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Making Sense of Outdoor Pretend Play 

By June P. Perry, Ph.D

Exerpted from the May 2003 issue of Young Children, the journal of the National Association for the Education of Young Children.

2nd Part of Article

Watching for the progress of play

Children’s pretend play with each other follows a pattern:  initiating play, negotiating what the game is going to be about, and then acting out the game. 

During initiation, children are deciding on whom to play with.  This is relatively easy when children have had a lot of practice or when they have regular play partners-a special friend or two. 

In other cases children new to play may desire companionship but have no idea how to begin.  “No one wants to play with me” means a child is ready for practice.  The tire swing is one sure bet in facilitating initiation, because it guarantees eye contact.  Coaching children to use key phrases is another helpful strategy.  “There’s Jaleel in the sand.  Go over and say, ‘Here I am.’”  Direct contact can be overwhelming for some children, and simply setting up a play spot for side-by-side play is the first step on the road to independent play with another child.  

Sometimes a child is so eager and attracted to the focused play of others that he or she will attempt to enter play by barging in and getting a rise from the others.  The teacher can help by suggesting that the child  first watch to see how the game works and then use language to enter the play, such as “Hey, guys, what are you doing?” 

Often a child who is chasing another child wants to play but is misunderstood by others as meaning harm.  A teacher’s “I think she wants to play” can help children understand each other’s perspective. 

Negotiation 

During the negotiation phase of pretend play, children decide on the theme of their game.  Willie wants to play “good guy.”  He chases Ellie, pulling her arm to slow her down.  I prompt a tearful Ellie:  “Ask Willie, say: ‘How come you’re pulling my arm?’” Willie is clear.  “Because you are the bad guy, and I’m the good guy and I’m catching you.”  Willie is coached to ask Ellie first if she wants to be the bad guy.  This is a revelation to Willie, who is learning how to negotiate what game he will play with others. 

Sometimes a group’s fast pace results in indiscriminate interruption of other play in the yard.  “Hey, you three, what are you doing?”  I ask to help them think out loud about the details of their game.  Teachers can help children think up roles to act out in their games; for example, if they are playing kitties, I ask if they have a parent, siblings, or cousins.  When children’s imaginations need a nudge, the teacher can suggest a game observed in the past. 

Enactment 

In the enactment phase, children act out the game.  I watch for disagreements that threaten to end the game, help identify player intentions when they are confusing, and model the use of language and play voice to cue progressive developments in the game’s theme.  As needed, I also refer to safety rules. 

In a group with diverse cultural backgrounds, different behaviors or ways of speaking can mean different things.  I may need to help children slow down the momentum of the game long enough so that players can check on intentions.  o be inviting and accessible for children:  toys and materials are tidy, ordered on uncluttered open shelves, and well stocked.  The space is defined:  a table has two chairs; a sandbox has two hills with two shovels on each hill; the climbing structure is a lion’s den now later it is a firehouse. 

Teachers complement children’s play

Each learning center is separate from other areas to promote focused activity.  The teacher’s role is to complement the children’s desire to play and imagine together.  Teachers watch and support how children begin play, how they figure out what to do together, and how they then play together.  

Why is it so important that children play outside?  A climbing structure, sand area, and tire swing suggest physical challenges but leave the theme of play up to the children.  As preschoolers begin to identify with each other as a group separate from the adults in their lives, they seek out their peers for friendship and feelings of control and accomplishment.  These social skills, gained in the [image: image7.wmf][image: image8.png]


[image: image9.wmf]company of each other, are the predictors of academic achievement and school adjustment in the primary grades (Pellegrini & Blatchford 2002).

The importance of place

When the play yard has defined and protected places for small groups of children, these areas support children’s complex thinking and communication.  Once children have played “making noodles” in the sand kitchen, “hunting for foxes” in the wood chips, or “firefighters” with the big blocks, their recollection of that event becomes as concrete a cue for future play as the bowl and spoon, the rakes, or the fire hats offered on succeeding days to encourage small group imaginative play.

My job in supervising the play yard is to honor the history of children’s play from the days before and to set up defined spots where children can take up the game again.  Then I watch how children use the curricular areas. 

Aziza and Meli:  What complex outdoor play looks like

As a teacher, part of my role is to support the progression of children’s play with each other, day after day, month after month.  I notice Aziza and Meli, both three years old, in the sandbox.  In my half of the yard, two other children huddle together over a table of bird finger puppets and tiny pumpkins.  A threesome takes turns pushing each other in the tire swing.  Two more children sit on large blocks, fire hats on, grasping the attached steering wheels, and whooping out their alarm sirens.  I grab a clipboard, paper, and pencil and position myself to see my supervision area.  Then I begin writing.  

Meli digs a hole in the sand.  “I’m making it fat,” she explains.  Thinking of our class bunny, Aziza adds, “Fat for Byron to lie in.  Then he can lie in the hot sun and burn out his fur.”  She sprinkles sand into the hole. 

“What’s the dry sand for?” Meli asks.  “What we’re putting in is called Big Ammilium,” Aziza responds, “Say Big.”  “Big”.  “Ammilium.”  “Amilia.”  “Amilium,” Aziza corrects.  “Big Ammilium.  Spell it:  A-L-A.”  Aziza reaches for a see-through plastic tube and places it in Meli’s hole.  “It’s a trap, see?  Caught.  When it catches any bug, it snatches it and takes the blood away.”

“You mean pretend orilium?” asks Meli.  “Aluminum,” Aziza corrects again.  She sifts sand into the upstanding plastic tube.  “And this bug catcher is going to get trapped, and my mom says it’s my turn for the hole.” 

“But I don’t want your mom to say it’s your turn, it will make me sad,” says Meli.  Aziza looks at Meli.

Meli pulls the tube out of her hole.  “Then I throw it away,” and she tosses the tube.  “That’s not good, Meli, because then the bugs have nowhere to go to get trapped,” says Aziza.

“Pretend we share this, OK?” suggests Meli.  “Yeah, and the bugs get trapped.”

After five minutes of frenetically keeping pace with Aziza and Meli, the observation period ends.  Aziza and Meli have experimented with new language, word sounds, and letters; they have negotiated different perspectives, practiced taking turns and sharing, and experienced the complexity of thinking involved in switching from the real world to the world of imagination and back again. 

To be continued in next month’s newsletter




Subsidy News

Child Care Networks Web Site

Be sure to check out our web site at www.childcarenetworks.org.  We are proud of this site, especially the artwork from Chatham children.  You can learn about our services to parents, providers and the community.  You can even apply for some of our services on-line.  In our “What’s New?” section you can read and search our Chatham Child Care News.  While there you can follow a link to The Daily Parent newsletter for parents.  The “Did you know?” section offers tidbits of insights on child development.  You can explore the many services offered to providers in the provider section.  Also you can learn about the services we offer to the Latino Community.  And finally there is a great links page to cyber link you to many other child-related web sites.  

Melanie McBryde

CHILD CARE NETWORKS RESOURCE LIBRARY

FEATURE OF THE MONTH
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This month's feature:

FOLKTAILS Puppets with a tale 

SPIDER PUPPET 

From Folkmanis

This spider puppet can be used to tell a story or even a finger play.  This soft easy to use hand puppet comes complete with short finger plays about the spider and some facts of interest about spiders.  The children can take turns helping you tell a story using the hand puppet, or use it for creative play.   

Our Resource Library is available to Chatham County child care providers. To check out items, call Brenda Foxx at 542-6644, extension 16 or Marilyn Grubbs at extension 21. We may be able to deliver items if you have trouble coming to pick them up. Items in the Resource Library were purchased with funding from the Chatham County Partnership for Children. 
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MONTHLY PROVIDER MEETINGS

The monthly provider meetings are taking a summer vacation.  Watch this space to find out about the next meeting.  For more information call Sylvia Johnson at 663-2656.  

In addition to the training listed here, we have information about workshops in nearby counties sponsored by other agencies.  Call Marilyn Grubbs at 542-6644, extension 21 for this information.

CPR AND FIRST AID
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CPR or First Aid classes are taught by Sue Morrow, RN, monthly at Child Care Networks. Here is the upcoming schedule:

· July 1

First Aid

$15

· August 5

CPR


$22

· September 2
First Aid

$15

· October 7

CPR


$22

All classes begin at 6:00 p.m. at our office, 117 E. Salisbury Street in Pittsboro. Call Brenda Foxx to register for classes.  Register early, since classes fill up quickly. 
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HAVE A SAFE AND HAPPY FOURTH OF JULY!

CACFP Contracts

All Child Care Food Program contracts will expire on September 30, 2003 and must be renewed to continue in the CACFP.  The renewal process will be completed during the June, July and August monitoring cycle.  If you have any questions, please feel free to call your CACFP monitor.  

Child & Providers Income Eligibility Applications

All Child Care Eligibility and Providers Income Eligibility Applications will expire on June 30th.  If you are a Tier I provider by income, please be prepared to complete the new eligibility application.  You will need to have a signed copy of your 2002 income tax return, a copy of your spouse’s June pay stub and all other documentation that applies to the renewal process. 

If you are a Tier II mixed home which accepts Child Eligibility forms, you will need to distribute new forms to all parents by July 1st.  It is very important to tell your parents to mail them to the Pittsboro Office by July 15th.  The forms and addressed envelopes will be given to you at the end of your monitoring visit in June or will be mailed to you in June. 

Vacations

If you have scheduled vacation time, please call your CACFP monitor so she can plan monitoring and renewal visits around your vacation.  You should always keep us informed of any change in your hours of child care.  If you have any questions, please fee free to call me. 

- Pat Alston
The Child and Adult Care Food Program is operated in accordance with the U.S. Department of Agriculture policy. The USDA prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, or marital or family status.  To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Ave., SW, Washington, DC 2050-9410 or call (202) 720-5964.

CHATHAM CHILD CARE NEWS is a resource publication for caregivers, parents, and other persons interested in child care.  It is published monthly by Child Care Networks.  Suggestions, information, and articles are welcomed and printed as space permits. Mail information to:



Marilyn Grubbs, editor



Chatham Child Care News



P.O. Box 1531



Pittsboro, NC 27312

or call (919) 542-6644, extension 21.

Contributors: Pat Alston, Brenda Foxx, Marilyn Grubbs and Melanie McBryde.

( 2003 Child Care Networks, Inc.

Child Care Networks, Inc. is a non-profit organization.  Donations are tax deductible and gladly accepted.

Child Care Networks, Inc. does not discriminate on the basis of race, ethnicity, age, gender, religion, handicap or national origin.
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