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Does play promote self-regulation in children?
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This theoretical paper discusses the role of pretend play and games with rules in
fostering children’s self-regulation. It proposes several pathways through which
play facilitates self-regulation processes. First, in play, children learn to inhibit their
impulsive behaviour and follow rules which transform their behaviour from
impulsive and spontaneous to mediated and voluntary. Second, play liberates
children from situational constraints as children begin to act upon the meanings of
objects as opposed to their immediate motivational valence. Third, children develop
internal representations which guide their behaviour. Finally, play promotes verbal
self-regulation as children are engaged in an ongoing dialogue with their partners in
order to resolve differences in perspectives, to reach an agreement about roles, and
to invent play rules. The paper further reviews empirical studies which explore the
effect of play on inhibition, working memory, and private speech. The current
status of play and implications for practice are discussed.
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Children’s games constitute the most admirable social institutions. (Piaget, 1948, p. 1)

A child’s greatest self-control occurs in play. (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 99)

Introduction

The centrality of play in child development is well documented. Play promotes
problem-solving ability (Pellegrini & Gustafson, 2005), emotion regulation (Galyer
& Evans, 2001), metacognition (Robson, 2010; Whitebread, Coltman, Jameson, &
Lauder, 2009), and academic skills including literacy and storytelling (Bergen &
Mauer, 2000; Kim, 1999). Moreover, play contributes to children’s social competence
(Lillard, 1998; Newton & Jenvey, 2011). Both pretend play and games with rules are
widely used in therapy to facilitate rapport and allow children to explore and express
their socio-emotional difficulties, develop a sense of control, and promote adaptive
skills including self-regulation (Landreth, 1992; Schaefer & Reid, 2001; Swank,
2008). Drawn from Vygotsky’s and Piaget’s theories, this paper discusses the pathways
through which play facilitates core self-regulation processes including behavioural
inhibition, working memory, attentional control, and verbal self-regulation.
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The development of self-regulation in early childhood

Self-regulation represents a significant aspect of child socio-emotional well-being as it
predicts many positive outcomes including school readiness, academic success, and
social adaptation (Blair, 2002; McClelland, Cameron, Connor, et al., 2007; McClel-
land, Cameron, Wanless, & Murray, 2007). On the other hand, difficulties in self-regu-
lation contribute to a child’s emotional and behavioural problems. For example, poor
impulse control puts the child at risk for the development of externalising problems,
whereas poor attentional control may be a precursor of internalising problems
(Lengua, 2003). Impulsive children tend to be rejected by their peers and have difficulty
developing social competence (Olson, 1989). Difficulty with self-regulation in early
childhood has long-term implications and is associated with emotional and behavioural
problems in middle childhood and adolescence (Kochanska, Murray, & Harlan, 2000).

Broadly defined, self-regulation is the internally directed capacity one uses in order
to respond adaptively to environmental demands (Raffaelli, Crockett, & Shen, 2005;
Ruff & Rothbart, 1996). It includes volitional processes which allow maintaining
optimal levels of emotional, cognitive, and motivational arousal necessary for positive
relationships with others and self as well as for successful task performance (Blair &
Diamond, 2008). Self-regulation processes serve to modulate one’s behaviour, post-
pone responding for the sake of a long-term outcome, and to initiate socially desired
behaviours on one’s own volition (Kopp, 1982). It comes to play when several
sources are competing to control one’s behaviour (Posner & Rothbart, 2007). For
example, a child needs to listen to the teacher, but is distracted by an interesting
object in the classroom or a conversation with a peer.

Stemming from research on child temperament, self-regulation is also conceptual-
ised as effortful control (Rothbart & Bates, 1998). Effortful control, as opposed to auto-
matic control, is the voluntary regulation of behaviour, more specifically, ‘an active
suppression of approach even at the cost of potentially pleasurable outcomes, or an
initiation or maintenance of acts that are unpleasant’ (Kochanska, Murray, & Coy,
1997, p. 263). In the neuropsychological tradition, self-regulation is defined as an
executive function which is ‘higher order, self-regulatory cognitive processes that aid
in the monitoring and control of thought and action’ (Carlson, 2005, p. 595). Executive
function is a broad construct that encompasses a collection of interrelated functions
including working memory, inhibitory control, executive attention, and mental flexi-
bility. Although contrast and comparison of different conceptualisations of self-regu-
lation has a definite heuristic value, it is beyond the scope of this article and the term
‘self-regulation’ will be used throughout.

Inhibition plays a fundamental role in self-regulation as it provides a delayed period
which allows to hold an event in immediate awareness, analyse it, and to prepare a
response (Barkley, 1997). The essence of self-regulated behaviours is that it is
guided not by environmental stimuli, but by internal representations including rules,
mental images, emotions, and goals (Barkley, 1997; Eslinger, 1996). These represen-
tations are retained in working memory – another important process for self-regulation
(Barkley, 1997). Finally, executive attention provides the basis for self-regulation as it
brings essential elements of information into focus (Posner & Rothbart, 2007).

Self-regulation skills are associated with activity in the prefrontal cortex (Blair,
2002); and rapid development in the prefrontal cortex between three and six years of
age makes this age period a crucial time for the development of self-regulation (Shonk-
off & Phillips, 2000; Smirnova, 1998). By the time children reach the age of 5,
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self-regulation undergoes significant changes associated with the development of self,
theory of mind, and internalisation of cultural and moral norms (Bronson, 2000;
Carlson, Moses, & Breton, 2002; Kochanska et al., 1997). Regarding more specific
self-regulation functions, research informs us that behavioural inhibition emerges
during the third year of life and significantly improves between ages 2–3 and 4
(Masters & Binger, 1978; Posner & Rothbart, 2007). Several studies on inhibition
control demonstrated that although three-year-old children knew the rules (e.g. point
to an empty box and not point to a box with candy; say ‘day’ when seeing a picture
of night and say ‘night’ when seeing a picture of day, etc.), they failed to follow
them (Russell, Mauthner, Sharpe, & Tidswell, 1991; Zelazo, Frye, & Rapus, 1996).
Four-year-old children, on the other hand, do not have this problem. The inhibition
of prepotent response significantly improves further by the age of 5 as well as children’s
working memory (Alloway, Gathercole, Willis, & Adams, 2004; Carlson et al., 2002;
Gerstadt, Hong, & Diamond, 1994). Research on motor inhibition indicated that while
four-year-old children had difficulty stopping their motor response, by the age of 6, they
significantly improve their motor inhibition measured by the stop-signal task (Tillman,
Thorell, Brocki, & Bohlin, 2008).

Vygotsky (1997) strongly emphasised the social origin of self-regulation. He for-
mulated the genetic law of cultural development: ‘Every function in the cultural devel-
opment of the child appears on the stage twice, in two planes: first, the social, then the
psychological; first between people as an intermental category, then within the child as
an intramental category’ (Vygotsky, 1997, p. 106). It means that at first, self-regulation
develops as an interpersonal function when an adult regulates a child’s behaviour. Pro-
gressively, the child begins to regulate others’ behaviour; and eventually, the former
interpersonal function becomes an intrapersonal function when the child masters
true self-regulation. Vygotsky further argued that higher order/self-regulated forms
of behaviour develop through the acquisition of semiotic systems including language,
signs, symbols, etc. Being at first external, these systems are gradually internalised by
the child and become a method of self-regulation.

Language plays an essential role in the development of self-regulation (Vygotsky,
1934/1987) and becomes ‘the chief mechanism of voluntary action’ (Luria, 1960,
p. 139). Self-regulatory inner speech originates from external speech; however, in
the progression from the external to internal speech, there is an intermediate step,
called private speech. Although private speech is spoken out loud, it is used for self-gui-
dance, planning, and problem-solving rather than for a communicative purpose
(Vygotsky, 1997). Private speech emerges during preschool years and becomes critical
for the development of self-regulation. For example, Bivens and Berk (1990) demon-
strated that the internalisation of private speech is associated with an increase of atten-
tional and behavioural control. Another study with three- to five-year-olds suggested
that private speech with self-motivating (‘I can do it!’) and self-corrective content
(‘This is not right!’) was positively associated with task persistence and a desire to
work on tasks independently (Chiu & Alexander, 2000). Furthermore, preschoolers’
task performance can be improved if children are specifically asked to accompany
tasks with speech (Winsler, Manfra, & Diaz, 2007).

In summary, preschool age is a sensitive period for the development of self-regulation
skills as it is marked by significant improvements in behavioural inhibition, working
memory, and verbal self-regulation. Given the importance of play in preschool age, it
can be a natural, enjoyable for children and easily implemented intervention to foster
self-regulation skills.
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Pretend play as a facilitator of self-regulation

The magic of play is that it is a spontaneous and joyful activity, and yet it is a powerful
context for the development of self-regulation. Vygotsky (1966/1978) considered
children’s play a school of willpower and character building because in play, the
child overcomes the dependency on the environment and begins to master voluntary
control. The hallmark of play is the pretence which occurs on two planes: through
using object-substitutes and role taking (El’konin, 1999). Using pretence facilitates
the development of self-regulation in several ways. When children begin to use
object-substitutes, their relationships with the immediate environment change dramati-
cally. For young children, things around them dictate their behaviour; children’s
perception, motives, and behaviour are inseparable from each other (Vygotsky,
1966/1978). For example, when a young child sees a ball, he/she immediately takes
or kicks it. In other words, the child’s behaviour is dictated by the situation but not
him/herself. This may explain why in the research discussed earlier, young children
had difficulty to say ‘night’ when they saw a picture of day. When using object-substi-
tutes, children learn a different way of operating in their environment. According to
Vygotsky (1966/1978), ‘in play, things lose their determining force. The child sees
one thing, but acts differently in relation to what he sees’ (pp. 96–97). In other
words, not what is given in perception (for example, a stick), but the meaning assigned
to it (e.g. the stick becomes a horse) begins to guide the child’s behaviour. Giving a new
meaning to an object liberates the child from his/her dependency on environmental
stimuli (Andersen, 2005). Therefore, the child’s behaviour transforms from immediate
and impulsive to mediated by the meanings he/she voluntarily gives to play objects.
Pretence also assumes representational freedom, as an object can be represented by
other objects or gestures, and such decontextualisation allows children to distance
themselves from their immediate environment (Sigel, 1993).

Taking a role is another type of pretence. When taking roles and developing a play
script, children have to negotiate their differences and synchronise their desires (Lillard,
1998). Aside from its contribution to the development of children’s social understand-
ing, the process of interpersonal negotiation requires the inhibition of the child’s desire
to ‘push’ his/her agenda, and, as a result, promotes self-regulation skills. In addition,
pretence involves social metarepresentations when the child represents the mental
states of another person and sees the world through the eyes of a character he/she
acts out (Lillard, 1998). Operating at such a meta-level allows the child to distance
him/herself from his/her own emotions and desires and makes them accessible for regu-
lation. In other words, pretence sets the stage for the development of metacognitive
awareness, as it allows self-mirroring, which is the ability to look at oneself from an
outside perspective (Fein, 1987). Pretend play also significantly contributes to language
development, since it involves rich conversational exchanges between players (Ervin-
Tripp, 1991). Moreover, it strengthens children’s self-directed (private) speech (Krafft
& Berk, 1998). Robson (2010) conducted an interesting study with three- to four-year-
old children in which she videotaped children’s self-initiated play. Then, she engaged
the children in a reflective conversation about play while the children watched them-
selves on videotape. The results indicated that both play and children’s reflections
about their own play were rich with verbal statements aimed at planning, monitoring,
control, and self-evaluations.

Play is characterised by two types of communication: out of play frame (‘Let’s
pretend!’) and within play frame when play behaviour is interpreted as representing
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what it intends to represent (Andersen, 2005). Metacommunication serves a regulatory
function as children use it to develop play plot, plan, and direct their own and their play-
mates’ actions (Andersen, 2005). It also defines the rules on how to interpret behaviour
inside the frame (e.g. how to coordinate actions to ensure play flow) and outside the
frame (e.g. how to join a playgroup) (Whitebread & O’Sullivan, 2012). In addition,
children have to move flexibly from out-of-frame communication to within-frame
and vice versa which requires attentional shift.

The nature of self-regulated behaviour is that it is mediated by internal norms and
rules; in other words, it is mediated by internal representations (or images) of ‘how’ to
act (El’konin, 1999; Smirnova, 1998). However, the rule acquires motivational power
only if it is emotionally attractive to a child which happens for the first time in play
(Smirnova, 1998). Therefore, play provides a context where children can ‘build’
internal representations which guide their behaviour. Following rules limit children’s
spontaneous activity and help them to become aware of their behaviour by comparing
how they act to how they are prescribed to act, i.e. the rule (Smirnova, 1998).

Rules are an essential part of any play, as they determine what ‘holds: in the tem-
porary world circumscribed by play…As soon as the rules are transgressed the whole
play-world collapses’ (Huizinga, 1939/1950, p. 11). Pretend play always contains rules;
not being discussed explicitly, they are an integral part of the play role (El’konin, 1999;
Vygotsky, 1966/1978). For example, a child has to be brave to play a soldier or he/she
should show care when playing a doctor. Following rules require self-regulation
because the child has to go against his/her immediate impulsive reactions (do what
he/she wants to do) and follow what is prescribed by the role/rule. Moreover, ‘subjec-
tion to rules and the renunciation of impulsive action constitute the path to maximum
pleasure in play’ (Vygotsky, 1966/1978, p. 99). Vygotsky remarked that children
demonstrate greater self-control in play than in everyday life; therefore, play creates
the zone of proximal development for advancing self-regulation skills.

Curran (1999) studied explicit and implicit play rules generated by three-, four-, and
five-year-old children. She found that explicit rules were similar to those that regulate
any social relations and that their violation resulted in the termination of play. They
included rules regulating who will be the play director, how to enter play and take a
role, and how to play fairly. Younger children did not have explicit rules at all, but
older children were able to articulate them well. The implicit rules were acted upon
rather than explicitly stated. They signified the fact that children are involved in
play, i.e. pretence; and regulated how to engage others, maintain the necessary level
of excitement, and incorporate ideas of others to ensure smooth play flow. As with
explicit rules, these rules were mostly present in the oldest group of children.

While early play is focused on objects (Andersen, 2005; Leont’ev, 1983); at the end
of preschool years, social relationships become the centre of play (Leont’ev, 1983). The
latter development prepares children to become aware of play rules and facilitates the
emergence of games with rules.

Games with rules as a context for advancing self-regulation skills

The development of play is progression from play with explicit roles and implicit rules
towards games with implicit roles and explicit rules (El’konin, 1999; Vygotsky, 1966/
1978). In pretend play, rules are concealed in the play role. In games with rules, on the
other hand, the rules are explicit and are established at the onset of the game. Games
with rules also have roles which, unlike in pretend play, are implicit. Despite the
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apparent differences between symbolic play and games with rules, they are consecutive
steps in the development of play (El’konin, 1999; Piaget, 1962; Vygotsky, 1966/1978).
While symbolic play dominates between ages 4 and 6, it is replaced with games with
rules at the ages of 7–11(Piaget, 1962; Vygotsky, 1966/1978).

In a series of experiments, El’konin (1999) demonstrated that young children (three
to four years of age) had difficulty playing games with rules. For example, they could
not move in a particular way or sit quietly if the game rules prescribed such behaviours.
However, taking a role (e.g. cat or mouse) made following rules easier; for example,
children were able to sit quietly when acting as a mouse hiding from a cat. El’konin
argued that for younger children, in order to have a regulating effect, the rule should
be objectified and become visible, which happened when the child takes a role. He
further demonstrated that starting at age 5–6, children do not need to take a role to
follow game rules; and at the end of year 6–7, children are fully capable to play
games where rules are not associated with roles. As a child progresses in play develop-
ment, the rules become less attached to roles and begin to refer to the child him/herself,
which means, they become a tool of awareness of the child’s own behaviour (El’konin,
1999; Smirnova, 1998).

Compared to pretend play, games are more structured and place more demands on
cognitive abilities and self-regulation (Reid, 2001; Vygotsky, 1966/1978). In games
with rules, children begin to attend not only to the results of their activity, but also
to how to achieve those results, e.g. the method of action (Kravtsova, 1991). Using a
contemporary cognitive psychology term, they acquire procedural knowledge regard-
ing their actions. Children also practise conformity to group norms, dealing with rule
negation and violation, and moral reasoning (Piaget, 1932/1948; Serok & Blum,
1983). Games with rules allow children to de-centre and to take into account the pos-
ition of another person (Kravtsova, 1991). Children also begin to observe whether other
children follow rules, i.e. they begin to regulate others which is an important step in the
development of self-regulation. Through accepting and following rules, children begin
to understand that rules are necessary to keep positive relations with others (DeVries &
Kohlberg, 1987). Play is also an important context for the development of agency
because it requires a unique combination of volitional freedom and constraint. Children
are free to select games and generate rules; however, they are constrained by the neces-
sity to follow rules initiated by themselves. The sense of agency is an important prere-
quisite for emerging self-regulation.

There are many games that have passed from one generation to another. Careful
analysis of these games reveals that they necessarily contain core self-regulation pro-
cesses: executive attention, working memory, inhibition, and verbal self-regulation.
For example, in Musical Chairs, the players must execute their attention to listen care-
fully to the music and then, when the music stops, they have to inhibit their motor
response, i.e. interrupt the flow of their movement. The Green-Light/Red-Light game
draws from the ‘go/no-go’ paradigm which is widely used for the assessment of
motor inhibition: children have to attend to visual stimuli and inhibit their movement
when seeing a red light and to initiate movement when seeing a green light. In
Simon Says, children have to pay attention to a verbal signal (the command ‘Simon
says!’) in order to perform certain behaviours and to inhibit their impulse to act
when the cue is not executed. Although the games discussed above require working
memory capacity (to hold the rule in immediate awareness), the demand for working
memory is not very high since the rules are not complex. In other games, children
have to remember several rules, which places more demands on working memory.
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For example, in the Russian game ‘Lady Sent You a Treasure Chest’, children have to
remember several rules. The game script says (unfortunately, the rhyme is lost in trans-
lation): ‘A lady sent you a treasure chest. You can take whatever you want. But, do not
say “yes” and “no”, do not take black and white. Are you going to attend the ball?’
Then, the players are asked what they want to wear to go to the ball, how they are
going to get there, what dances they want to dance, etc. However, the words ‘yes,
no, white, and black’ are prohibited. Definitely, besides response inhibition, this
game is a good tool to train working memory.

In general, games with rules require double mediation of child behaviour: first, by
the rule which the child has to retain in his/her working memory; and second, by the
signal (verbal or non-verbal) which prescribes a particular action or no action. Using
mediators is a fundamental feature of self-regulation because the child has to
respond not to an immediate stimulus, but to an auxiliary stimulus (rule or signal)
(Vygotsky, 1997).

While the games discussed above are a part of socio-cultural tradition, other games
are invented by children spontaneously and, according to Piaget (1962), represent more
valuable experience for children. When children invent games and teach peers how to
play them, they begin to understand that rules acquire meaning only when children
cooperate with others. As Piaget remarked, rules always require collaboration of two
individuals; they are ‘a regulation imposed by the group, and their violation carries a
sanction’ (Piaget, 1962, p. 113). Rules assume regularity and obligation and the
latter requires the presence of another person. Invented games have significance for a
child’s moral development as morality presumes rules one must follow (Piaget,
1932/1948). Piaget (1932/1948) identified two types of morality: ‘A morality of con-
straint or of heteronomy, and a morality of cooperation or of autonomy’ (p. 145). He
further argued that children are exposed to many regulations imposed by adults;
however, in invented games, adult control is minimal. In fact, children decide among
themselves which game to play, which rules to follow, and which sanctions to use
against those who violate game rules. For younger children, ‘rules are regarded as
sacred and untouchable’ and any attempts to change them are considered a transgres-
sion and opposed by children (Piaget, 1932/1948, p. 18). By the age of 9–10, rules
evolve as a result of mutual agreement and open to alterations. Moreover, children
‘take pleasure in judicial discussion’ (Piaget, 1932/1948, p. 33).

In a study of games invented by first, second, and third graders, Castle (1998) found
that children generated two types of rules: procedural (how to play and how to win) and
conduct rules (how to behave while playing the game). Interestingly, children in all age
groups initiated more procedural than conduct rules, but only the oldest children gen-
erated rules regarding winning the game. There were also age differences in the way
children generated rules. For example, first graders typically did not have rules at the
onset of the game and they were concerned about the rules only when the game did
not go well. Second graders had rules in advance and they began to monitor their
peers whether they followed the rules or not. Third graders were the most competitive
among the age groups and emphasised rules for winning (Castle, 1998).

Linaza’s (1984) study with 4- to 14-year-old children shed additional light on how
children develop game rules. He found that young children did not understand the
meaning of rules and did not coordinate their actions with the actions of their play-
mates. Children begin to understand the regulatory nature of rules when they start
assigning play roles. At this point, they begin to realise that a game is a turn-taking
activity which requires coordination of actions. Eventually, rules are separated from
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actions they prescribe and acquire a generalised quality. As a result, children begin to
apply rules to a set of similar games rather than to individual games.

Empirical studies on the effect of play on self-regulation

Several studies explored the impact of pretend play on self-regulation. Probably the ear-
liest study was conducted by Manuylenko (1948) in which she asked preschool chil-
dren to maintain a particular pose (1) upon an adult request and (2) pretending to be
a watchman guarding a factory. Manuylenko found that in the play condition, children
were able to maintain the required pose significantly longer, and this finding supports
Vygotsky’s idea that in play, children demonstrate more advanced self-regulation skills
than in a non-play condition (Vygotsky, 1966/1978). In another study, Saltz, Dixon,
and Johnson (1977) assigned preschool children from low-income families to four con-
ditions: thematic fantasy play (enactment of fairy tales), play with realistic content,
fantasy discussion, and common preschool classroom activities (cutting and matching
pictures, finger painting, etc.). They found that children in the fantasy play condition
were superior to other conditions on the measures of impulse control.

In the study by Ogan (as cited in Berk, Mann, & Ogan, 2006), four- to five-year-old
children who had antisocial content in their play were randomly assigned to two con-
ditions: (1) adult-directed play with prosocial themes and direct teaching of prosocial
behaviour; and (2) adult-supported play where the adult intervened only when the
child enacted antisocial behaviour. Weekly 30-minute sessions were conducted for
eight weeks. The post-intervention evaluation indicated that children in the adult-sup-
ported play condition gained in inhibition control and planning.

Krafft and Berk (1998) showed that play with indirect adult guidance contributes to
the development of private speech in preschool-age children. On the contrary, engaging
children in close-ended activities (e.g. puzzles and picture matching) with direct adult
involvement may not have a strong impact on private speech. Engagement in mature
sociodramatic play was shown to have a beneficial impact on self-regulation in impul-
sive preschoolers (Elias & Berk, 2002).

Using Vygotskian ideas about semiotic mediation, Bodrova and Leong (2007)
developed an early education play-based curriculum ‘Tools of the Mind’ which scaf-
folds the development of mature play in preschool and kindergarten children. In this
curriculum, teachers help children to generate play themes and to plan their play;
they carefully monitor the progress of play and coach children who may need help.
The outcome study indicated that preschoolers who received the ‘Tools of the Mind’
curriculum, significantly outperformed children from the control group on the measures
of inhibition, working memory, and cognitive flexibility (Diamond, Barnett, Thomas,
& Munro, 2007).

The effect of playing games with rules on self-regulation became a focus of research
only recently. In one study, games with rules were used as an intervention with four-
year-old children (Tominey & McClelland, 2011). Some games required children to
inhibit or initiate behavioural responses to particular cues; others required children to
adjust their movement to the speed of music. This intervention consisted of 16 30-
minute sessions conducted twice a week. The post-intervention measures indicated
improvement of motor inhibition in children who had deficits in self-regulation. In
another study, Savina and Oganezova (2012) investigated the effect of playing
games with rules on inhibition control and working memory of six- to seven-year-
old children. Following the Vygotskian idea about the primacy of verbal mediators
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(signals) for the development of self-regulation, the authors expected that games with
verbal signals would have a superior effect on self-regulation over games with non-
verbal mediators (signals); and both game conditions would have a superior effect
on children’s self-regulation compared with the control condition. Based on this
assumption, two intervention programmes were designed. The first programme con-
sisted of games in which children had to respond to verbal signals (a word or
command); in the second programme, children played games in which they had to
respond to non-verbal signals (sounds and signs). Both programmes included 10 30–
40-minute sessions conducted twice a week during the school day and each session
included two or three games. The results indicated that compared with the control con-
dition, children in both experimental groups significantly improved their inhibition
control and working memory; however, no difference was found between the two
experimental groups.

Status of play and implications for practice

Play has been an important avenue for the development and socialisation for many gen-
erations of children. However, in modern societies, the landscape of childhood is chan-
ging which may significantly affect the developmental quality of play. It is observed (at
least in the USA) that children spend less time playing spontaneous games but are more
involved in organised sports (Hughes, 2003). This trend was bitterly reflected by
Postman in his book The disappearance of childhood:

The idea that children’s games are not the business of adults has been clearly rejected by
Americans, who are insisting that even at age six, children play their games without spon-
taneity, under careful supervision, and at an intense competitive level. (1982, p. 129)

In organised sports, the rules are set by adults; therefore, children lose the opportunity
to invent and negotiate rules (Berk, 2001). As a result, an important context for the
development of self-regulation may be lost. In addition, organised sports focus on
winning but not on cooperation. However, it is cooperative play that allows children
to be engaged in dialogue with others which will later be internalised and acquire regu-
latory function (Fernyhough, 2009; Vygotsky, 1934/1987).

Another recent trend is that ‘western children’s play has been transformed into ever-
enlarging culture of conspicuous consumption, encompassing a seemingly endless
array of costly, fancy amusements’ (Berk, 2001, p. 143). Play material becomes
more specialised (e.g. computer games and interactive toys) and puts greater emphasis
on entertainment rather than imagination and interpersonal interaction (Hughes, 2003).
Although some modern electronic games may involve play partner(s), such partnership
is very far from real-life interactions which involve the coordination of social
exchanges based on the ongoing interpretation of social cues and the regulation of
one’s own emotional and behavioural responses. As a result, the social quality of
play that promotes self-regulation may be compromised.

While being pleasurable and spontaneous, play is a crucial context for the develop-
ment of child self-regulation; therefore, children must be provided with many opportu-
nities to acquire developmentally significant skills in a fun and natural way. Teachers
should be educated on how to facilitate children’s self-regulation through pretend play
and games with rules. The two major components of pretend play, such as children’s
verbal exchanges and multifunctional props, are important in this regard (Berk et al.,
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2006; Bodrova & Leong, 2007). Extensive verbal interactions in the course of play
including planning, negotiation of roles and goals, and resolving conflicts are important
for the development of verbal self-regulation. If children lack communication, the
teacher may facilitate conversation by asking questions about what children want to
play, prompting play themes, and assisting to develop a course of play actions
(Bodrova & Leong, 2007). Having children to develop a play plan not only contributes
to the play flow and children’s mutual understanding (Bodrova & Leong, 2007), but
also promotes inhibition control and working memory as children begin to act upon
a mentally represented sequence of actions. Multifunctional props are another
element of play conducive for self-regulation because they allow children to operate
on the meanings (i.e. mental representations) rather on the immediate perceptual
characteristics of objects.

The role of the teacher in enriching pretend play can be best described as sensitive
scaffolding of child’s play abilities within his/her zone of proximal development (Berk
et al., 2006; Bodrova & Leong, 2007). For children who have reached mature play,
simply providing opportunities to play may be sufficient. However, for children with
a low level of pretend play and difficulties with self-regulation, the teacher may
provide assistance in developing play themes, assigning roles, and planning their
actions. It does not mean that the teacher takes a leading role in organising children’s
play; on the contrary, teacher’s assistance should decrease as children move to a higher
level of play. Another important thing to keep in mind, is that play should not be com-
bined with the direct teaching of academic skills (for example, vocabulary or numbers)
(Bodrova & Leong, 2007).

When using games with rules, games developmental sequence should be taken into
account. For younger children (three to four years of age), it is recommended to start
with motor games where children have to follow simple rules that require response inhi-
bition (e.g. move when music plays and stop when music stops, not to cross the line,
etc.). At this age, games should also have roles to ease learning game rules. For
example, in the game Cat and Mice, children who play the mice should move
quietly around the cat so they do not wake up the cat. Playing out a simple song or
rhyme is another way to introduce children to games with rules. As children become
older, they can play games with more complex rules. For example, in the Clap-not-
Clap game, children are asked to clap when the teacher says particular words (e.g.
related to furniture or animals) and not clap when the teacher says something else.
When children master this game, the teacher can increase the demand for inhibition
control (i.e. asking to clap in the opposite way, when the teacher says any words
except those related to furniture) or increase the demand for working memory by
adding more rules (e.g. clap when the teacher says words related to both furniture
and animals). Older children (seven to eight years of age) can be engaged in developing
their own games with rules.

Educational personnel can support game play by focusing on cooperation, and
refraining from imposing adult rules (Castle &Wilson, 1992). Smirnova (1998) empha-
sises that the teacher should not lead the game or to control whether or not children
follow the rules. The teacher’s role is twofold: the game organiser and the participant.
As the organiser, the teacher introduces rules to children; and as the game participant,
the teacher makes the game emotionally attractive and exciting for children.

In conclusion, educators, child psychologists, and policy-makers should ensure that
play remains an essential part of children’s lives. This can be done by providing play
opportunities in the community through building playgrounds, by allocating time to
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play to early childhood and elementary education classrooms, and infusing games with
rules into preschool and elementary school time.
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