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Abstract  

 This study investigates current attitudes toward structured and unstructured childhood 

play and possible related factors. The research was guided by seven questions regarding the 

extent to which individuals value structured and unstructured play, both overall and in relation to 

other aspects of development. Two hundred and seventy-nine individuals of varying gender, age, 

race/ethnicity, education level, parental status, and occupation participated in this study by 

answering questions in an online survey. Based on the results of a literature review, individuals 

were expected to value structured play more than unstructured play. Parental status, occupation, 

and education level were also expected to influence the results. In looking at the value that 

participants placed upon play, significant differences were found regarding structured and 

unstructured play. Overall, the data indicated that the participants still value play although they 

generally value unstructured play more than structured play. The results of this study are 

encouraging as they indicate that unstructured play is still appreciated as an important part of 

children’s development.  

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



CURRENT ATTITUDES TOWARDS CHILDHOOD PLAY	
	

2 

Introduction 

Importance of Play 

 Play is widely recognized as a voluntary, spontaneous, pleasurable, and rewarding 

activity for children (Burghardt, 2011; Johnson, Christie, & Wardle, 2005). The importance of 

play is unequivocal as it serves as a powerful medium for learning and development in 

childhood. As Albert Einstein once posited: “Play is the highest form of research.”  (Souto-

Manning, 2017). It is through play that children can engage and interact with the world around 

them at an early age. Play enables children to enact the three Fs of childhood— friendship, 

fantasy, and fairness (Paley, 2010) and allows children to learn about diversities, engage with 

familiar and unfamiliar materials, and share their own perspectives and experiences while 

considering others (Souto-Manning, 2017). In addition, play contexts empower children to guide 

their own learning and thus learn at a pace that aligns with their individual development 

(Weisberg, Hirsh-Pasek, & Golinkoff, 2013). Children can use play as a way to acquire 

knowledge and practice new skills, which provides a foundation for more complex cognitive 

processes as well as academic success.  

According to Irving Sigel, a play advocate, “the child as an active learner has to have 

opportunities for self-directed activities through play and other exploratory adventures as a 

means of self-stimulation and healthy development” (Sigel, 1987, p. 214). Play provides an 

important opportunity for children to actively participate in their own development. As a result 

of various research on play, a common “play-learning” belief has emerged:  play, in its many 

forms, represents a natural, age-appropriate method for children to explore and learn about 

themselves and the world around them (Singer & Singer, 2005).  
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Play and Development 

There are  many different types of play, each of which can influence development 

differently. Among the different types of play are sensory play, physical play, constructive play, 

and pretend play. While there are other forms of play, these four distinct types are easily 

distinguished from one another. Each unique form of play can be linked to diverse 

developmental benefits.  

Sensory play allows children to explore the physical environment around them using 

multiple senses simultaneously (Butcher, 2016). This gives children the ability to process new 

information and construct their own sense of order in the environment around them. This type of 

hands-on learning promotes abstract thought as children grow and develop (Butcher, 2016). 

During play, combining the use of senses helps to build cognitive skills.  

Physical play provides children with opportunities to develop both gross and fine motor 

skills as well as muscle strength. Physical play involves children developing, practicing, and 

refining bodily movements and control through the use of whole body and limb mobility, 

coordination, and balance. These activities are done for their own sake and enjoyment. Through 

physical play, children first gain control over their gross motor skills before moving on to refine 

their fine motor skills. 

Constructive play involves creating things through constructive and goal oriented 

activities. This form of play uses open-ended materials and allows children to think about the 

functions of the materials they are using (Burman, 2012), through activities such as painting, 

playing with dough, and building towers. As children develop, this kind of play becomes more 

complex and intricate. Through constructive play, children are able to learn about the attributes 

of different materials, engage their curiosity and imagination, and experiment with applying 
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concepts and seeking out new ways to use the materials (Burman, 2012). Constructive play helps 

to develop fine motor skills as well as hand-eye coordination as children experiment with 

different objects. It can also give children a sense of accomplishment and empower them with 

control over their environment. With its rich capacity to teach children to problem solve, 

connect, understand and be inquisitive in their play, constructive play is an important part of an 

early learning environment (Burman, 2012). 

Pretend play refers to play that involves children using their imaginations and pretending 

with objects, actions, and situations. As children grow, their imaginations and their pretend play 

become increasingly complex. Children use their developing language to move from thinking in 

the concrete to thinking in the abstract, which allows them to successfully engage in pretend 

play. This kind of play enhances social, emotional, linguistic, and mental development through 

creative role playing. It also supports and promotes sharing, leadership, negotiation, and 

problem-solving skills. Pretend play is crucial for building children's social competence, 

including their ability to self-soothe and cope emotionally (Connolly & Doyle, 1984). Pretend 

play also helps children learn to subordinate desires to social rules, cooperate with others 

willingly, and engage in socially-appropriate behavior (Berk et al., 2006). 

Parental Attitudes and Play  

 Parents differ in how they view play and the value they place upon it. Several studies 

have shown that play in home and school environments has transformed from child-initiated, 

unstructured play to structured, educationally-based activities (Fisher et al., 2008). Research has 

indicated that parents view academics as more important than play in preparing for school; for 

example, middle-class parents rate reading as more important to children’s development than 

pretend play and physical play (Haight, Park, & Black, 1997; Shine & Acosta, 2000). Within the 
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context of play, much is attributed in part to parental behaviors and attitudes: the decline of 

children’s outdoor free play (Gray, 2011), children’s hurried and overscheduled lifestyles 

(Elkind, 2007), and the overprotection of children (Malone, 2007).  

Parents also may differ in their views on  what constitutes meaningful play, and such 

differences may extend to parents within the same family (Warash, Root, & Doris, 2017). These 

differences are not surprising as literature indicates that mothers and fathers prefer to engage in 

different types of play with their children. Middle-class, Caucasian fathers report preferring to 

engage in physical play over pretend play and book reading, while mothers report preferring 

pretend play and book reading over physical play (Haight et al., 1997; Power & Parke, 1986). 

These differences were attributed to fathers viewing play as a fun activity, whereas mothers 

focused on the educational benefits of play. Thus, mothers and fathers may differ in their 

perceptions of play, but the literature is mixed on the quality of these differences.  

Additionally, parental beliefs influence how parents organize children's everyday lives, 

from the objects found in the home to daily routines and social interactions (McGillicuddy-De 

Lisi, 1985; Palacios, Gonzalez, & Moreno, 1992). These beliefs influence how parents interact 

with their children, which in turn influences developmental outcomes. As a result of these 

varying views, children may not be experiencing the much-needed unstructured playtime that 

they require in order to engage and interact with the world around them in a way that promotes 

learning and development. It is essential for parents to recognize the valuable contributions that 

play makes to childhood development. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses  

 The present study was designed to supplement and add to existing literature on childhood 

play. Specifically, this study investigates current attitudes towards both structured and 
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unstructured childhood play and possible related factors. For the purposes of the current study, 

structured play was defined as a type of play that is goal based and generally has a structure as to 

how it should be carried out. Unstructured play was defined as a type of play that is initiated by 

the child and is generally associated with fun and pleasure. The research was guided by seven 

questions:  

1. Do parents value play more than non-parents? It was predicted that parents would value 

both structured and unstructured play more than non-parents.  

2. Do early childhood educators value play more than individuals in other occupations? It 

was predicted that early childhood educators would value both structured and 

unstructured play more than individuals in other occupations. 

3. Do individuals value structured and unstructured play equally? Based on the findings of 

the literature review, it was predicted that individuals would value structured play more 

than unstructured play.  

4. Do parents value structured and unstructured play equally? Based on the findings of the 

literature review, it was predicted that parents would value structured play more than 

unstructured play.  

5. Is there a difference in the way that parents and non-parents view academic, social, and 

emotional development as compared to play? Based on the lack of available research 

examining this question, no specific prediction was made.  

6. Is there a relationship between level of education and how much individuals value 

structured and unstructured play? Based on the lack of available research examining this 

question, no specific prediction was made.  
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7. Is there a relationship between how important individuals rated play in their own 

childhood and how much they value structured and unstructured play? Based on the lack 

of available research examining this question, no specific prediction was made.  

Methods 

Participants 

 The present study had 279 participants who took part in an online survey through 

Qualtrics. The only requirements to participate were that participants had to be over the age of 18 

and they had to provide consent by reading and submitting a consent script before beginning the 

survey. 

 Of the 279 individuals who completed the online survey, the average age of participants 

was 36.93 (SD=17.09). Participants ranged in age from 18 to 74 years old, with many of the 

participants (41.8% ) falling between the ages of 19 to 24 years old. In terms of gender, 90.6% of 

the respondents were female and 9.4% were male. Most participants identified as Non-Hispanic 

White (81%). Hispanic or Latino participants accounted for 9.9% of the respondents while 

Multiracial participants accounted for 4% of the respondents. The following racial/ethnic groups 

each accounted for less than 2% of the respondents: African American, Asian American, and 

American Indian. Participants had completed varying levels of education, ranging from high 

school or GED diplomas to advanced degrees. The largest segment of the participants (45.2%) 

noted that a bachelor’s degree was their highest attained level of education. Slightly more than 

22% of respondents had completed an associate’s degree or some college while 21% of 

respondents had an advanced degree. The highest level of education of the remaining participants 

was a high school or GED diploma. Participants were equally split in terms of parental status 

with 50% of the participants having children and 50% not having any children. Most individuals 
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(90.1%) did not identify themselves as early childhood educators with only 9.9% of participants 

indicating this to be their profession.  

Procedure 

 Participants took part in an online survey through Qualtrics (see Appendix A). It is 

important to note that an Institutional Review Board (IRB) responsible for human subjects 

research at The University of Arizona reviewed the survey and found it to be acceptable, 

according to applicable state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect 

the rights and welfare of participants in research. After obtaining IRB approval,  the prinicpal 

investigator then recruited participants through Facebook with a shareable link to the survey. The 

link was shared among multiple profiles in order to promote survey participation and gather a 

variety of responses.  

 The survey took participants approximately 5 to 7 minutes to complete. No individual 

data was reported and participants were assured of the anonymity of their responses both before 

and after taking the survey. The survey consisted of demographic questions as well as scales 

addressing the importance of structured and unstructured play in different contexts. Additionally, 

participants rated play in comparison to other kinds of development and reflected on the 

importance of play in their own childhood. An open-ended question at the end of the survey 

allowed participants to share any additional thoughts that they had about childhood play. 

Participants were encouraged to fill out all parts of the survey honestly and were made aware that 

they could stop taking the survey at any time. Upon completing the survey, participants were 

taken to a separate form that was in no way connected to their responses where they could enter 

their email address in order to receive the final copy of this research paper.  
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Measures      

The survey consisted of multiple parts: demographic questions, a modified Parent Play 

Beliefs Scale (PPBS) (Fogle & Mendez, 2006), a play rating scale, questions regarding play in 

the participant’s own childhood, and an open-ended question.  

Demographics 

Demographic questions collected information regarding the respondent’s gender, age, 

race/ethnicity, and education level. Participants were also asked to report on whether or not they 

are a parent or an early childhood educator.   

Modified PPBS 

The PPBS (Fogle & Mendez, 2006) was created as a means of assessing parents’ beliefs 

about their preschool children’s play, the role of play in learning, and their role in playtime with 

their child (see Appendix B).  For this study, the PPBS was used with some modifications. 

Identical versions of modified PPBS scales were given regarding both structured and 

unstructured play. Both scales featured the following items from the original PPBS: 1, 5 , 12, 21, 

23, and 29. Two additional items were created and added to the modified versions of the PPBS 

scale in this study. The items that were created were: “[Structured/Unstructured] play helps 

children prepare for the future” and “[Structured/Unstructured] play helps children learn how to 

cope.” All items were scored on a 6-point Likert Scale with 1 being “Strongly Disagree” and 6 

being “Strongly Agree.” Participants were asked to rate the degree to which they agreed or 

disagreed with the same statements regarding both structured and unstructured play.  A sample 

item from the scale regarding structured play is “Structured play can help children develop social 

skills, such as cooperating and making friends.” A sample item from the scale regarding 

unstructured play is “Unstructured play can help children develop social skills, such as 
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cooperating and making friends.” Cronbach's alpha for the structured play scale was 0.93. For 

the unstructured play scale, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.95. Both Cronbach's alpha scores indicate 

that the modified versions of the PPBS for structured and unstructured play were reliable. Higher 

scores on the modified versions of the PPBS were correlated with placing greater importance 

upon play. A composite score for each participant was created by calculating a mean score of the 

total items and was then used to evaluate the importance that individuals placed on both 

structured and unstructured childhood play.  

Play Rating 

 Participants were also asked to rate the importance of different kinds of development in 

comparison to play. The following areas of development were rated: academic, social, and 

emotional. The question was scored on a 3-point Likert Scale with 1 being “Less important,” 2 

being “Equal importance,” and 3 being “More important.”  

Childhood Play 

 Several questions were asked to assess the importance of play in the participant’s own 

childhood. First, participants were asked how important play was in their own childhood. 

Answer choices ranged from “Extremely important” to “Not at all important.” This question did 

not ask explicitly about structured or unstructured play, but allowed participants to use their own 

interpretation of the word play. To follow up, participants were asked whether or not they 

engaged in structured and unstructured play as a child. 

Open-Ended Question 

 Finally, an open-ended question was given at the end of the survey to allow respondents 

to share any additional thoughts regarding childhood play. Although this question was optional, 

it was later found to be useful in collecting thoughts regarding childhood play that the survey 
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itself did not explicitly ask about (see Appendix C). The open-ended question gave respondents 

the freedom to discuss aspects of play that they felt to be important. In assessing the results, 

several common themes emerged from the responses to this question. 

Results  

Research Question 1: Do parents value play more than non-parents?  

In order to examine whether parents value play more than non-parents, an independent 

sample T-test was conducted. Results indicated that for structured play there was no significant 

difference between parents (M=4.99) and non-parents ( M=5.10) (t=-.96, p=0.34). However, for 

unstructured play, there was a significant difference between parents (M=5.42) and non-parents 

(M=4.93) (t=4.34, p=0.000). These results suggest that while parents do not value structured play 

more than non-parents, they do value unstructured play more than non-parents. These findings 

were only partially consistent with the prediction that parents would value both structured and 

unstructured play more than non-parents.  

Research Question 2: Do early childhood educators value play more than individuals in 

other occupations?  

 To test whether early childhood educators value play more than individuals in other 

occupations, an independent sample T-test was run. Results indicated that for structured play, 

there was no significant difference between early childhood educators (M=5.24) and individuals 

in other occupations (M=5.02) (t=1.15, p=0.25). However, for unstructured play, there was a 

significant difference between early childhood educators (M=5.67) and those in other 

occupations (M=5.13) (t=2.92, p=0.004). These results suggest that while early childhood 

educators do not value structured play more than individuals in other occupations, they do value 

unstructured play more than non-early childhood educators. These findings were only partially 



CURRENT ATTITUDES TOWARDS CHILDHOOD PLAY	
	

12 

consistent with the prediction that early childhood educators would value both structured and 

unstructured play more than individuals in other occupations.  

Research Question 3: Do individuals value structured and unstructured play equally?  

 Individuals were expected to value structured play more than unstructured play based on 

the findings of the literature review. A repeated measures analysis was used in order to test this 

hypothesis and investigate whether individuals value structured and unstructured play equally. A 

significant difference was found, with individuals valuing unstructured play (M=5.19)  more 

than structured play (M=5.05) (t=-2.11, p=0.036). This finding was inconsistent with the 

prediction that individuals would value structured play more than unstructured play. 

Research Question 4: Do parents value structured and unstructured play equally?  

It was predicted that parents would value structured play more than unstructured play 

based on the findings of the literature review. In order to test this prediction, a paired samples T-

test was carried out. The results of the T-test showed that parents significantly valued 

unstructured play (M=5.42) more than structured play (M=5.02) (t=-4.77, p=0.000). This finding 

was inconsistent with the original hypothesis that parents would value structured play more than 

unstructured play. 

Research Question 5: Is there a difference in the way that parents and non-parents view 

academic, social, and emotional development as compared to play?  

 A series of T-tests were performed in order to assess whether there was a difference in 

the way that parents and non-parents view different areas of development as compared to play. 

The following areas of development were rated: academic, social, and emotional. When 

comparing play and academic development, there was a significant difference in that more non-

parents (M=2.24) than parents (M=2.01) (t=-3.58, p=0.000) rated academic development as more 
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important than play. A similar significant difference was found for emotional development as 

non-parents rated it more important than play (M=2.40) when compared to parents (M=2.28) (t=-

2.02, p=0.044). No significant difference was found between parents and non-parents regarding 

the importance of social development and play (t=-1.92, p=.056). These results suggest that non-

parents find both academic and emotional development to be more important than play as 

compared to parents’ ratings of these same areas of development.  

Research Question 6: Is there a relationship between level of education and how much 

individuals value structured and unstructured play?  

 The relationship between an individual’s level of education and the importance they place 

upon structured and unstructured play was examined using a Pearson Correlation. Results 

indicated that individuals with higher levels of education were more likely to value both 

structured (r=0.15, p=0.02) and unstructured play (r=0.28, p=0.000). In this case, both results 

were found to be significant, but the strength of the relationship was stronger for unstructured 

play. 

Research Question 7: Is there a relationship between how important individuals rated play 

in their own childhood and how much they value structured and unstructured play?  

Most individuals indicated that play was very important in their own childhood. To look 

at the relationship between the importance of play in a person’s own childhood and how much he 

or she values structured and unstructured play for children, a Pearson Correlation was used. The 

more importance that individuals placed upon play in their own childhood, the higher value they 

placed upon unstructured play (r=0.21, p=0.001), which indicates a significant correlation 

between the two. There was no significant relationship between an individual’s rating of play in 

their own childhood and the value they placed on structured play.  
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Discussion 

 This study investigated current attitudes toward childhood play and possible related 

factors. Specifically, the study looked at current beliefs regarding the importance of structured 

and unstructured play as research has shown that play in home and school environments has 

recently evolved from unstructured play to structured, educationally based activities (Fisher et 

al., 2008). The present study had several important findings. Overall, the data indicated that 

study participants still value play although they generally value unstructured play more than 

structured play. In particular, parents valued unstructured play more than non-parents, and early 

childhood educators valued unstructured play more than those in other occupations. Surprisingly, 

similar significant differences were not found regarding structured play. Non-parents rated both 

academic and emotional development as more important than play while parents tended to rate 

academic, emotional, and social development as equally important to play. Individuals with 

higher levels of education were more likely to value both structured and unstructured play 

compared to their less educated counterparts. Finally, the relationship between the importance of 

play in a person’s own childhood and the degree to which they value structured and unstructured 

play was found to be significant only for unstructured play. These findings are encouraging as 

they indicate that unstructured play is still valued as an important part of children’s development.  

 The present study fills an important gap in existing literature as there is only limited 

research on the importance of childhood play in today’s society. The current research that does 

exist focuses solely on play in general rather than looking more specifically at structured versus 

unstructured play and the value attributed to each. The results of this study are promising as they 

indicate that individuals still see both structured and unstructured play as important influences on 

childhood development. Although it was predicted that participants would value structured play 
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more than unstructured play, the study results unexpectedly showed a significant difference in 

the value that people place on structured and unstructured play with individuals valuing 

unstructured play more. Unstructured play was valued even higher by participants who either 

have children or work with children. This difference is perhaps because parents and early 

childhood educators can see firsthand how essential unstructured play is to children’s 

development.  

 In evaluating the findings of this study, it is critical to note what is meant by stating that 

the participants value structured and unstructured play. While this paper frequently uses the term 

“value” to express the degree of importance that people place upon play, value is perhaps an 

imprecise word in this context as much more is meant by the term than just that play is 

important. The questions that were chosen for the modified PPBS in the survey in this study 

targeted the meaningful contributions that play can make to childhood development, including, 

but not limited to, the development of social skills and better thinking abilities, improved 

language and communication abilities, and learning how to express feelings and cope. Thus, the 

study results not only indicate that the participants view play as important, but also suggest that 

they see it as an valuable part of development in which children can play an active role as they 

grow.  

 Several common themes emerged from the results of the open-ended question regarding 

the participants’ additional thoughts about childhood play. Many people noted the different skills 

that come from structured and unstructured play. Often, they associated structured play with 

children being directed and following instructions, learning how to adhere to rules and function 

in a group, and discovering how to think logically. On the other hand, people associated 

unstructured play with fostering children’s independence and imagination,  the cultivation of 
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creativity in childhood, and problem-solving. A common belief was that children should engage 

in both structured and unstructured play because both kinds of play are important for healthy 

development. Of the 89 individuals who chose to answer the open-ended question, nearly 40% of 

them mentioned how important they think it is to have a balance between both structured and 

unstructured play. It is desirable for a combination of both kinds of play to be used in childhood 

development, and it is noteworthy that many of the study participants held this same view.  

 Even though past research has revealed a shift to more structured and educationally based 

activities in childhood play (Fisher et al., 2008), that same shift did not present itself in the 

results of the current study. While the literature review indicated that parents view academic 

readiness as more important than play (Haight, Park, & Black, 1997; Shine & Acosta, 2000), 

parents who participated in the current study viewed play as equally important to academic 

development. This is instructive as it shows that parents can recognize how play is able to 

contribute to academic development. It is advantageous for children if their parents promote both 

play and academic development through a healthy mixture of structured and unstructured play 

activities.  

 Another common theme of the responses to the open-ended question is the perceived role 

that technology plays in the decrease in childhood playtime. Although this study did not 

specifically address technology, the results of the open-ended question illustrated a widespread 

belief among the study participants that technology negatively impacts play and learning. Within 

the open-ended responses, multiple participants noted that, in their opinion, unstructured play 

was much more frequent before the advent of technology and video games. One participant even 

noted that they wished their parents hadn’t gotten a desktop computer while they were still in 

middle school because they thought they would have continued to play more without it. As 
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technology becomes more pervasive, it is important that parents still make time for both 

structured and unstructured play in their children’s lives. A correlation in the data was found 

between age and unstructured play with older individuals valuing unstructured play more than 

their younger counterparts. Making note of this correlation, young parents must be especially 

cognizant of making time for unstructured play as their children are growing and developing.  

Study Strengths 

 The present study had several strengths. First, the study had a large sample size of 279 

individuals of varying gender, age, race/ethnicity, education level, parental status, and 

occupation. The study also specifically addressed structured and unstructured play as opposed to 

childhood play in general. Explicit definitions were given for both types of play, and thus the 

participants had a common understanding of each concept. This allowed for the research 

questions to be effectively answered. Little research currently exists examining the attitudes of 

parents and early childhood educators, and this study begins to fill that gap. Additionally, both 

modified PPBS scales developed for this study were found to be reliable according to their 

Cronbach's alpha scores. Thus, these scales served as consistent measures of the concepts of 

structured and unstructured play.  

Study Limitations  

 This study was limited in several ways. Although the study included data from 279 

individuals, the sample was not as diverse as it could have been. The participants were 

overwhelmingly female and Non-Hispanic White. Additionally, most individuals had a 

bachelor’s degree and worked in occupations other than early childhood education. Because 

anyone over the age of 18 could take the survey, the sample lacks the specificity needed to 

generalize these results to distinct populations.  
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Limitations also arose when looking at parents and early childhood educators. Even 

though the survey accounted for parental status, it did not address the number of children a 

person had or the ages of the children. Survey responses may differ if a parent has more than one 

child and if the children are older or younger. The information regarding early childhood 

educators was also limited as only 9.9% of study participants indicated this to be their 

profession. Although the research questions regarding early childhood educators still produced 

significant results, the strength of the relationship could be stronger if the sample included more 

early childhood educators. Looking forward, these limitations can be used to help guide future 

research.  

Future Research  

 Future research on childhood play and current attitudes towards it could benefit from 

focusing on several specific populations. A study similar to the present one should aim to include 

a more diverse and evenly split sample in terms of gender and race/ethnicity. Future research 

could also focus more specifically on parental gender in order to compare the attitudes of 

mothers and fathers when it comes to childhood play. Based on the literature review and the 

results of the present study, this area of research appears ripe with possibilities.  

An additional focus of future research could be the role that technology plays when it 

comes to childhood play. This area of research could make meaningful contributions to our 

society’s understanding of the impact of technology on children and their development. Based 

upon the results of this study, it also appears to be an area of concern for parents. It is important 

for our society to be critical consumers of information and keep informed on issues such as this.  
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Conclusion 

 Play, both structured and unstructured, will remain a critical component of childhood 

development. The present study aimed to investigate current attitudes toward both structured and 

unstructured childhood play and possible related factors. Results indicated that individuals still 

value both structured and unstructured childhood play although in general they tend to value 

unstructured play to a greater extent. This study begins to fill an important gap in existing 

literature regarding structured and unstructured play. The results are encouraging as they show 

that individuals still give unstructured play the recognition that it deserves when it comes to 

childhood development. Future research is rich with opportunities to continue to investigate this 

subject.  
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Appendices  

Appendix A: Play Survey 

Q1 The goal of this study is to better understand how individuals view childhood play at the 
current time. Please fill out the following questions honestly. You can stop taking the survey at 
any time. Your responses are and always will be anonymous. No individual data will be reported. 
This survey should take about 5-7 minutes to complete and needs to be filled out during one 
sitting. There are not anticipated risks to you for participating in this survey. If you understand 
and agree to participate, please select Yes below to go to the survey. 
   
 The Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at the University of 
Arizona reviewed this project and found it to be acceptable, according to the applicable state and 
federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the rights and welfare of 
participants in research. For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss 
other study-related concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, 
you may contact the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 
http://rgw.arizona.edu/compliance/human-subjects- protection-program. 
   
 Thank you for your help! 
   
 If you have any questions about the survey or research project, please contact the principal 
investigator: Cassie Neslin at clneslin@email.arizona.edu  
  

o Yes, I agree to participate.  (1)  

o No, I do not agree to participate.  (2)  

 

Q2 What is your gender?  

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Other  (3)  

 

Q3 What is your age? _________________________ 
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Q4 What is your race/ethnicity? 

o Non-Hispanic White  (1)  

o Hispanic or Latino  (2)  

o African American  (3)  

o Asian American  (4)  

o American Indian  (5)  

o Multiracial  (6)  

o Other  (7) _________________________ 

 

Q5 What is the highest level of education you have attained? Beyond high school, what was your 
major? 

o Less than high school  (1)  

o High school/GED  (2)  

o Associate's degree or some college  (3) _________________________ 

o Bachelor's degree  (4) _________________________ 

o Advanced degree  (5) _________________________ 

 

Q6 Are you a parent? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
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Q7 Are you an early childhood educator? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

Q8 Structured play is a type of play that is goal based and generally has a structure as to how it 
should be carried out. Some examples include games, puzzles, and organized sports. 
 
Thinking about structured play, please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the 
following statements. 

 
Strongly 
disagree 
(1) 

Disagree 
(2) 

Somewhat 
disagree 
(3) 

Somewhat 
agree (4) Agree (5) Strongly 

agree (6) 

Structured play 
can help 
children 
develop social 
skills, such as 
cooperating 
and making 
friends. (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Structured play 
can improve 
children's 
language and 
communication 
abilities. (2)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Structured play 
can help 
children 
develop better 
thinking 
abilities. (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Structured play 
helps children 
learn how to 
express their 

o  o  o  o  o  o  
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feelings. (4)  

Through 
structured play, 
children 
develop new 
skills and 
abilities. (5)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Structured play 
is a fun activity 
for children. 
(6)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Structured play 
helps children 
prepare for the 
future. (7)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Structured play 
helps children 
learn how to 
cope. (8)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

Q9 Unstructured play, sometimes referred to as spontaneous or free play, is a type of play that is 
initiated by the child and is generally associated with fun and pleasure. Some examples include 
building a fort, playing outside, or playing dress up. 
 
Thinking about unstructured play, please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the 
following statements. 

 
Strongly 
disagree 
(1) 

Disagree 
(2) 

Somewhat 
disagree 
(3) 

Somewhat 
agree (4) Agree (5) Strongly 

agree (6) 

Unstructured 
play can help 
children 
develop social 
skills, such as 
cooperating 
and making 

o  o  o  o  o  o  
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friends. (1)  

Unstructured 
play can 
improve 
children's 
language and 
communication 
abilities. (2)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Unstructured 
play can help 
children 
develop better 
thinking 
abilities. (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Unstructured 
play helps 
children learn 
how to express 
their feelings. 
(4)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Through 
unstructured 
play, children 
develop new 
skills and 
abilities. (5)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Unstructured 
play is a fun 
activity for 
children. (6)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Unstructured 
play helps 
children 
prepare for the 
future. (7)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Unstructured 
play helps 
children learn 
how to cope. 
(8)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

Q10 How would you rate the following in comparison to play? 

 Less important (1) Equal importance (2) More important (3) 

Academic 
development (1)  o  o  o  
Social development 
(2)  o  o  o  
Emotional 
development (3)  o  o  o  
 

Q11 How important was play in your own childhood? 

o Extremely important  (1)  

o Very important  (2)  

o Moderately important  (3)  

o Slightly important  (4)  

o Not at all important  (5)  

 

Q12 As a child, did you engage in structured play? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
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Q13 As a child, did you engage in unstructured play? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

Q14 Please share any additional thoughts regarding childhood play. 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q15 I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary and truthful. By clicking submit, 
I understand that my responses will be anonymously and confidentially used in this research 
project.  

o Submit  (1)  

After submission: Please provide your email address if you would like to receive the final paper 
associated with this research project. Your email will never be connected to your responses and 
you may unsubscribe at any time. 
 
Appendix B: Parent Play Beliefs Scale (Fogle & Mendez, 2006) 

Parent Playtime Experiences  
We would like you to think about your preschool child’s playtime experiences with you and with 
other children. Read each statement listed below. How much do you agree or disagree with each 
sentence about play for your child? Please circle one answer for each item on this survey.  
 
 Disagree Somewhat 

Disagree 
Somewhat 
Agree 

Agree Very Much 
Agree 

1. Play can 
help my child 
develop social 
skills, such as 
cooperating 
and making 

1 2 3 4 5 
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friends.  
2. Play does 
not help my 
child learn 
academic skills 
like counting 
or recognizing 
letters.  

1 2 3 4 5 

3. It is 
important for 
me to 
participate in 
play with my 
child. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. I have a lot 
of fun with my 
child when we 
play together. 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. Play can 
improve my 
child’s 
language and 
communication 
abilities.  

1 2 3 4 5 

6. I would 
rather read 
with my child 
than play 
together.  

1 2 3 4 5 

7. I can teach 
my child social 
skills during 
play. 

1 2 3 4 5 

8. Play does 
not influence 
my child’s 
ability to solve 
problems.  

1 2 3 4 5 

9. I can help 
my child learn 
to control his 
or her 
emotions 
during play.  

1 2 3 4 5 

10. Playing at 
home will help 

1 2 3 4 5 
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my child get 
ready for 
kindergarten. 
11. My child 
will get more 
out of play if I 
play with him 
or her.  

1 2 3 4 5 

12. Play can 
help my child 
develop better 
thinking 
abilities.  

1 2 3 4 5 

13. It is more 
important for 
my child to 
have good 
academic skills 
than to play 
well with other 
children.  

1 2 3 4 5 

14. Playtime is 
not a high 
priority in my 
home.  

1 2 3 4 5 

15. Playing 
with my child 
is one of my 
favorite things 
to do.  

1 2 3 4 5 

16. If I take 
time to play 
with my child, 
s/he will be 
better at 
playing with 
other children.  

1 2 3 4 5 

17. Reading to 
my child is 
more 
worthwhile 
than playing 
with him or 
her.  

1 2 3 4 5 

18. My child 
does not enjoy 

1 2 3 4 5 



CURRENT ATTITUDES TOWARDS CHILDHOOD PLAY	
	

32 

playing with 
me.  
19. I do not 
think it is very 
important for 
other family 
members to 
play with my 
child.  

1 2 3 4 5 

20. My child 
will learn more 
if I allow him 
or her to play 
without me.  

1 2 3 4 5 

21. Play helps 
my child learn 
how to express 
his or her 
feelings.  

1 2 3 4 5 

22. Playing 
with my 
preschool child 
is more useful 
than teaching 
letters and 
numbers.  

1 2 3 4 5 

23. Play is a 
fun activity for 
my child.  

1 2 3 4 5 

24. Playing 
together helps 
me build a 
good 
relationship 
with my child.  

1 2 3 4 5 

25. I do not 
think my child 
learns 
important 
skills by 
playing.  

1 2 3 4 5 

26. My child 
does not need 
my help to deal 
with his or her 
emotions 

1 2 3 4 5 
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during play.  
27. My child 
gets too 
excited during 
play.  

1 2 3 4 5 

28. My child 
has a lot of fun 
when we play 
together.  

1 2 3 4 5 

29. Through 
play, my child 
develops new 
skills and 
abilities.  

1 2 3 4 5 

30. Playing at 
school will 
help my child 
get ready for 
kindergarten.  

1 2 3 4 5 

 

Appendix C: Open Ended Responses  

I believe childhood play fosters academic, social, and intellectual growth and should not be 
viewed as a comparison to their importance. 
 
Play is key to all aspects of child development. It is how children learn about the world around 
them and it should be a part of any childhood curriculum. 
 
Parents and educators should not overlook play.  
 
It is important for children to have a wide range of play option and not only one. This will give 
the child a round and diverse learning experience.  
 
The right amount of each is needed. 
 
Now days too many hours of playtime are spent with a game box of some sort. 
 
I strongly feel kids should have more unstructured play in order to develop their own ideas, come 
up with their own conclusions, develop their own friendships, and for free thinking.  Structured 
play is important, but not as important as unstructured play where you use your imagination and 
come up with so many different ideas.  Structured play is more like being directed and following 
instructions, whereas, unstructured play allows for independence and to me that is a far more 
important life skill than following directions.  
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As an early childhood educator I think children benefit from both structured play and 
unstructured play. Young children with needs especially benefit from structured play to help 
them fill in the gaps for skills they need to develop.  
 
I strongly believe that children benefit from all types of play, however, an adult role is important 
in the level of benefit. For example, a child may throw a tantrum or cry if he/she loses a game or 
cannot do something being attempted. This is when an adult's intervention to explain that it is 
acceptable to lose or not do something correctly the first time is important. Without this type of 
influence, a child may never naturally learn that these are not appropriate responses to the 
situation. This would explain some of my "somewhat agree" answers as I believe that play alone 
will not teach proper communication or emotions if they are not taught.  
 
I have 6 kids ranging from age 17 to 4. I feel both structured and unstructured play are important 
to their social, emotional, and overall educational development. It greatly concerns me when I 
hear that schools are cutting down on recess time to make more time for in classroom 
instruction/study. 
 
In my opinion based solely on observation, unstructured play is necessary to cultivate creativity 
and nurture a child's sense of self and emotional development.  Structured play conversely 
teaches children how to function in a group, adhere to rules, and emphasizes a sense of group.  
Both are necessary for early childhood development.  I coach your children in sports activities on 
a volunteer basis.  Teaching them about the meaning of 'team' and how to effectively work 
together is sometimes secondary to teaching them basic acceptable behaviors in a group setting. 
 
It is more important that children develop social skills, learn to cooperate with others, learn about 
the world around them and explore than to learn to pass tests. 
 
The community I grew up in played a big role in my childhood play. We always played outside 
with neighbors. My age group/generation is the last to have grown up without iPads etc. I feel 
really lucky to have grown up without many electronics. Now I see 3rd graders with iPhones and 
I have no doubt that these electronics take away from their structured & unstructured play. 
 
Life skills can be taught through play. We learn how to express ourselves, learn new skills and 
challenge our beliefs. Play is extremely important to a child.  
 
Children should have the ability to grow in creativeness which unstructured play allows and 
structured play can help growth in cooperation.  
 
I believe that technology has dampened the amount of time children spend with other people, 
other peers and their families. This has affected our society and created a lack of empathy and 
social skills in our youth. Technology is great, however, in excess as we see today, it has 
negatively impacted our society, both in adults and children.  
 
I think puzzles and dress up are valuable skills for children of all ages and genders. 
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Structured play is school. To learn to think outside the box a child needs to constantly try and fail 
and try again. That happens best in unstructured play. 
 
I grew up with a lot of unstructured play and feel bad for kids today - even my own kids who are 
adults now - where it is not necessarily safe for them to roam the neighborhood all day and just 
be expected to be home in time for dinner. I think that is why there is more structured play in 
today’s world. 
 
Sports, games and other structured play were often fun but also competitive. Unstructured play I 
remember as more cooperative and enjoyable, more creative and imaginative. Lots of play is 
important, both kinds, in lieu of screen time! 
 
Children need both structured and unstructured play, both are equally important! 
 
Exploring a child's neighborhood or the outdoors is paramount to having children become more 
self-reliant.  
 
Before the advent of video games kids were so much more involved in unstructured play.  Led to 
bigger imaginations and healthier lifestyle.  
 
It is important that a child engage in unstructured play as well as structured play.  A child that 
has every minute scheduled does not learn how to entertain him or herself. 
 
I think it is very beneficial for a child to be on a team, even for a short while, to understand the 
value of teamwork. 
 
More unstructured play in my childhood than in my children’s childhood years, am not sure if 
that was better or not! 
 
I think we have currently lost unstructured playtime. Everything now seems to be structured and 
planned. 
 
I feel children should be allowed ample time for both structured and unstructured play. The over-
scheduling of children with activities should not impede a child's ability to choose their own 
means of play. I wonder to what degree play will decrease as a whole with the advent of 
technology aimed at children. Do video games count as structured play? When I see my little 
cousins, they don't really "play" so to speak. They sort of just sit and swipe.  
 
Kids use their imagination when they create their own games and activities, through unstructured 
play. Yet, kids who participate in structured play learn so many skills that unstructured play does 
on teach. One of the most important is teamwork, how to win and lose, how to contribute to the 
greater good, how to support others, how to persevere, and how to listen to different types of 
coaching styles. 
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Based on both personal and professional experiences, I believe childhood play is fundamental. 
Several Original Oratory national finalists have spoken on this subject and their speeches might 
be useful to you. I believe the second-place finisher in 2011 was one such speaker. 
 
I raised my children on the premise that they could play any way the chose as long as they didn’t 
hurt someone or themselves. Today there are too many distractions! My husband is a teacher and 
he comes home with stories about parents enabling their children resulting in poor grades. Then 
the parent complains that the child needs an “A” so he or she can get into a certain college. So 
what is my husband going to do about it! Parents need to let these kids fail sometimes AND take 
responsibility for their mistakes! 
 
Not only do children need both kinds of play for mental, emotional, social and psychological 
development, they need it for large and small muscle development, eye-hand coordination, and 
developing a balanced personality. 
 
I think play now is much more structured than when I was a child.  I spent much less time in 
structured play especially during preschool and early elementary school.  I did not participate in 
organized sports other than gym class until high school.  Most of my "play time" was spent 
making up games and playing make believe. 
 
This is extraordinarily important for young children! The opportunity to learn while playing and 
without the input of adult structure is such a gift in today’s educational settings.  
 
When I was a late teenager, I read Summerhill where children were totally unstructured.  I 
thought it was a great idea. A friend of our family of six children said she thought we were raised 
that way outside of school anyway. Today people are so scared of predators, they don’t even let 
them play outside alone.  I think this is unhealthy to be so protected that it interferes with play. I 
also think television interferes with unstructured play and now games and other screens.  
 
All play is very important. Kids need to be allowed to be kids. 
 
Play is crucial to a child’s development! 
 
Unstructured play fosters creativity. Unstructured play is a very important vehicle for a child to 
express his/her creativity! 
 
I think play is extremely important for childhood development. I actually think it is important for 
adult development as well. The creativity in play is very important. Play helps us think and act in 
new and different ways. 
 
Through the varied types of play, children learn skills naturally. Some of the skills learned 
simply cannot be taught through lecture or worksheets. Experiences are key to growth and 
understanding.  Love this concept. Play is definitely underrated! 
 
A combination of both kinds of play is most desirable. Providing simple materials such as 
puzzles and blocks to young children can lead to wonderful play, socialization, and learning. I 
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think use of electronics should be limited in early childhood programs. The imagination of young 
children is the most essential ingredient in play. 
 
Can’t overestimate its importance in contributing to a full and happy and healthy life. 
 
Kids need structured play to learn how to follow rules/guidelines. Unstructured play allows ideas 
from themselves or others to be generated. This kind of play strengthens cooperation and 
groupthink. It's also fun! Kids need to spend less time in front of the TV and playing video 
games! 
 
Seems like children today do not get much time for imagination and unstructured play. 
 
 I feel that parents need to put forth an effort to make sure that their children are engaged in play 
activities other than being on the Internet or the iPad or their cell phones texting…  Despite the 
fact that this was not an issue in the past, it certainly is in this day and age. 
 
Both types of play are essential for development.  
 
Structured play in an early childhood setting can be beneficial, because if it is a quality setting 
the teacher can encourage and enhance the play to teach the social/emotional skills needed as 
well as the academic skills. This is what my answers reflected in the survey questions about 
structured play. Not necessarily team sports, which may or may not help in these areas. 
 
I think the skills you develop from structured and unstructured play are similar and yet different.  
Both can be done alone or in a group.  Structured play may teach you more skills like patience, 
creativity and concentration whereas unstructured play may teach you more about imagination, 
make believe, and self control. 
 
The unstructured play, as compared to the structured play I engaged in as a child, prepared me 
more for my life career.  
 
Playing music was an important part of my childhood structured play. I think it helped me 
develop listening and reading skills, and taught me how to be patient and take direction. Looking 
back, I wish my parents did not purchase a personal desktop computer when I was in middle 
school/high school. I think I would have engaged in more play as I grew older.  
 
Structured play helped to develop social skills. Getting along with other kids, acknowledging 
rules, learning from others/other’s learning from you. Unstructured play let your imagination 
take the course of your play and more times than not you found someone who would play with 
you and the play was even more imaginative!  
 
Play is how a child learns. We as a society are doing a disservice to our children by taking their 
play time away and pushing them into academics way too early. 
 
There does not seem to be enough time for it! 
 



CURRENT ATTITUDES TOWARDS CHILDHOOD PLAY	
	

38 

Imagination can be developed through play. I am opposed to very defined toys. Because we 
moved and my son’s toys were mostly in storage, we brought cardboard boxes home and he 
made them into a wide range of toys.  
 
I think both are important to development.  I believe that unstructured play is essential for 
higher-level thinking and creative problem solving.  I think structured play is important for 
learning how to figure out the rules (written and unwritten) in any situation. 
 
My children are now in their 30's so I do not have small children in school. My perception is that 
children have significantly more pressure placed upon them beginning at a much younger age to 
engage in "academic work achievements." I understand some of the reasons why this is true but I 
am also concerned that this will lead to significant achievement gaps between peer groups and a 
loss of certain aspects of childhood. I think it is possible to apply too much structure especially 
for pre-k to elementary students. 
 
A balance of both kinds of play is important to better understand the child’s strengths and 
weaknesses and style of learning. This allows the parent to better guide the child’s development.  
 
The coping and emotional skills cannot be expanded through the play alone.  They must be 
modeled and guided.  That option was not presented in the questions. 
 
I think unstructured time for kids is beneficial because they need to figure out what to do with 
that free time.  That will help them deal with free time in college and adult life.  I think most kids 
spend far too much time on their phone or video games and are losing some of the person-to-
person interaction that makes life enjoyable. 
 
It is very important for a child to have structured and unstructured play, especially to balance out 
school, learning and the stress of life.  
 
Playing outside unstructured is very important.  
 
Allowing children to play in an unstructured environment is a critical component to developing 
basic life long skills such as problem solving, leadership ability, critical thinking, confidence, 
language, sharing, fairness, creativity, tolerance, conflict resolution, decision-making, self 
advocacy, and imagination. Unstructured play is more beneficial than homework. When the 
majority of a child’s play time is structured many of these skills can be stunted by the mere fact 
that adults are involved. 
 
Play builds creativity, problem solving, and very important social skills.  
 
Play not involving electronics is very important - using one’s imagination is almost a lost art in 
play. 
 
I’m sad that I don’t really see children playing outside anymore.  
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Unstructured play also helps to foster creativity, which I believe is missing from current school 
curriculums.  Children learn best when they believe themselves to be playing so the balance 
between structure and unstructured play is also important to me but being 'allowed' to be creative 
within that play is important too! 
 
As an early childhood educator, I truly believe that children need play, both unstructured and 
structured. Wisely used, it is an introduction to all academic and social growth. 
 
Had more time in my day for unstructured play! 
 
 I strongly believe that unstructured play is a good thing for children. I have personally witnessed 
children engaged in play and seen their imaginations at work. That seems like a much more 
productive way for children to spend their time rather than being entertained for hours on end in 
front of some kind of screen.  
 
In many cases, I believe it depends on the child. I raised two boys, and one of them was all about 
organized team sports - belonging, and making the team, was most important to him. My other 
child resisted any sense of rules or structure, but he created his own world with Legos as a child 
and on the trampoline and slack line as an adult. They are both happy, academically successful 
and functional adults now, just followed different paths. 
 
It is a challenge to find a good balance. Thanks for thinking about it.  
 
As an elementary school teacher, I see my students grow more engaged in academic content 
when I incorporate play components. I also see how unstructured playtime like recess benefits 
kids behaviorally, socially and emotionally. I wish I had more resources, training and time to 
dedicate to providing my students with play opportunities in an academic context. 
 
I believe it is important to have an equal amount of structured and unstructured because 
structured develops logical thinking and unstructured helps to develop the creative thinking.  
 
Due to structured play in dance I did not have much time for social development. 
Play continues to be an important part of social development beyond childhood. 
 
Optimally there should be a rough balance between structured and unstructured play. Structured 
play can promote collaboration and teamwork, while unstructured play can encourage creativity 
and imagination. Both are important, and play itself is vital.  
 
I think it’s important to note that when children play it gives them the chance to problem solve. 
 
Play is good no matter what kind. 
 
I think that childhood play is very useful because it provides kids with the necessary tools to help 
them develop successfully at and at appropriate age levels.  
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My best memories are from playing with my siblings or friends. I think it contributed heavily to 
my critical thinking and problem solving ability as an adult.  
 
Generalizations are difficult because types of structured and unstructured play have changed over 
time. Also how people engage varies whether it be online or physical play.  
 
Childhood play provides children with a developmentally appropriate opportunity for creative 
expression and implementation of social skills, both of which behoove them later in their social 
development. 
 
A balance of structured and structured is important as a child develops. In both cases important 
skills are learned, and in both cases self-efficacy can be built. It is important for caring adults to 
be aware of much of how children use both periods of time, participation rates, social pitfalls, 
accomplishments, etc. As children age they will begin to self moderate more and use the learned 
skills.  
 
Children need time for unstructured play to find their interests. Kids need a combination of both. 
 
I think there is not enough unstructured play in ECE and kindergarten, even first grade.  I realize 
this as a parent now way more than I ever did as an educator.  
 
Along with structured play, instruction in the social and emotional acceptable responses and 
reactions can be taught especially to those children who really struggle. 
 
The current standard education in the US hinders children's social emotional development. There 
is too much importance placed on academics and not enough on structured play. Children learn 
so much more through structured play than sitting at a desk completing seatwork. As a 
kindergarten teacher, I deal with so many behavior issues because this generation of kids is not 
given those moments of play to work through social emotional issues. We treat 5 years olds like 
tiny adults. We are preparing this generation to read a book and solve a math problem, we are not 
preparing the to function in the world beyond academia. 
 
Learning in a fun way is great for children to develop all kinds of skills. 
 
 Structured and unstructured play is essential for young children to help assist the development 
of social skills, problem/conflict resolution, exposure to learning opportunities and many other 
facets of human development. 
 
 
 

 

 

	


