small, 

medium or large-scale employers. 
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Supporting Quality 
Guidelines for Best Practice in Early Childhood 

Services 

  

These Guidelines are intended to be of use to all 
providers of early childhood services and early 
childhood practitioners for children aged 0-6 
years, in statutory, voluntary, community, 
workplace and private services. The services 
covered include sessional, full day care and drop- 
in centres. Although the Guidelines are intended 
primarily for these services, they should also be of 
use to after school facilities and childminders. 

  
Get It Right 

A Parent’s Guide to Choosing Quality Daycare 

Choosing childcare can be very difficult, and this 

booklet is designed to alert parents and guardians to 

the main issues that need to be considered when 

making that choice. Contents include the 

regulations relating to pre-school services in Ireland, 

the benefits of good quality childcare, after school 

services, children with special needs and who to 

contact. 

  

Check It Out 
A Parent’s Guide to the Pre-school Regulations 

This guide is for parents or guardians who may be 

considering pre-school childcare for their children. 

When choosing a pre-school service, parents should 

know what to look out for and what questions to ask 

before making a decision. This useful booklet 

provides information on which pre-school services 

are covered by the regulations, requirements for 

services under the regulations and tips on questions 

to ask when making your choice. 
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