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PReface

My fascination with dramatic play began as I witnessed my own sons’ rich 
fantasy play. I realized no amount of forethought or planning on my part 
could have engaged them more. What interested and concerned them as 
young children, and how they were making sense of their experiences, was 
visible through the scenarios they enacted. Over the years, I also observed 
hundreds of young children in my classroom eagerly initiating and joining 
in pretend play and other forms of creative expression. I learned more about 
each of them in the process. I saw their social competence, language, and 
cognition blossom through these self-initiated and self-structured activities. 
I recognized their needs and challenges more fully. I also realized the extent 
to which dramatic play and creative activities integrate learning and can be 
central to curriculum.

My graduate studies and subsequent twenty-some years of teaching under-
graduate and graduate courses in play helped me further grasp its fundamental 
role in children’s healthy development and learning. I hold in high esteem all 
those whose research and practice contributes to the professional knowledge 
base and helps me continue to deepen my understanding. Just like children, 
we in early childhood are accustomed to learning from each other! I hope this 
book will aid your own understanding and will help you nurture children’s 
dramatic play and creativity.

Preface  |  v
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To that end, this book is dedicated to all early childhood educators whose pas-
sion for encouraging children’s optimal development and learning translates 
into hundreds of daily decisions and interactions. It is also for my sons, Evan 
and Nathan, whose innovative enterprises continue to amaze me, and for Alan, 
whose curiosity, intellectual integrity, and constant support sustain me.
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Play is 

foundational 

to children’s 

development 

and learning.

Chapter 

1
Dramatic Play and Creative Expression  

in Children’s Lives

More and more, people recognize what experts in child development and 
innovators in early education have known all along: play is foundation-

al to children’s development and learning. In fact, the first preschool and kin-
dergarten programs were based on learning through play—activities children 
choose and carry out by themselves. Friedrich Froebel, the father of the kin-
dergarten; Maria Montessori, whose educational methods are used throughout 
the world; Jean Piaget, the great developmental psy-
chologist; and Loris Malaguzzi, founder of the Reg-
gio Emilia approach, emphasized the importance 
of providing environments that motivate children 
to actively engage in their own endeavors, ones in 
which they are not directly told what to do or how 
to do it. The work of these pioneers in early learning 
has inspired countless child-centered programs. Per-
haps they have influenced the approaches you use in 
your own work.

In recent years, there has been considerable interest in the importance of 
play. Early childhood professional organizations advocate for it. Journalists 
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write about it in the popular press. Research abounds on how play shapes 
children’s brains and optimizes learning. A 2007 article by researcher 
Kenneth Ginsburg, “The Importance of Play in Promoting Healthy Child 
Development and Maintaining Strong Parent-Child Bonds,” links free and 
unstructured play with healthy development. Corporations such as IBM 
promote its application to innovation and future success. Commercial 
enterprises provide play spaces and play-based programs for children. 
Local governments invest public funds to build community playgrounds. 
A proliferation of Internet blogs, websites, and videos describe how 
play—particularly imaginative or pretend play—facilitates learning and 
development.

So what is this activity that is as natural for young children as sleeping and 
eating? Why has play inspired such renewed interest? Child development and 
early education experts struggle to define play concisely; yet, there is general 
agreement on its characteristics. 

• Play is freely chosen, actively engaging, intrinsically mo-
tivating, and fun. 

• Play is process oriented, that is, carried on for its own 
sake rather than to accomplish some specific goal. 

• Play is nonliteral. In play, children distort reality in some 
fashion. We call the nonliteral nature of play fantasy, 
pretend, make-believe, or dramatic. Children create their 
own realities by letting an object or action symbolize 
something that in reality it is not. They use blocks as 
phones, build castles out of sand, strum imaginary 
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guitars, and put on capes to rescue playmates from the 
bad guys.

Unlike adults, children don’t struggle to define play. They will show you or 
tell you that play is what they want to do rather than what they have to do. 
They have an innate need to explore and act on their environment as they 
attempt to make sense of it. It is through their own endeavors that children 
learn about the world, how it functions, what their place is in it, and what 
effect their own actions have on it. Trying to understand these basic things 
is common to people of all ages. It’s just that adults usually go about figur-
ing things out through other avenues. On the whole, adults are less curious, 
less flexible in their thinking, less imaginative, and less willing to take risks 
than young children are. Children’s need to know is evident in the hun-
dreds of questions they ask every day. Less obvious to us are the internal 
processes through which they create meaning. They continually synthesize 
information from new experiences by making connections to what they al-
ready know, thus constructing their own understandings and hypotheses of 
the world in which they live. When they have a problem or are puzzled by 
something—say, reaching the bananas on the counter or wondering why 
there are ants in the kitchen—they rely on these connections. They might 
use an available item to make a stool, an ingenious solution. Or they might 
imagine the cat chased the ants inside, an improbable cause. Their actions 
and speculations demonstrate flexible thinking and, often, indifference to 
other peoples’ opinions.

Perhaps these descriptions remind you of children you know or memories of 
your own childhood. I remember watching a three-year-old from my kitchen 
window after a summer downpour. Across the street a big mud puddle had 
formed near the sidewalk, something novel in our neighborhood. He tapped 
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his foot into the puddle several times, feeling its consistency. He carefully 
stepped into the muck and stood very quietly for a moment. And then he 
began to jump and splash with great excitement. The flying mud delighted 
him. Bending over, he squeezed it in his fists. Next, he sat down, kicked his 
feet back and forth and then lay on his back to try to make the equivalent of 
snow angels in the mud. He was obviously enthralled by this new experience, 
by how the mud looked, felt, and responded to his actions. I don’t think his 
parents shared my amused reaction and probably not my approval when he 
came in the back door. But I hoped they accepted and perhaps even under-
stood why he was compelled to play in the mud and what he gained from that 
experience (besides a need for a bath). Not only was this child investigating the 
properties of mud and seeing what he could do with and in it, he was reveling 
in expressing himself.

Play Today

A generation or two ago, children were more often engaged in spontaneous-
ly playful activities of this kind. More young children were cared for in their 
own homes, and there were times during the day when most children were left 
to their own devices. Parents, particularly mothers, were busy with household 
tasks or caring for younger children and were happy to have older children oc-
cupy themselves. Regardless of the family’s economic circumstances or cultural 
background, most homes had a few toys and a good variety of everyday items or 
“loose parts.” Children used the materials on hand to create worlds from their 
imaginations. They lined up chairs to make cars they could drive. They dressed 
in articles of clothing and stepped into the roles these clothes represented. They 
clomped around in their parents’ shoes as they prepared for work or a trip to the 
store. They cooked imaginary birthday cakes and blew out the candles, and they 
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created shoe-box homes for their dolls. There were usually other children around 
to introduce novelty. They planned what they would do by telling other children, 
“Let’s pretend . . .,” and then decided who would be and do what. They orga-
nized games in their neighborhoods. Even though parents were busy, they were 
usually available to watch, to answer questions, or to settle conflicts that arose. 
What occurred happened naturally. It was taken for granted as part of the fabric 
of family life. Parents were grateful that children could entertain themselves, but 
they were less conscious of all the things children were learning in the process.

For the great majority of children today, these times are gone. Children are 
playing less. Their everyday experiences are influenced by changes in family 
structures and roles, economic circumstances, neighborhood environments, 
educational policies and standards, commercial interests, and the infusion of 
technology into every aspect of our lives. The proliferation of screen technolo-
gy and the amount of time children spend watching television and videos and 
using mobile devices has increased dramatically in recent years. According to a 
recent research summary by the Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood, 
estimates for the time preschool children spend with screen media range from 
2.2 to 4.6 hours a day. While many questions remain about the effects of screen 
technology on children’s minds and bodies, there are growing concerns about 
what children are not experiencing and doing in this era of digital childhood.

Many schools have reduced recess or have eliminated it altogether in an effort 
to provide more time for “on task” work and to increase the school’s academic 
ranking. Parents schedule structured activities for their children with the un-
derstandable goals of promoting their achievement, cultivating their talents, 
keeping them safe, and occupying them in constructive activities. Many chil-
dren are fortunate to have these kinds of opportunities. Nonetheless, over-
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scheduling diminishes opportunities for hands-on creative play. The com-
bined effects of these social changes means that the contexts in which children 
grow up today are very different than they were in their parents’ and certainly 
their grandparents’ generations. Their opportunities for play—self-chosen and 
self-structured activities—have diminished.

Even though the circumstances influencing childhood are rapidly changing, 
the underlying processes through which children develop and learn have not 
changed. They still literally and figuratively crawl before they walk and walk 
before they run. They still learn to communicate through trial and error and 
the responses and examples of those who care for them. They still construct 
their understandings of the world around them and their place in it through 
firsthand experiences interacting with objects and people. And there are still 
important life skills that children need to build to be successful in school and 
beyond. Play in general helps build many of these fundamental skills. Dramat-
ic play in particular is closely associated with children’s learning.

Dramatic Play and Creative Expression

In addition to exploratory play like that of the child splashing in the mud, 
children’s “sense-making” hinges on how they actively process and reprocess 
their firsthand experiences to understand them better. The main way young 
children do this is through dramatic play. They are adept at re-creating the life 
experiences that are most meaningful to them. Dramatic play enables them 
to control the scale and complexity of these experiences to better grasp their 
meaning. Unlike exploration or imitation, in dramatic play children create 
something new and different from external reality. Toddlers and two-year-olds 
may begin by imitating others as they practice simple actions, but they transi-
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tion quickly from this kind of practice play. Preschoolers are not merely imi-
tating the behaviors of a parent when they play house, although their parents’ 
actions inform their play. Instead, dramatic play enables them to determine 
what it means to be a parent in relation to what they already know. It’s com-
mon to see children reconstruct some aspects of their experiences over and 
over again with different variations. This is because as their understandings 
grow, their play changes and becomes more complex.

Dramatic play is also a form of self-expression. When children pretend, they 
are representing what they know about things that interest and concern them, 
however incomplete their knowledge may appear to adults. This form of 
self-expression aids understanding in the same way that many adults find that 
talking or writing clarifies their thinking. Young children are able to express 
through dramatic play what they do not yet have the verbal skills to commu-
nicate. Pretending provides a safe and nonjudgmental context for exercising a 
variety of intellectual skills.
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Other ways that children make 
sense of their experiences and 
express their understandings are 
through what teachers who are 
inspired by the Reggio Emil-
ia approach to early education 
think of as children’s natural 
“languages.” These modes of ex-
pression include drawing, paint-
ing, sculpture, collage, music, 
and movement. They too in-
volve symbolic thinking, just as 
conventional language and dra-
matic play do. After all, a word 
such as car, whether spoken or 
written, is a symbol; it stands 
for the actual thing. The ges-
tures and objects children use to 
pretend to drive a car symbolize 
what they know about cars and 
how to operate them. Likewise, 

drawing a picture of a car or of their parents, siblings, and themselves depicts 
their knowledge of cars and their family. These kinds of symbolic representa-
tions help children cement their understandings.

Dramatic play and creativity go hand in hand. Both rely on children’s symbolic 
thinking. Both involve drawing on experiences to make connections, imagine 
possibilities, and deal with ambiguity or, in other words, to hold contradictory 
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or opposing ideas. For example, children realize that a good idea that solves 
one problem can simultaneously create other problems, and that realization 
helps them develop reasoning skills and deal with conflict. In dramatic play 
and other creative activities, children use both divergent and convergent think-
ing. Initially, they imagine many ways to play out a particular scenario or 
express themselves creatively. This is called divergent thinking. After weighing 
possibilities, they switch to convergent thinking to carry out the one way they 
have settled on. They shift back and forth between these two forms of thinking 
at appropriate times in the creative process.

You may recall similar examples of children’s symbolic representations from 
observing your own children or the children you teach. I am reminded of a 
three-year-old who danced around the playground pretending she was a fairy 
godmother with a magic wand who could transform other children and play-
ground equipment into characters of her own imagination. I also remember 
the group of four-year-old “kittens” who minded their five-year-old “mother 
cat” friend whose pet cat had just had a litter, and the six-year-olds who built a 
fort out of packing crates and newly trimmed branches from which they made 
forays to capture prisoners. I also think of the three-year-old who painted an 
entire sheet of easel paper yellow after a trip to the fire station because “every-
thing there was yellow,” and my own son who sculpted hairy mango pits to 
resemble the features of each person in our family.

What do all these activities have in common? Why are children compelled to play 
out scenarios and invent environments and objects from their own imaginings? 
It is unlikely adults would plan these particular activities for children. Yet, giv-
en unstructured time, space, and materials, children spontaneously experiment, 
envision, plan, and carry out situations and create objects of their own design—
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ones that are most meaningful to them at the time. In the process, they build 
foundational skills and concepts, and they delight in self-expression. They feel 
a sense of accomplishment and joy because they are in control of their actions.

Dramatic Play at Different Stages

The early stages of play involve exploration and practice. Infants crawl to investi-
gate the measuring cups in a bottom kitchen drawer. Toddlers and two-year-olds 
repeatedly nest or stack those cups, but they may also pretend to drink out of 
them. This emergence of symbolic play in the second year of life (between twelve 
and twenty-four months) is an indication of children’s developing cognitive abili-
ties to make objects, gestures, actions, and, eventually, words stand for or represent 
something or someone else. As children grow, the gestures, actions, and language 
that accompany their representations and creative expressions become more com-
plex. Pretend play that is initially centered on themselves starts to involve others. 
Toddlers who pretended to drink from a cup soon give their stuffed animals a 
drink. Three-year-olds depend less on realistic objects such as a real cup to prompt 
dramatic play. They may substitute another object, such as a clam shell, for a cup. 
Later, they are able to rely on just the mental image of a cup. Simple actions are or-
ganized into sequences and pretend scenarios, such as making tea and having a tea 
party. This progression in children’s ability to represent their experiences parallels 
the development of language and literacy from concrete to more abstract.

The preschool years have been called the golden age of symbolic play. Whereas 
younger children’s play is mainly solitary or parallel (when they play next to 
another child), the play of preschool and kindergarten children becomes increas-
ingly social. Aptly termed socio-dramatic play, it is the primary form of play for 
four- to six-year-olds. It is person oriented rather than object oriented, and be-
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cause of that, it is considered to be a higher level of symbolic play behavior. In 
addition to transforming objects and actions symbolically, socio-dramatic play 
entails role-play, where children transform themselves, pretending to be someone 
or something they are not. The gestures, actions, language, and objects they use 
must be consistent with the roles they assume. They also must coordinate their 
roles with those of other children. Doing so requires communicating outside the 
play to negotiate roles, plan actions, and solve conflicts: “I am the mommy and 
you are the baby, and I’m going to fix you something to eat.” Then it requires 
ongoing communication within the play itself: “Here’s some nice warm soup.” 
As their play evolves, children move back and forth between reality—“Let’s pre-
tend I have to get ready for work,”—and fantasy—“Bye-bye, honey. I’ll be home 
soon.” This transition in and out of the play frame helps children communicate 
and understand social cues. They learn to interpret the behaviors of other chil-
dren and respond appropriately. This process also helps them understand that 
other people’s thoughts and feelings can be different from their own.
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Pretend play with others provides multidimensional opportunities for learning 
and practicing skills in all areas of development as children create complex sce-
narios together. Play usually lasts for at least ten minutes, but it can be much 
longer as play partners coordinate roles, communicate, and interact to enact 
pretend episodes.

Preschool and kindergarten children also create the physical frameworks for 
their play. Sometimes their efforts focus mainly on constructing things to-
gether such as roads and tunnels in the sand. At other times, their creations 
become stages for dramatic play. They might assemble everyday materials to 
set up a hospital or shoe store, and then take the roles of doctors and patients, 
shoe sellers and customers. In either case, the structures or settings they create 
represent what they understand about such things. Simultaneously, the pro-
cess of creating these frameworks themselves enables children to acquire and 
refine fundamental skills.
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Individual Differences in Dramatic Play

Many factors influence children’s dramatic play. You may have noticed differ-
ences in the amount, themes, roles, degree of realism, use of language, and lev-
el of activity in their pretend play. As described earlier, age is a primary factor. 
Toddlers and two- and three-year-olds often engage in solitary dramatic play, 
and their play is usually object oriented. They may pretend to drive a car or put 
a stuffed animal to bed. They also can be directors, making their toys act out 
particular sequences of actions, as can older children who are playing alone. In 
group situations, three- to six-year olds usually join together in person-orient-
ed fantasy play. The roles they choose can be more or less realistic. In general, 
younger children in this age range tend to act out realistic themes based on ev-
eryday experiences—say, pretending to be a mommy or brother—and they are 
more reliant on realistic props to stimulate their play. As children’s experiences 
in the world increase and their symbolic abilities develop, they are more likely 
to enact roles that are less family centered, less realistic, and less dependent on 
realistic props.

Gender can also influence themes and roles. Girls more often adopt domestic 
and person-based themes and roles; whereas, boys tend to gravitate toward 
adventure and object-based themes and roles. It’s quite common to see a girl 
pretending to be a mother or a particular storybook character and to see a boy 
driving a car or becoming a superhero. As in other areas, boys tend to be more 
physically active and less verbal in their fantasy play. Boys also tend to have 
more gender-typed interests than girls do. For example, they might be less in-
clined to play house than girls would be to put out a pretend fire. Since play is 
based on daily experiences, exposure to screen media also influences the con-
tent of children’s play. More exposure results in less realistic themes and roles.
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Socioeconomic status may also be a variable in the amount and depth of chil-
dren’s socio-dramatic play. It should be noted, however, that research finds 
varying effects of class and economics. Any actual differences might be at-
tributed to access to play materials and environments that support play as well 
as experiences that inspire it. Culture, parenting styles, and family expecta-
tions may also affect children’s dramatic play.

It is important to remember that these are tendencies, meaning that on aver-
age more or fewer children of a particular age, gender, or background will dis-
play these differences. Tendencies should not be interpreted as expectations for 
how individual children will or should play. Nonetheless, knowing there may 
be differences in dramatic play can help you plan accordingly and maximize 
the opportunities children have.

Dramatic Play and Innovation

More than two thousand years ago, the Greek philosopher Heraclitus said, 
“Change is the only constant.” We could argue that change has sped up con-
siderably since his time. None of us can know what children’s lives will be like 
in five years, let alone in twenty years. Babies born today may live to see the 
twenty-second century. We can only guess what political, social, economic, or 
technological developments will transform their daily lives. Adapting to and 
thriving in rapidly changing times requires more than basic academic skills. It 
demands resourcefulness, flexibility, teamwork, a creative frame of mind, and 
an internal sense of responsibility and self-discipline. It also requires a will-
ingness to take risks—to generate and test new ideas without fear of failing or 
being discouraged by the preconceptions or evaluations of others.
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In the current intense focus on common standards to ensure children measure 
up on standardized tests, opportunities for learning these kinds of skills and 
attitudes are often lost. In his 2006 TED Talk, “Do Schools Kill Creativity?” 
noted innovation and creativity expert Sir Ken Robinson said, “We don’t grow 
into creativity. We grow out of it. Or rather, we get educated out of it.” A 
2010 Newsweek article by Po Bronson and Ashley Merryman, “The Creativity 
Crisis,” quotes faculty of a major Chinese university on the topic of America’s 
focus on standardized curriculum, “You’re racing toward our old model. But 
we’re racing toward your model, as fast as we can.” That same year, 1,500 IBM 
executives from around the world who were surveyed selected creativity as the 
most important factor for future success. If our only focus is on helping chil-
dren meet challenges in the world as we now know it, we may not be preparing 
them for what lies ahead.



16  |  Play Today

Creativity is not solely connected to the 
arts. It involves using previous experiences 
to create new connections to solve prob-
lems. Every field emphasizes thinking out-
side the box. In elementary and high school 
classrooms, an emphasis on project-based 
learning has been shown to increase stu-
dents’ problem-solving abilities and cre-
ativity. And indeed, projects conducted 
with younger children that enable them to 

investigate and display answers to their own questions provide many oppor-
tunities to develop these intellectual dispositions and skills. Be that as it may, 
dramatic play, the primary form of play for preschool and kindergarten chil-
dren, is associated with high levels of creativity.

Dramatic play provides a risk-free arena where children can explore and ex-
periment with ideas, test and evaluate their skills, and add to and change the 
environment in their own ways. In role-play, children act as if they are someone 
else, imagining and weighing possibilities. This helps them analyze situations 
from different perspectives. Pretending to be someone else, with all the ges-
tures, actions, and language that entails, also gives children practice thinking 
divergently as they consider different things they can pretend to do. After they 
have decided what and how to play, their attention shifts to staging the play 
they have planned. Their thinking becomes more convergent. Creativity and 
innovation rely heavily on divergent thinking, but to accomplish goals, conver-
gent thinking is also necessary. It’s no wonder that research shows that young 
children who spend a good deal of time role-playing have high scores on mea-
sures of creativity.

If our only focus is 

on helping children 

meet challenges in 

the world as we now 

know it, we may not 

be preparing them 

for what lies ahead.
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If you are like most teachers, you hope the children you teach will be lifelong 
learners. Even though that term is somewhat cliché, its connection to personal 
growth and social progress cannot be overstated. Lifelong learning requires a 
desire to figure things out, to actively make sense by making personal connec-
tions, to look at things from different perspectives and imagine possibilities, 
and to be unafraid of making mistakes. Do these attitudes and skills remind 
you of the things young children do in creative play?
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