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Introduction  

This study focuses on free play at the Early Childhood and Primary Education school. It is assigned to the constructivist paradigm (Piaget, Vigotski, Bruner) and the ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1987). Thus, our study is based on theoretical contributions that understand play as the basis for the child’s integral development from a con-

text that offers the chance to exercise autonomy, decision-making, and conflict solving. This has been the core aspect of innovating contributions to early childhood education such as those by Malaguzzi, Montessori, Tonucci, among others. 

We understand CHILDHOOD as the period in the life of people with some peculiar behavioural characteristics that make it a unique period, more stressed in the 0-to-6-year-old period and more socially integrated in the 6-to-12-year-old period. It is in this period that free PLAY becomes the space, the natural context of the child’s integral de-

velopment.  

We understand free PLAY as that child activity that has been freely chosen and gives him/her pleasure. An activity that can be difficult to understand, because there is no specific objective, with play itself being its goal. In this free play, children put their competences to the test, whether emotional, physical, cognitive or social. Children pro-

ject their emotional and relational conflicts, learn that adaptation to this world involves limits and rules. They assimilate the culture of their social context through play, as they recreate those models that they see in adults and exercise their autonomy, solve cognitive and social conflicts, and as a result establish their own personality. 

It is from this conviction that a new understanding of play is proposed, linking it to the rights of children. Thus, we can say that “play is a need, it is to recognise a specific way that children deal with the physical, social and/or intellectual reality. Then, as it is necessary to achieve our human condition, it also becomes a right” (Linaza, 2013, p. 

104). Furthermore, we cannot forget such statements as those by Winnicott when he observed that the child who plays is a healthy child. From the same perspective, related to mental health, Cabré (2009) stated that when a child is unable to play he/she develops one of the most serious disorders, as he/she is not able to elaborate con-

flicts. Therefore, we can also find in free play an important resource to prevent mental disorder or pathology. 

Nevertheless, our society, although showing respect towards CHILDHOOD, does not guarantee conditions that promote time for the child’s free play. In our homes, there is not enough room for play, families are reduced, and children do not have playmates, society is very individualistic and does not promote relationships enough, the 

streets are dangerous, and the school tends to develop a very academic task in our country. There is still the belief that if we can go further in academic learning, children will become better students. Thus, we often find pejorative prejudices about free PLAY, considering it a waste of time, as it is not considered to be an educational activity. 

This is why the United Nations developed in 2003 the General Comment no. 17 on the right of the child to rest, leisure, play, recreational activities, cultural life and the arts as a complement to Article 31 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). This United Nations document (2013) points at different challenges to be overcome to 

apply Article 31, among others: lack of recognition of the importance of play,  balancing risk and safety, lack of access to nature, pressure for educational achievement, overly structured and programmed schedules, growing role of electronic media, and marketing and commercialization of play and toys. 

Payà (2007) proposed different hypotheses to explain why this space for play is not in our schools. On one hand, he related it to the adults’ fear of losing control over the children, and on the other, to the fact that a good learning pace in academic terms is considered to be more important, and this puts some deeply assumed beliefs into 

question. 

Early childhood schools, where professionals qualified to attend to small children work, should guarantee spaces for free play. Marín (2009) pointed at the importance of ensuring that children have time, spaces and mates for play, as well as the importance of toys. We wonder to what extent this is so at school. We consider that it is very im-

portant for adults, teachers and families, to know play in order to value and promote it. In previous studies, Vendrell (2009) provided us with tools to argue and show the large amount of learning that, through play, children achieve spontaneously. In this respect, it is clear that we have to make people get to know play in depth with the aim of 

recognising the appropriate arguments to advocate for its convenience and need. In this line, Lester and Russell (2010) observed that recognising the children’s right to play involves understanding the nature and benefits of play. Jiménez and Muñoz (2012) advocated for the importance of disseminating the value of child play from the cur-

 

Objective  

Thus, the objective of this first part is 

to get to know what perception teach-

ers have about play at the early child-

hood and primary education school in 

the framework of complying with the 

children’s rights. 

  

Method 

Our aim is to carry out a descriptive study to show the respect for the children’s rights in the play areas at school. This is a qualitative study, which in further research phases will be complemented with quantitative techniques for data collection and analysis.  

Participants 

Teachers working at nursery, early childhood, and primary education schools, both state 

and private, from different socioeconomic contexts in the city of Barcelona. 

Early Childhood Education (0-6-year-olds) participants: 6 participants from nursery 

schools (3 state and 3 private), and 7 pre-school centres (3 state and 4 private) 

Primary Education (6-12-year-olds) participants: 7 participants (6 private and 1 state) 

Instrument 

For data collection, the Focus Group (FG) technique was used. 

Anonymity and confidentiality was respected throughout the entire process, as well as re-

spect for the participants’ opinions.  

Procedure 

Prior to FG sessions, in accordance with our research aim and the corresponding theoretical background, some patterns were developed to carry out a Focus Group (FG) in order to collect information needed to get to know the perception of early childhood and primary education teach-

ers.  

The procedure to carry out FG sessions was the same for both sessions. Thus, every session was led by a conductor, with support from a co-conductor and two observers. Sessions were recorded, both audio and video. Sessions were arranged as follows: a first part lasting 45 minutes, 

a 15/20min break, and a second part of 30 minutes (Quintanilla & García, 2012). 

The content to be discussed was organized around some questions that guarantee the presence of that content that we wanted to examine very flexibly. The questions were: What is our idea of play in childhood? What do we understand as play? What does play give to children? Is it a 

right? Is it a need? Why? What aspects are promoted when children can play at early childhood education schools? What aspects make it difficult? Should there be any specific proposal to promote play at the early childhood education school? Is play considered when doing classroom 

programming? And at playgrounds? Is information about what children do when playing collected? What is this information used for? Who gets this information? Is it useful? Is play something that we talk about with families? Should we have some specific training to understand children’s 

play? What could be promoted in order to…? How…?  

Procedure was developed with the following phases:  

1. Development of FG sessions  

2. Transcription of content 

3. Development of categories of analysis 

4. Application and redefinition of categories 

5. Contrasting results by categories and depending on the children’s age  

Results  

Collected data allowed us to approach the teachers’ perceptions on the children’s right to play at school. All participants, both in early childhood education and primary education, coincide that play is an innate activity, particular to childhood; that is why some of these teachers think that play is a right, which is not respected enough though. Moreover, in the first years play is associ-

ated to an activity of discovery and exploration of the environment, but it is also stated that, as children grow older, it becomes a more normative activity and it may be a resource to work learning at school.  

Below we show the most significant results according to categories and taking the educational stages into account: Early Childhood Education (0-6 years old) and Primary Education (6-12 years old). Table 1 shows the results of those categories referring to benefits of free play, need to plan this activity, the teacher’s role, assessment, and academic training. 

 

 

Table 1: Free play: benefits, planning, assessment, teacher’s role, and training.  

As we can see, there is general agreement that free play results in many benefits for the children’s development. 

Nevertheless, we can also see difficulties, more in primary education teachers, with regard to planning and program-

ming this activity, as it is easily derived to playground and/or recreation areas.  

With regard to the teacher’s role, we can stand out the need, also more in primary education teachers, for all the 

school’s teaching staff to work in greater coordination, and another need emerges, together with difficulties to as-

sess these activities, to increase training by providing prospective teachers with conceptual and procedural knowl-

edge.  

As we can see, in Early Childhood Education teachers differentiate between free play and monitored play, and they consider that timetables, though flexible, 

should be even more so. In contrast, in Primary Education, teachers mention more types of play, but also more rigid timetables as a big impediment. There is 

a very strong academic expectation that makes free play diminish as children grow older. 

Table 2: Relationship between types of play and time devoted to play. 

Conclusions 

From the analysis of these results, the following conclusions spring: 

We can observe that the teachers’ perceptions of play in early childhood education point at the incorporation of play into educational practice by planning materials, spaces, times, the teacher’s role, and to a lesser extent its assessment through observation. Free play is thought of as a resource to properly deal with the children’s development. 

On the other hand, the teachers’ perceptions of free play in primary education are full of content and spring from the reality that the older the child is, the less time they have to play, both at school and outside.  

The convenience of working in a coordinated manner is apparent, for all the teaching and administration staff in the school, with support and complicity from the centre’s managing team. 

A change of method is thought to be convenient in primary education. This change involves increasing the teachers’ training concerning play as a natural space for the development and as a didactic resource at the school. This training should provide teachers with innovating measures for programming and assessment, as they express the need to find evidence that helps them 

show all the benefits of free play to the families and society in general.  

Both early childhood education and primary education teachers think that this knowledge may help education professionals to properly argue about the reason why the children’s free play is so important. And, as a result, motives to respect the children’s right to play will be offered, thus breaking with such stereotypes as the fact that it is a waste of time or that society asks for 

highly qualified people and therefore a lot of training is needed to be successful, and so on. 

Finally, we can mention that participation in FGs implied a chance to think about the real offer in schools in relation to the children’s right to play and about the teachers’ perceptions about children’s play. We observed that, although play is accepted as an innate activity and the right to play is respected, there is a lack of arguments to support its need and convenience. Therefore, 

from these results, we will design a questionnaire that, once validated, will allow us to get to know the situation of this issue in early childhood education and primary education schools in Catalonia.  

The aim of this new research is to make training and educational proposals that meet the needs detected and are coherent with the children’s right to free play. 
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