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The Importance of Play

� Article 31 : UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
� “States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and leisure, 

to engage in play and recreational activities appropri ate to 
the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and 
the arts” (UNCRC 1989) 

� In 2000 the Irish Government published, “The National 
Children’s Strategy”
� Children identified the lack of play and recreational facilities as 

the most serious of their concerns. 
� The Irish Government did take the views of the children 

seriously 
� 2004 National Play Policy, Ready, Steady, Play!,
� 2007 National Recreation Policy



Research with Children

� Ethnographic account of Irish primary school children's  play, physical activity and play 
spaces

� One year fieldwork in two single sex schools.
� Data collection methods :Participant observations, field notes, structured and 

informal interviews, draw and write technique, visual techniques

� Children and Photography

� Children’s play, & play spaces can be captured with the use of photography in contexts, 
situations & places that cannot be described using textual information (Thompson 2008) 
� this in turn also allows the child’s  “voice” to record & capture what is important to 

them, rather than the adult recording images & imposing adult interpretation of 
importance. 

� 63 children took part in this phase of the study (35 girls & 28 boys) Ages:9 yrs 6mts –
13yrs. Cameras distributed in Winter & Summer to account for seasonal variation

� 940 images were included in the study. Boys 471:469 Girls 
� Children asked to take pictures of 

� where they like to play  & what they like to play



Kids acknowledge changes in 
play activities and toys

� Carol: What do you think is important 
about children’s play?

� Orlagh: I don’t think like, you know like, 
you know ages ago they used to play 
more, no TVs or anything.  Children don’t 
play as much outside, it’s more x-box 
games and Game boys and stuff like that.

� Carol: Why do you think that is?
� Orlagh: Because there’s more and more 

technology coming out and it’s easier to 
use, it’s more accessible……also they 
don’t require much energy, you don’t have 
to run around a lot, you just sit and press 
buttons. [Aged 12 yrs]



Boys and Girls : Where do they 
play ?

� 940 Images included in the study
� 476 images taken in the home
� 298 in the local housing estate
� 166 outside the housing estate
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Toys, activities (inc sports) & 
pets

270 recorded images of 
“traditional toys”
272 recorded sport based images 
125 recorded screen based 
activities
87 recorded images of pets



Are back gardens the new playgrounds�

� Back gardens are part of the “private space” of the home but also part of 
the outdoor space. 

� Many of the back gardens contained fixed play equipment. Encourage 
physical activity
� the ‘public space’ of the playground has been adapted by parents & children & 

become part of the “private space” of the back garden

Carol: what is fun about the trampolines ?

Ciara:Bouncing on it, making other people bounce as well…they

go flying”



Roads in Housing Estates
� Not a space parents or society deem as  suitable or a safe ‘play 

space’ for children
� Children have transformed the roads in housing estates to meet 

their play needs
� for chasing games, roller blading
skateboarding, cycling, football, “kerby”
These are all examples of physical activity play

Carol: Where do you go cycling ?
James: I usually go cycling up and down my estate. 
(aged 11 yrs) [extract from interview]



� Boys ‘own’ / take over the green areas  in summer
� A lot of their images portray team sports and consequently 

showed them socialising with their friends. 
� Girls talked about playing on the green but rarely

portrayed themselves in this space
� Boys portray themselves as physically 

active / skilled on the green areas
� playing football, gymnastics, chasing 

Communal Green Areas



Trees, Nature and Play 
activities

� Environments with trees, shrubs, grassy areas and 
waste grounds frighten adults if they think of them 
as play spaces (Meire 2007)  

� Images of Nature (outdoor images) 
� Girls: 112 images out of 187 (59.89%) 
� Boys: 193 images of nature out of 254 (75.98%)

Trees offer a world of opportunity for play possibilities and are highly attractive to 
both boys and girls



Boys & Girls Non Housing 
estate - Sport

� Both boys & girls recorded images of football, hurling / 
camogie, trampolining, gymnastics and swimming.

� No girls recorded images of rugby, tennis, basketball, 
golf or canoeing.

� No boys recorded images of horse riding or dancing. 



� Images portrayed by the children of the built 
environment are of the immediate and surrounding 
environment in which the child lives
� Children are physically active when enabled to be and 

play close to, and in the home

� Children take over and adapt the built environment 
(roads and paths) to suit their play needs

� Gendered spaces - there are differences in the play 
spaces occupied by boys & girls depending on the 
season in both H. estate & non H. estate locations

� Both boys & girls play a high degree of importance 
on the natural environment

� Boys & girls like some of the same sports but there 
are also gendered differences

Conclusion


