Class 4

Issues Part 2

Articles:
When Boys and Gitrls Play
Building an Encouraging Classroom with Boys in Mind

Discussion Questions:

Identify some of the ways in which boys and girls play differently?

How can teachers use this information to benefit all children?

Do you agree that boys may be more active than girls in preschool classrooms?
Identify some large motor activities which will benefit boys and gitls.

Identify some sensory activities for all preschool childten,
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When Girls and Boys Play:
What Research Tells Us

JEANETTA G. RILEY AND ROSE B. JONES

esearch on play suggests that children of all ages ben-

efit from engaging in play activities (Bergen, 2004).

With the recent emphasis on standards and testing,
however, many teachers. have felt the increzsed pressure to
spend time on structured learning events, leaving few moments
of relaxation in a-child’s day (Chenfeld, 2006). Many elemen-
tary schools have even redsced or eliminated recess times in
an effort to give children more time to ‘work on academics
(Clements, 2000). That is unfortunate, as findings from studies
of play indicate that play helps children to develop social,
language, and physical skills.

While beneficial for both, play often differs for girls and
boys (sée Gallas, 1998; Gurian & Stevens, 2003). This article
reviews research related to the differences found between the
genders as they play and the benefits that elementary children
can gain from play. In addition, the authors include suggestions
for educators regarding children’s play at school.

Social Development
Girls and Boys Sharing Social
Interactions during Play

Researchers have found differences in the way the genders
soclalize during play. In an early study examining gender and
play, Lever (1978). found several differences in how Sth-grade
girls and boys play, For’ example, boys played more competi-
tive, rujé-oriented, group games than did girls; girls interacted

in srialler groups, had conversations, and walked and talked

with friends more: often than did boys. Lever concluded that
the nature of boys team games and. their experiences with
rule-dictated play: 1) allowed for the development of coop-

eration skills between peers with differing ideas, 2) afforded

them opportunities to work independently to accomplish a
commeon task, and 3) provided motivation to abide by estab-
lished rules.

Other recent studies have found results similar to those of .

Lever (1978). A study ‘of elementary students at recess con-
ducted by Butcher (1999) indicated that ‘boys more often

participated in competitive games, and girls chose activities
that allowed them o have conversations. Likewise, Lewis and
Phillipsen {1998} found that elementary-age boys at recess
played physically active group games with rules more often
than did girls. However, in-contrast to Lever’s (1978) findings
on groupings during recess, Lewis and Phillipsen (1998) noted
that while girls tended to-play in small groups, boys tended to
play in groups of various sizes, from dyads to more than five
children,

Also consistent with Lever’s (1978) findings, a study of
4th-graders by Goodwin (2001) indicated that boys tended to
form social structures, wherein the boys who were more skilled
at the activity took the lead and directed the players. Boys with
less skill were allowed to play but were not allowed a leadership
role. In contrast, girls’ leadership roles during games of jump
rope did not-depend on their ability to carry out the physical
tasks of the game. Instead of one girl taking the lead, several
gitls directed the games; however Goodwin (2001) found that
the girls were mare hksly to excludt: others from their play than
weére the boys, '

Even very young children tend to be socially influenced by
playing with same-sex peers. For example, Martin and Fabes’
(2001) investigation of préschool and kindergarten children

at play indicated that playing with same-gender peers affects
play behavxors Their research findings added to the evidence

{e.g., Boyatzis, Mallis, & Leon, 1999; Thorne, 1993) that chil-
dren often choose to play with same-sex peers. Additionally,
Martin and Fabes found genderétypidal behaviors for children
who more oftén played with same-sex peers. For instance, the
girls who most often played with other girls were generily less
active durmg play and chose to play-in areas:close to adults.
Boys who played with other hoys more often engaged in play
that was more aggressive and farther from adult supervision.

“This stereotypical play was found less often in children who

tended to play with the opposite sex..

Not “all students have ‘positive social experiences during
play activities. Some students may have difficulty developing
the ‘appropriate skills necessary for positive peer interactions.
Ctilldren with inadequate social skills may tend to behave
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inappropriately during times of free play, such as recess
(Blatchford, 1998). Rather than limit free play due to inappropri-
ate behavior, however, these times can provide opportunities for
conflict resalution interventions. In one study by Butcher (1999),
the researchers trained college students to use conflict resolu-
tion strategies when interacting with 1st- through 6th-graders
during recess times. The volunteers provided positive feedback,
modeled appropriate social skills, and implemented strategies to
increase cooperation among the children. As a result, when the
numbers were analyzed, combining all grade levels, the means
for the number of incidents of inappropriate targeted behaviors
(i.e., violent behavior, verbal abuse, and inappropriate equipment
use) declined during interventions. However, it is important to
note that when the results were analyzed according to gender,
significant differences were found in the reduction of targeted
behaviors for boys only. No significant differences were found
for girls’ behavior. The researchers suggested that this lack of
difference for the girls was due to the limited number of negative
behaviors the girls initially exhibited (Butcher, 1999).

Overall Play and the Social

Development of Children

By the time children reach school age, play typically becomes
a social activity (Jarrett & Maxwell, 2000). As children play
with others, they begin to leam what behaviors are expected and
acceptable in their society. Playing with peers permits children
to adjust to the expected norms (Fromberg, 1998},

Opportunities for free play with limited adult interven-
tion provide time for children to explore which behaviors are
accepted among their peers (Wortham, 2002). As younger chil-
dren associate in play situations, they begin to realize that play
ends if they do not negotiate bebaviors and cooperate; therefore,
play helps children leamn to regulate their behaviors in order to
continue playing together (Heidemann & Hewitt, 1992; Poole,
Milier, & Church, 2004). _

For older children, recess can be a time for learning about
and-adjusting to peer expectations. Pellegrini and Blatchford’s
(2002) findings suggest that recess play prowdes children
with time to enter into socxal relanonshlps early in- the school
year, which, in turs, helps them in social situations throughout
the year. Pellegrini, Blatchford, Katé, and Baines (2004) also
found thattecess allowed opportunities for children to increase
positive social experiences. For the 7- and 8-year-old partici-
pants in their study, basic games played at the beginning of the
school year permitted the chlldren time to get acquainted with
peers, leading to more advanced play once the children became
more familiar with gach other Additionally, Jarrett: etal. {1998)
speculated that children who move from one schoo] to another
find recess times helpful in adjustxnu and makmg new friends.

Language Development

Girls and Boys Expressing

Language during Play

Research indicates that the types.of gamies in which gitls often

engage may support language development differently than the
types of games boys typically play. Blatchford, Baines, and

Pellegrini (2003) studied playground activities of children in
England during the year the children tumed 8 years oid. The
researchers found that girls held significantly more conversa-
tions and played significantly more verbal games than did boys.
Goodwin (2002) also found that 4th- through 6th-grade girls
spentmost of theirplaytime talking with one another. Their games
tended to require close proximity 1o one another, thus allowing
for extended conversations. Conversely, some studies found
that the games boys tended to choose often involved language
usage that was more instruction-oriented, with boys verbally
directing the play actions of one another (Boyle, Marshall, &
Robesen, 2003; Goodwin, 2001).

Overall Play and Language Skill
Development of Children

Play is a natural environment for children’s langiiage devel-
opment (Perlmutier & Burrell, 1995). Children use language
during their solitary play as well as in social play encounters
(Piaget, 1962). Both expressive and receptive language skills
are needed to plan, explain, and execute play activities. Lan-
guage skills give children the ability 10 cooperate in creating
and prolonging their play episodes (Van Hoorn, Monighan-
Nourot, Scales, & Alward, 2003).

Developing language . skills facilitates peer relationships.
Piaget (1962) theorized that the talk of preschool-age children is
egocentric(ie., talk thatis notforthe eake of communicating with
othérs). Very young children verbalize without 2 need for others
to enter into the conversation; however, as older children begin
to interact more often with adults and peers, the need to commu-
nicate arises. Egoceniric speech gradually subsides and social
speechtakesoveras children practiceusinglanguage (Ginsburg &
C)pper, 1979). '

Language m the context of piay prov:des
children with the ability- to develop
strategies for cooperation, engage in

varied and complex play themes, and share
perspectwes about thelr worid

Language is 4 major factor in ‘social play scenarios, such as
sociodramatic play in ‘which children create pretend play ‘epi-
sodes and take on the roles. of others: Language in the context
of play provides children with the ability to.develop strategies
for cooperation, engage in varied and complex play themes, and
share perspectives about their world (Van Hoorn et-al., 2003).
Children’s Janguage guides their play and provides the .com-
riumication needed for the continuation of the play (Guddemi,
2000; Heidemann & Hewitt, 1992).

Language nsage dunng play allows children to develop.and
test their verbal skills. Children experiment with language. by

‘telling jokes. and riddles, reciting chants and poems, and mak-

ing up words. As children use language during play, they create
meaning for theinselves concerning the nature of language and
communication (Frost, 1992). Additionally, playing with- lan-
guage develops children’s phonological awareness by allowing
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for experimentation with the sounds of words. Children leamn
that sounds can be manipulated as they rhyme werds and create
nonsense words (Johnson, Christie, & Wardle, 2003).

A more complicated form of play, games with rules, also
requires children to expand their language skills. Once the ego-
centrism of garlier childhood diminishes, children can become
more proficient at working together to negotiate the rules of games
{(Van Hoom et al., 2003). Games with rules provide practice in
cooperation, as well as oppormnities to build language skills, as
children create new games or discuss rules of known games.

Physical Development
Girls and Boys Engaging in Physical
Activity during Play
Research indicates gender differences in physxcal activity dur-
ing play. Studies have noted that boys, from infancy through
adolescence, tend to participate in more physically active play
than do girls (Campbell & Eaton, 1999; Frost, 1992; Lindsey
& Colwell, 2003). For example, Lindsey and Colwell (2003}
observed young children and found that boys playing with one
other child engage in more physical play than girls playing with
one other child. Addmonally, a study by Sarkin, McKenzie,
and Sallis (1997) compared gender differences in play levels of
Sth-graders during physical education classes and recess. They
found no significant differences between the boys’ and the girls’
activity levels during physical education classes. However,
during recess times, boys more oftén played games requiring
higher levels of physical-:aCtivi_zy than did girls. Girls played less
strenuous garnes or held conversations as they walked around
the playground. These resulis suggested that during times of
unstructured activity, such as recess, boys tend to choose more
active play than girls do.

‘Likewise, other reséarchers also concluded that the physi-
cal play of girls and boys often differs. Boys and girls tend
to divide into gendered groups during outdoor play, and they
often choose different types of activities (Thorne, 1993). Stud-
Jles suggest that boys engage in play that involves more physical
activity (Boyle, Marshall, & Robeson; 2003), more competition
(Lever, 1978), and more space (Martin & Fabes, 2001) than do
girls. Pellegrini and Smithi (1993) suggested that boys tend to
prefer playing outdoors, due:to the need for open space to par-
ticipate in their active games. One type of active play in which
boys tend to engage in more frequently than girls is rough and
turnble play (Martin & Fabes, 2001; Pellegrini, 1989; Thorne,
1993). Rough and tumble play involves such activities as grab-
bing and wrestling and may be a socially. acceptable way for
boys to physically dembonstrate their feelings of friendship
(Reed, 2000).

Overall Aclive Play and Physical
Development in Children

The human body needs ‘movement to stay healthy and well,
Findings by the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion (2005) indicate. that the mc:dem:e of childhood obesity is
increasing. In today’s world, many children spend most of their

time in sedentary activities that do not enhance physical fitness.
Active play encourages movement, thereby helping children’s
fitness. According to Huettig, Sanborn, DiMarco, Popejoy, and
Rich (2004), young children need at least “thirty to sixty min-
utes of physical activity aday” {p. 54). Physical advantages that
children gain from active play are increased motor control and
flexibility (Brewer, 2001). Furthermore, with the added body
control that develops as they play, children often become more
competent in their skills and gain the self-confidence to play
games with peers (Wortham, 2002).
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Physncai movement is necessary for the
growth and development of the mind
as well as the body. The brain needs
movement in order to functlon properly
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Physical movement is necessary for the growth and develop-
ment-of the mind as well as the body. The brain needs move--
ment in order to function properly (Gurian, 2001). Although
indooer play encourages creativity and secialization, it provides
only a limited amount of space for the type of physical move-
ment children need each day, Time in outdoor play encougages
physical activity, which, in turn, increases children’s physical
fitness. Consequently, outdoor recess periods provide the time

and space for children to engage in the physmally vigorous

active play that is Jimited indoors (Sutterby & Frost, 2002).

Further Research Needs

Understanding more about how. play benefits the social, lan-
guage, and physical development of children can help teachers
as they create learning environments; however, more research
is needed to gain # clearer picture of how play enhances chil--
dren’s learning: For exaruple, studies examining the influence’
of recess on classroom behaviors, such as concentration and
amount. of -‘work produced, have yielded conflicting results

(Jarrett et al, 1998; Pellegrini & Davis, 1993). Therefore, more

wotk is necessary to determine how unstructured play correlates

‘with behavier as well as.academic achievement, Additionally,

more research needs to be.conducted about social interventions
durmg play Children who have been targeted as requmng assis-
tance in developing. pos:tnve social-behaviors may- have more
difficulty during times of unstructured activity (Blatchford,

1998). Research to determine how to best assist these children,

particularly during recess periods, is needed. ,
Finally, some researchers”have included such variables
us race and gender within the framework of theu' stndy of

been to examine the educauonal 1mphcatxons based on the

different ways girls.and boys play. This aspect of piay needs

further' examination if educators are to gain & better under-

standing of how to best structure learning environmienis for
both genders.
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Implications for Educators

Knowing the research about how children play and what they
learn as they play can help educators and parents make sound
decisions about how to provide appropriate play opportunities.
To create learning environments in which children can thrive,
adults must observe children’s needs and try 10 accommodate
those needs. The following are some suggestions for educators
and parents.

« Importance of Observations of Play Experiences:
Teachers can vse playtimes to-observe and assess
children's social, emotional, physical, and cognitive
development. Observing children’s play can provide
teachers with information about how to create
appropriate learning environments. In some settings,
recess may be a prime time to-do this.

« Girls? Play: Gizls have been found to engage in -
more ‘sedentary, language-oriented activities during
recess play than boys. Although this type of activity
is imaportant, girls also need to be encouraged to be
physicatly active, While many boys may patiicipate
in physical movement through rough and tumble play,
educators may need to help girls create activities in
whichthey become more active. Providing areas and
cquip'mént for active play is the first step; additionatly,

ensuring that girls have the opportunity to engage in this

type of physical play is necessary.

* Boys’ Play: Rough and turnble play may provide an
outlet for boys’ physical, social, emotional, and verbal
expression. Schools where all physical contact during
play has been banned may need to consider how to
reduce aggressive behaviors while allowing for this type
of physical contact between boys. Recess monitors may
need to be trained to recognize differenices between acts
of aggression and rough and tamble play. Additionally,
the exploratioh of laniguage that girls enjoy during play
may nieed 10 be encouraged for boys by creating play
environments that support language development For
example, teachers can lead boys in discussing their play
dctivities.

¢ Accommodations for Differences: Childreir have-
various interests and styles of play; therefore, schools
can provide a variety of play materials and equipment
1o accommodate the dxfferenccs Additionally, an
assortment of resources can encourage chxldren to
expand and extend their play. Children with special
needs should be considered in this process.,

» Parental Awareness: Parents may be‘concerned that
their young children are “only playing™ at school.
During Open House, at PTA meetings, and through
newsletters, educators can make parents aware of growth
and development that takes place as children play, both
in classrooms and at recess. If is necessary to make
adults aware that natural outdoor play environments are.
important for girls and boys and that these areas do not.
always require eqmpment Rustic, wooded settings can
provide children with many opportunities for creative

movement, imaginative growth, and cognitive leaming
as they participate in such activities as nature walks with
adult supervision.

+» Cooperative Activities: Although research indicates
that girls tend to enjoy cooperative activities while
boys pursue competitive games, children need to learn
about both cooperation and competition. Teachers can
incorporate each type of activity into classroom lessons.

Conclusion

While some adults dismiss play as mere fun, much growth and
development occurs during playtimes. As children play, they
gain knowledge of the world and an understandmg of their place
in it. Although play may differ generaily for girls and boys, it
offers both genders opportunities to test and refine their devel-
oping social, language, and physical skills, which leads not only
to academic achievement but also toa lifetime of success. Thus,
play does benefit children.
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Margaret King with Dan Gartrell

For reasons of development and temperament, 2 lot of boys
have difficulty fitting the traditional classroom expectations of
many teachers. Active, aggressive, challenging, and noncompli-
ant are words teachers often use to describe young boys. Even

the most competent teachers are sometimes’ chajlenged by the"

behavior of some boys, and many find it difficult to distinguish
probiem behavior from typical “boy behavior.” Educators fre-
quently describe boys as socially immature or developmentally
young. In a recent study (Pastor & Reuben 2002) researchers
found that boys too frequently are labeled as having ADD (at-
tention deficit disorder) or ADHD (attention deficit hyperactiv-
ity disorder). '

Infact, many boys do need
more physical activity and may
be developmentally younger by
6 to- 18 months than girls.

Teachers tend to view bdys who are energetxc and active as
difficuit to manage. In fact, many boys- do need more physical
activity and may be developmentally younger by 6 to 18 months
than girls (Soderman et d.,1999) Active, energetic children,
notably boys, seem to. spend alotof ime engaged in off-task be-
havior, looking for and ﬁndmg mischief. The following ex-
ample describes such. a sithation.

In a well-organized preschool clissroom with well-
defined aréas and activities based on children’s de-

_ ‘velopmental levels and interests, a' group-of boys
are cansing their teacher to question her skills.
They dump contmners of small Legos or Unifix
-cubes on the floor when she isn’t lookmg “They
wrestle with each other durmg group time—with
‘horseplay sometimes escalating futo serious con-
flicts. When asked the reasons for their behavior,
they say, “It’s fun and then giggle.

ding an Encouraging
assroom with Boys in Mind

The adults are not amused, but the boys seem
to enjoy their mischief. The overall pattern of be-
havior is persistent and disrupts the fow of the
.day’s routines and activities. The teacher worries
about the effects of the frequent conflicts on the
boys themselves, the rest of the children, her assis-
tant and herself. She wonders, “Is the prob!em the
boys? Is it the way I teach them? How can 1 create
a classroom that is more responsive to the chil-
dren—especially the boys?”

Rethinking environments and activities

After observing the children's interactions in different parts.
of the environment and-at different times of the day, the teacher
reflected on what she had seen and heard. She realized that the
boys were off task because they were not mtcrested in many of
the activities the teaching team provided. She decided to make
changes in the learning environment to address the boys” devel-
opinent, interssts, and activity levels.

- Some of the ideas on these pages worked for this teacher, and
they could help other teachers:plan for and. respond to young
boys, Making an environment more encouragiog, for. boys is
likely to empower girls to become more active, independent,
and creative as well. ’

Condusioﬂ-

You cdn expect that the changes you make will modify the
classroom culture. Previously bored and uninvolved boys will
become ‘more engaged, significantly’ reducing program-influ-
enced mistaken behavior. As a result, the other children, less
upset: by frequent conflicts, may seem more relaxed and com-
fortable. They 100 are likely to enjoy new areas, such as those
for large muscle activities and woodworking. Addressing the
needs of boys can make the program more developmentally re-
sponsive for all the children in the class.
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~ Large Motor and
‘Whole Body Experiences

Physical activity is necessary for all chil-
dren, but it is especially important for young
boys who enjoy running, jumping, and mov-
ing their bodies. There are many ways to fos-
ter opportunities for large muscle activity and
whole body experiences in the indoor and
outdoor classroom environments. Here are
some suggestions:

Extend classroom learning to the outdoors.
At center time plan at least one adult-led,
small group, outdoor activity. The outdoor
activity. might be as simple as taking a na-
ture walk or conducting a scavenger hunt,
or as complex as creating a water system
using pipes and joints. When the weather
allows, spend lots of time outside. Respect
this period as an opportunity for children
to learn what their bodies can do (to devel-
op their “physical intelligence” [Gardner
1993]). Remember that children tend to
get more lower body exercise than upper.
Climbing, building with various materials,
and gardening develop the arms, shoul-

ders,. and trunk muscles. Use teachable

moments to make outdoor time education-
al.

Plan activities to occur during regular out-
door playtime. Have at least one outdoor
teacher-planned and -led play activity
each day. Present several options—Ilet the

children choose whether to build and then

negotiate an obstacle course, wave huge
bubble wands and chase the bubbles, or
play a climbing game.

P hysical activity is
especially important for
young boys who enjoy
running, jumping, and
moving their bodies.

Create an indoor large motor environment

cutside the classroom For example, trans-
form a large storage area into an indoors
large-muscle activity room. Place safety
floor mats, balls, and climbing equipment
in the room, and use it for rough-and-tum-
ble play, dancing and movement, and
climbing. (See “The Inside Information
about Safety Surfacing,” Young Children,
March 2003, pp. 108-11, for guidelines on
safe indoor surfacing material.)

Create a large-motor/physical fitness center

in the classroom. Besides the-all-important
climber and safety surfacing, include
beanbags for throwing, carpet squares for
jumping, boards for walking and balanc-
ing, and music for dancing. Construct a
classroom physical fitness center featuring
a homemade weight table (for weights, fill
plastic bottles with sand and attach them
to a sawed-off broom handle) and a floor
mat for calisthenics. With a little creativity,
you can devise a mini-exercise-bike. Make
the fitness center as permanent a part of
your room as the housekeeping area.

Integrate whole body movements into activ-

ities. Offer tools such as feather dusters or
paintbrushes to use indoors with tempera
or diluted finger paint on large pieces of
Plexiglas or cardboard or outdoors with
water on the walls. Include large hollow
blocks or cardboard blocks in the block ar-
ea. Lead daily music.and movement activ-
ities,
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auiiding an

Boys tend to spend a significant amount of
time playing with blocks, Legos, and other
construction materials. Teachers need to
help children plan their building and con-
struction ideas as well as remind them how
to use blocks appropriately. The ideas that
follow can enhance the block area and offer
new ways to build and construct.

Focus on the block area: Enlarge the block
area to-provide plenty of space for children
to carry out their construction plans.
Change block accessories to fit current
themes and interests and include pads of
paper and pencils so children can make
plans and notes about their constructions.
Some children prefer to draw before build-
ing; others plan by talking about what they
will do. Use digital photographs and video
recordings to document the building pro-
cess. Share and discuss the documentation
with children to help them reflect on what
they did and plan new constructions.

Create a woodworking area. Many art activ-
ities are two—dsmens:ona! and of little in-
terest to boys. Boys will, however, enjoy a
woodworking area where they can use a
variety of carpentry. tools and materials to
experiment, practice, and make three-di--
mensional constructions. Be sure to pro-
vide plenty of safety goggles. Invite parents
and local carpenters to help plan and cre-
ate developmentally appropriate wood-
working projects.

Eoys:fend. to spend a
significant amount of time
playing with construction
materials.

H
i

Lonstracio

i

Dfer varisty in art and writing, Add con-.
 struction and building materials to the art
area, thus allowing more choices for
whole hand manipulation of materials as
well as fine motor manipulation. Offer a
variety of wide and narrow writing and
drawing tools so children have a choice.

Staple along the left edge of a stack of sev-
eral sheets of paper to create blank book-
lets that children can turn into their own
action picture books about their imaginary
experiences.

Assess and update manipulatives. Although

many boys like to build, some have diffi-
culty using Legos. Large manipulatives
such as Duplos are better for creative
work, while Legos continue to be useful
for fine motor skill development,

Cffer variety and new experiences. Less dra-

matic changes to the environment can also
be effective in engaging the attention of
boys. From time to time reorganize and
outfit the housekeeping area to become a
dramatic play setting for camping, garden-
ing, fishing, or restaurant play. Active and
educational computer  activities and
games of 'S'tra‘t'égy ‘require. boys—and
girls—to work in cooperative groups. At
group story times, teachers can vary the
books read aloud by alternating informa-
tion books on topics of interést to boys
with favorite picture books.
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Sensory Exploration and Experimentation

Boys frequently enjoy exploring and experi-
menting—for example, digging in sandboxes or
taking block constructions apart (Grossman &
Grossman 1993). Offer these activities to en-
courage children to engage in spontaneous sci-
entific exploration:

Exploring and experimenting. Create daily op-
portunities for exploration and experimenta-
tion such as an activity that allows children
to answer the question, “What happens if

..2" ("What happens if you mix water with
sand or cornstarch?”)

Sensory play. Include standard materials—
sand and water, playdough, clay—and cre-
ate new ones such as glurch (a mixture of
powdered starch and water) and -a home-
made version of Silly Putty {using fabric soft-
ener and white
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combining and mixing substances as well as
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ads, raw vegetables, puddings, mashed pota-
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Boys frequently enjoy
exploring and experimenting.
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