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Introduction 


Why Make a Moral Case for Play?

Spontaneous play is an endangered species. Our teachers, administrators, and parents need a book like this that will advocate for play in the face of serious threats. Throughout the pandemic, educators were concerned when they saw their students shut in, isolated, and linked to their friends, classmates, grandparents, and teachers only through screens. Although the worst of the pandemic is now behind us, educators across the field have noticed changes in their students. At the school where I work, student participation in extracurricular activities hasn’t returned to pre-pandemic levels; students at each grade level haven’t always matched or reached pre-pandemic academic expectations and teacher standards; and more students are experiencing higher levels of anxiety. At the same time, while some report that student participation in organized team sports is as strong as ever, others report that numbers have declined. As we edged back toward normalcy after the lockdown spring of 2020 and after a year of hybrid learning in 2020–2021, students could not have been happier not only to be together, but also to play and compete together. While I have a local, front-seat view, national studies echo the findings in my small sample and have called attention to the long-term impact of the pandemic on academic performance, dropout rates, and teen anxiety (Dorn, Hancock, Sarakatasannis, and Viruleg, 2021).

The coronavirus pandemic has made it abundantly clear that play is not synonymous with leisure or not-work. Play takes thought and requires physical safety and freedom from anxiety. It involves social interactions, eye contact, and materials that can be touched by multiple people who are cooperating and who can laugh, chit-chat, design, compete, and scheme together. Playing at home and in playgrounds can be fun and entirely self-directed. Successful play in school requires adult agreements about supervision, materials, and boundaries. Schools continue to be the primary catalyst in society for the intellectual and moral growth of young people at every age throughout the day, not only in classrooms but also in more informal settings like homerooms, advisory meetings, clubs, recess, and field trips.

Weeks of field-based research documented in these pages at multiple schools in the United States—from the Northeast to the mid-Atlantic, from the Southeast to the Midwest—show that young people have the potential to grow in character and develop moral values when adults give them room to play. Research from anthropologists, psychologists, medical professionals, and folklorists support the conclusion that play stimulates brain development and psychological well-being, and moral development.

This is the first book that describes, analyzes, calls for, and supports school-based play from a standpoint of moral development and moral education. In other words, this book makes a moral case for play because of the essential role of play in character development and moral development.

As much as distance learning allowed education to be delivered to undergraduate and graduate students from the early 2000s, and then to younger students in cyber-academies, home school settings, and in places facing teacher shortages, the coronavirus pandemic normalized distance learning and allowed for educational innovation online. Web-based instruction can be innovative and flexible, and it has the flexibility of allowing learning to take place both synchronously under a teacher’s direction and asynchronously, scheduled at the learner’s convenience. This assumes that the student has the requisite hardware. Some of the most creative web-based instruction includes video presentations, slide presentations, and interactive slide presentations that invite student contributions, the use of images, voice memos, and online textbooks. There are ways in which the pandemic forced teachers to be more creative and, in effect, more playful: many traditional paper and pencil assessments came to be replaced by more creative approaches to assessment. Because of the complexity of overseeing student testing when they are online and out of view of their teachers, alternatives became more prevalent and students demonstrated mastery by writing songs, by making video, by developing historical fiction, or by writing about their approach to solving a mathematics problem.

Online learning that took place during the pandemic in March 2020 challenged school-based play. While some students thrived online with the independence, extra sleep, and lack of peer pressure and from distracting social dynamics in their classrooms, online learning caused many other students to decline in their academic skills while they suffered from too much inactivity and too much screen time and social isolation. To be fair, some screen time may have been socially productive with video chats and imaginative games, but some screen time may have comprised a great deal of isolating doom scrolling. Many students in lower middle-class families were hurt by a lack of equity in computer hardware, internet access, and a level of privacy at home that would have allowed for focused study. The term “languishing,” as described in a New York Times article by Adam Grant (2021), described the feelings of malaise, depression, and low morale that many adults and young people felt. Many students gave up on school, leading to higher rates of absenteeism and growing numbers of adolescents experienced mental illness (Ye 2020; American Psychological Association 2022).

Even before the pandemic, it was documented that young people were playing fewer sports than they used to: the Aspen Institute’s 2017 annual report on play, “State of Play 2017: Trends and Developments,” indicates that while girls are participating on team sports in greater numbers and while that number is mostly unchanged for boys, overall participation is dropping. The percentage of young people playing an individual team sport on a regular basis has dropped from 41.5% to 36.9% and the number of students on either a team or an individual sport has dropped from 73% to 71.5% in a five-year period (Aspen Institute 2017, 3).

The Aspen Institute’s Project Play regional reports don’t withhold criticism: they rate Southeast Michigan a C+ for the level of participation and support for youth sports and they make strong recommendations for increasing the rates of participation. Their recommendations include basic tactics such as asking the children what they want; providing opportunities for free play in supervised unstructured spaces with loose materials and balls; avoiding specialization and encouraging young people to try out different sports; revitalizing local leagues that allow the young people to play close to home without having to travel far; and promoting small spaces for recreation and play even if larger spaces are hard to come by. They also recommend that play spaces or fields should be designed for developmentally appropriate levels of play; coaches should be trained to promote skill development, positive attitudes, and safety while emphasizing injury prevention (Aspen Institute, 2017b). They also found that in Oakland, California, as of 2019 (also pre-pandemic), less than 15% of the youth population were receiving the 60 recommended minutes of daily physical activity from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Interestingly, researchers estimate that $157 million could be saved along with 9,827 years of life “if even 25% of these children became physically” (Aspen Institute 2022, 2). One could make a moral case for play just based on the primary importance of physical health.

It is especially easy to attribute the decline in some forms of play to the corresponding increase in time that students are spending online. Adolescents go to sleep and wake up with their phones. As the film, “Screenagers” points out, young people are lying about using their phones at night when their parents think they have gone to sleep; they try to go to sleep only a few moments after closing out stimulating videos, chats, and assignments; they are chronically sleep-deprived because of increasing amounts of screen time and then they wake up the following morning when their screen comes alive with an alarm and several text messages from their peers just a few hours later. It is important to note that the downsides of curating photos to garner “likes” and worrying about missing out when others post photos of a great party, social media and video games can be socially rewarding for the opportunity to cultivate friendships. Gamers may connect across town lines and time zones with more than one device so that they can play games and laugh together, joshing and challenging one another to advance to a new level while enjoying a shared experience.

Educators, academicians, psychologists, journalists, anthropologists, health professionals, and folklorists are sounding the alarm to point out that the decline in play among young people is leading to depression and anxiety, an absence of grit, and a lack of resilience. Bolstered by technology and the beneficiaries of instant gratification when packages arrive on demand and when a car and driver pulls up for them, our young people are more independent than ever, but they may still be eager to connect with, be nurtured by, and please their adults. It is important that the alarm already has been sounded, calling for a renewed focus on character. Wendy Mogul’s books The Blessings of a Skinned Knee and The Blessings of a B-; Ken Ginsburg’s Building Resilience in Children and Teens; Angela Duckworth’s book, Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance; and William Deresiewicz’s book, Excellent Sheep: The Miseducation of the American Elite and the Way to a Meaningful Life, make the case that young people don’t know how to fail, how to rebound after a loss, how to have the courage to chart their own path, or how to live with and overcome pressure. These are some of the reasons why a moral case for play is essential: play shapes character. The character strengths that come through play can have an impact on consequential standardized tests, traditional classroom assessments, and college admissions applications.

These other indicators speak to the urgency of play:

Participation levels in youth sports has declined, both in organized regional leagues and in school-based teams (Berrier 2019; Bogage 2017; Corbin 2019; Aspen Institute 2017a).


Neighborhood playgrounds are quieter or more protected than before (Belknap and Hazler 2014).


It has become unextraordinary for children to move their bodies less than ever before, to spend more time seated, and even to be obese in our culture (Engel 2018, 8, 144–146).


Fifty percent of school yards were inadequate with broken pavement, poles meant for basketball with no hoops, and play areas blocked by teachers’ cars (Beresin 2014, 148).


Youth and teen anxiety is on the rise (Denizet-Lewis 2017; Lohmann 2019).


Participation in music instruction and performance has declined due to budget cuts and changing priorities (Pergola 2019).


Teens may be spending nine hours a day on screens, often alone (Common Sense Media 2015).


Schools are substituting class time for recess time to prepare students for high-stakes tests (Beresin 2019).


Video games came to be recognized as triggering higher student educational engagement levels both because students consider video games to be pleasurable and because of the possibility of a reward (Corbett, 2010).


Family life has changed with more people working from home. The fluidity between the workplace and home is making true leisure time more difficult to sustain as work intrudes on family life (Okuyan and Begen 2022).


This book calls on schools to make time for play, not to suppress it or deny it. I won’t undermine the important role that school rules and teacher guidelines and academic structures play in education (after all, I’m a three-quarter time classroom teacher and department head), but play should be a priority, making each classroom a vibrant locus of student spontaneity and creativity in which students develop their moral selves with a sense of agency.

I have written this book not only to document and to develop a new definition of play in the context of schools, but also to make a moral case for making time for play by showing how it leads to moral development and character-building behavior such as perseverance, teamwork, and respect. Having observed character strengths of honor and integrity, humor, and gratitude in some of the young people from kindergarteners through 12th graders whom I observed, this book shows that we should not have to give up a commitment to academic rigor in order to promote play.



School-Based Play Before, During and Following the Coronavirus Pandemic

In a fortunate accident of timing, I completed my fieldwork before coronavirus lockdowns began in March 2020. Prior to the pandemic, when I was conducting the field research, I observed innovative teaching that captivated students and engaged them in play. During the pandemic, classes were forced online. While some teachers and students struggled, others rose to the challenge, and, as noted below, classroom-based play became more important than ever as a vehicle for student engagement.

Online or hybrid learning does not have to be devoid of meaningful play. When I was conducting my in-person fieldwork, I observed many classroom situations and teaching techniques that also could be adapted to online teaching as hybrid learning becomes even more common in the future:

Teachers innovating and taking risks by playing word games with their students, and by asking them to demonstrate mastery of the material not through traditional quizzes and tests but through poetry, art work, and in-class videos.


Students being coached to cooperate with others when they had wanted to take charge over others.


Students singing and leading religious exercises, taking up musical instruments and feeling creative through the use of colorful xylophones, bells, drumbeats, and slides projected behind them.


Elementary school students bringing to life the moral message of a holiday through songs, rituals, and special foods.


Middle school students conveying the moral message of a book to their classmates through creative, thoughtfully designed displays.


Middle school students articulating their own values in school-wide coming-of-age projects on personal identity.


Athletes of all ages feeling satisfied by the fun they’d had and by their well-honed teamwork, not by the results in the win-loss column.


High school students exercising curiosity, asking questions, and looking for information, laughing about what they found on their own when they’d thought they had wanted to be told precisely what to learn for a test.


Teachers and other school leaders came to see play as vital during the course of the pandemic, and in at least a few schools, teachers were encouraged to emphasize group projects and creative activities that would take the sting out of learning online and in isolation at home. The post-pandemic era demands new pedagogies that put play at the core and that prioritize innovative thinking and disagreement, strategizing, and creativity. We can learn from the benefits of online learning and from the changes in structure that succeeded in compensating somewhat for missing friends while not missing the commute to school. Here are some of the classroom activities that made hybrid learning more playful:

Teachers encouraging young people to pause in their online learning to get out of their seats and move, dance, go for a walk (if they were permitted outdoors) or exercise in place while goofy music was playing.


Teachers inviting high school students to find and describe a beloved childhood toy or to find an almost-forgotten picture book to share with their peers in advisory meetings.


Teachers using small breakout groups—a function in some video meeting platforms—as opportunities for social learning, whether to complete straightforward worksheets or populate a shared set of slides or an interactive electronic whiteboard; whether to write a script, find relevant images, address a case study, or help tutor one another.


Teachers giving their students a sense of agency, allowing them to play while engaged in learning through quiz platforms, video platforms, and more specialized applications that promote inventive and creative thinking that challenge students to adopt a persona, enter a competitive mode, dress up, cooperate as a team, consciously use anachronisms, think deeply, and still master the material.


Teachers presenting material in a flipped classroom format, meaning that teacher introductions and lectures are given in video form for students to view for homework so that they can use class time for workshops and student-led projects in contrast to traditional classrooms in which the teacher introductions and videos are presented in school so that students can use time in class to gain mastery in small groups.


Schools using half-days or even entire days each week to promote independent work, encouraging asynchronous learning instead of holding students to the rigidity of seven- or eight-hour school days.


Teachers placing a priority on the inclusion of their diverse learners, taking extra care to call on remote students, asking and reminding them to keep their cameras unmuted so their classmates could see them, and assigning remote students to work with in-person students. Laughter was a common feature not of the full-class sessions, but also of the less heavily supervised breakout groups.


There are many positive lessons to draw from pandemic-era learning:

Students have the capacity to empathize with their teachers: some students became more curious about their teachers’ lives and developed a greater sense of empathy toward the adults who cared for them, because they saw their teachers at home, struggling just as students themselves did, to spend many hours on-screen while also balancing family responsibilities.


High school students benefit from a later start to the school day, reporting that they were getting up later, feeling more alert and more excited about learning in class. They appreciated having less homework, allowing them to stay connected with friends whom they otherwise weren’t seeing during the day.


Standardized testing isn’t so necessary as we might think. State-based standardized testing was postponed, in some cases indefinitely, and many colleges dropped standardized testing requirements to accommodate these new circumstances. This relaxation of testing requirements freed students from the constraints of standardized testing, allowing them instead to achieve depth instead of breadth and to engage in project-based learning, critical thinking, and creative interpretation.


The Vital Role of Schools in Advancing Play

To promote play in schools, school leaders don’t need large budgets for the most up-to-date playground equipment; they just need to provide scheduled time within the school day and the materials they need to be productive, spirited, and collaborative. School leaders also need to give teachers time to design projects and activities that will be playful while also leading toward moral growth. Teachers need time and resources to be creative and to connect with young people and with one another with humor, empathy, and a strong moral compass.

A capacity for play is more relevant and more urgent than ever. In the context of the pandemic, Stuart Brown’s words ring true: “The great benefits of play . . . are the ability to become smarter, to learn more about the world than genes alone could ever teach, [and] to adapt to a changing world (Brown 2009, 49).” As the world changed around us due to the rise of high-stakes testing, increasingly competitive college admissions, the rise of competitive sports leagues coordinated by adults, more sparsely populated neighborhoods, and other factors, we adults wanted to help to set a constructive tone, promote ongoing learning, and not lose time in social and intellectual development. As a result, learning has become more heavy-handed, more teacher-directed. Stuart Brown would suggest that we continue to let kids play and be innovative without such careful adult-led supervision. He writes,

We may think we are helping to prepare our kids for the future when we organize all their time, when we continually ferry them from one adult-organized, adult-regulated activity to another. And, of course, to some degree these activities do promote culturally approved behavior as well as reinforce our roles as “good” parents. But in fact we may be taking from them the time they need to discover for themselves their most vital talents and knowledge. We may be depriving them of access to an inner motivation for an activity that will later blossom into a motive force for life (Brown 2009, 105).


As many school people can attest, concerns about maintaining academic standards can easily eclipse concern about the well-being of every student. We must address that concern by remembering to incorporate play into our planning. I am sure that I am not the only educator who was teaching online during the pandemic and who found that being open-minded and being willing to pivot to different approaches to pedagogy made my classes more successful, more spontaneous, and less rigid.

Daniel Siegel’s research on brain development leads him to point critically at the ways in which young people’s lives tend to be structured both in and out of schools. Sadly, he points out, “Kids in school are scheduled for mostly goal-directed activities in which they are being judged and evaluated, compared with others, and asked to compete and beat their rivals. Whether it’s in the controlled setting of a didactic lesson or exam in a classroom, or being on a team on the athletic field, those structured times are not what we mean by ‘playtime.’ Instead, imagine an interaction where there is no winner, an interactive activity where there are no rigid rules, a time when laughing and creating and goofing around are accepted and people are engaged and silly and having a great time, without judgment, without a winner or loser. That’s playtime” (Siegel 2013, 291–292). In other words, we shouldn’t confuse structured play with something more authentic.

Play functions as an evolutionary extra. It has a cost, because in its purest form—such as joke-telling, attending a concert, or playing a board game—it doesn’t necessarily get rewarded with compensation in food, clothing, shelter, or money. In addition to the character strengths of honor, integrity, humor, and gratitude indicated earlier, play can help to develop additional character strengths such as honesty and perseverance, piety, and appreciation for beauty. Learning to play an instrument, playing different roles among family members and friends, imagining and designing something new, and writing a prayer are all ways in which play offers significant emotional dividends. Play may also function as a rehearsal for adult activities. Playtime built into the school schedule functions as a moral good well worth the investment of time and resources.

The library-based research on play theory presented in the following chapter led me to build a new definition of play that takes into account some of the psychological, emotional, and educational benefits of play in schools. The field research presented in subsequent chapters allowed me to observe playful children and their playful adults in scheduled or designated times for play and in lively academic classrooms where teachers led their students in creative, highly interactive learning, uplifting laughter, and serious reflection and prayer. I met educators passionate about meeting their students halfway and about employing an expansive, flexible approach to pedagogy. Many of the teachers and students I met had high academic aspirations while also articulating expansive and inspiring moral values. As the following chapters
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