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Review of Play in Early Adolescence: Key Issues.
Dr Jane Webb-Williams, Dr Ann Kennedy-Behr and Dr Amy Graham

Introduction
Research evidence with young children is abundant, rich and convincing: the more children play, the
healthier, happier and better lives that follow. But is play still important as children move into
adolescence? This paper provides an overview of the key issues within this field of research and
presents a selection of current international and national research as an evidence base regarding play
in early adolescence. This paper briefly discusses how play changes as children develop and examine
some of the barriers and facilitators to play, particularly for older children.

Play is conceptually and developmentally valued and recognised as key to children’s wellbeing and part
of a healthy and complete childhood (Bruner, 1972; Ginsburg, 2007; Pellegrini, Blatchford, Kato, &
Baines, 2004; UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 2013). The benefits of play extend across
all developmental domains to include cognitive development, social and emotional health and physical
health (Ginsburg, 2007; Hyndman, Benson, & Telford, 2016; Pellegrini & Smith, 1998). Through play,
children and young people can expand their observational, negotiating and problem-solving skills,
refine and improve motor skills, explore interests and learn to self-regulate and control their emotions
(Yogman, Garner, Hutchinson, Hirsh-Pasek, & Golinkoff, 2018).

Play has been endorsed by the United Nations,(2013) and health professionals (Ginsburg, 2007;
Yogman et al., 2018), not only for physical health benefits but for “learning 21st century skills, such as
problem solving, collaboration, and creativity, which require the executive functioning skills that are
critical for adult success” (Yogman et al., 2018). Play offers opportunities for children and young people
to develop these essential skills.
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Early adolescence: A time of change

Early adolescence1 is a time of significant developmental change; not only physically but also
cognitively, socially and emotionally. It is a time of growing independence, strong peer identification
and willingness to undertake more exploratory and experimental behaviours (Christie & Viner, 2005).
These changes often manifest in the ways that children play and spend their time, with adolescents
tending to become more self-conscious, less physically active and increasingly aware of the importance
of their peer group (Blackmore, 2019).

For some years, research attention has been focused on cohorts either side of early adolescence. Much
emphasis has been on early childhood development and the rich brain development that occurs in this
time, and equally, on adolescent or teenage growth and change (Mah & Ford-Jones, 2012). Yet
comparatively little literature exists on the cohort of early adolescence, despite its significant
importance to growth and development in childhood.

Early adolescence tends to be the time at which mental health conditions can start to emerge (Mundy et
al., 2015). The onset of puberty, and the increasing importance of peers, are factors contributing to this
(Blakemore, 2019). In early adolescence, children in many countries move from being among the oldest
year group in local primary schools to being the youngest in larger secondary schools. The transition to
high school is a time of great change for young people and can be disruptive and unsettling as the
educational environment changes. Not only are they negotiating a new learning environment and
greater expectations placed on them, but they are also trying to re-adjust their friendships and social
position.

1

It is worth noting from the outset that middle childhood is often defined as 7-11 years old in other literature (e.g., Mah &
Ford-Jones, 2012; Zhang, 2020), however our research is particularly interested in the 11–13-year-old cohort known as ‘early
adolescence’ because this is the time of transition between primary and high school in Australia and many countries around
the world.
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Some research has demonstrated that social networks are tumultuous in early adolescence and stabilise
later in the teenage years. During early adolescence, time spent with friends usually increases,
compared with when children are younger, and adolescents' evaluation of themselves is more than ever
determined through the views of their peers (Blackmore, 2019). Strong social connections and
supportive peer relationships, often developed through play, can act as a protective factor supporting
this transition (Benner, Boyle, & Bakhtiari, 2017).

Play in middle childhood

Recess and lunch breaks at school are the most consistent daily opportunities for social connections
with peers to occur yet despite this, the quality of play in Australian school break times has not been
deeply explored (D’Agostino & Illingworth, n. d.). Most of the literature has focussed on play in young
children, because of the well-established benefits of play in early childhood and for the developing
brain. Empirical evidence on play in early adolescence is scant, although there is a small, but growing,
body of research on play in late childhood and the benefits of playfulness across the lifespan (Else,
2014; Farley, Kennedy-Behr, & Brown, 2021; Hess & Bundy, 2003; Pellis & Pellis, 2013; Proyer, 2014;
Sicart, 2014, 2020).

The little available research on play in middle school tends to focus on the reduction of physical activity
and explores ways to increase this (e.g. Andersen et al., 2015; Pagels et al., 2014; Raustorp, Pagels,
Fröberg, & Boldemann, 2015). In addition to the widespread decrease in physical play, the middle
school years are a time of growing disparity in the way girls and boys play (Raustorp et al., 2015), with
boys tending to play sport and girls tending to sit together and socialise.

International studies all point to a decrease in physical play and physical activity at around 12 years of
age (Dumith, Gigante, Domingues, & Kohl, 2011; Loebach, Sanches, Jaffe, & Elton-Marshall, 2021; Olds
et al., 2009; Pagels et al., 2014; Ridgers, Carter, Stratton, & McKenzie, 2011). It is perhaps this decline
in easily observable activity that has led to the widespread belief that adolescents no longer play.
However, several studies which have explored young people’s perspectives have suggested that play is
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still important and something that offers enjoyment, but that the environment is not always supportive
of their doing so (e.g. Connolly, 2020; Stanley, Boshoff, & Dollman, 2012; Wheatley, Davies, & Dawes,
2018). Children in early adolescence still ‘hang out’, participate in sports, and benefit from social
interactions but may not describe what they do as ‘play’ perhaps because they perceive it to be
immature and childish (Connolly, 2020; Wheatley et al., 2018). This change in perspective of play
during early adolescence has received limited attention.

In a study which looked at the lunch time play of South Australian primary school students aged
between 10-13 years, Stanley and colleagues (2012) found that young people do want to play but there
is not always enough room for them at school. Having friends to “hang out with” was seen by the
participants as increasing enjoyment and making play more likely as was peer acceptance. The
converse of this, bullying, was identified by the children as a limiting factor to their play. These findings
have been supported by other studies both in South Australia (Connolly, 2020) and the United States
(Massey, Neilson, & Salas, 2020). Young people view recess as an opportunity to have fun and socialise,
but also potentially a place where bullying can occur.

In the UK, researchers conducted focus groups with children in middle school to discuss play and the
emotions they held about this. Overall, play was valued by young people, and they associated playing
with positive emotions. Conversely, the lack of opportunity to play was associated with negative
emotions and anxiety in these children (Howard, Miles, Rees-Davies, & Bertenshaw, 2017).

The Wellbeing Survey (Department for Education, 2019) of South Australian students indicates there is
a steady decline from Year 7 onwards in peer belonging at school (“I feel part of a group of friends that
do things together; I feel I usually fit in with other kids around me”) and the quality of peer friendship.
As recess and lunch are the times where students have free choice, and play is the forum where
friendships develop, this may indicate a decline in play.
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Barriers to free play for children and adolescents

Despite its recognised benefits across childhood, free play and break times at school remain under
increasing threat in the school day (Hyndman et al., 2016; Jay & Knaus, 2018; Ridgers et al., 2011). In
“Press Play”, a report by the South Australian Commissioner for Children and Young People (Connolly,
2020), it was found that some of the key barriers preventing adolescents from playing were not having
enough time, money (to do the activities they wanted to), not knowing what activities were available,
not having the confidence to try new things and needing permission from an adult. In Australia,
practical barriers such as school uniform, can act as a deterrent to play, particularly for girls if they are
required to wear dresses or skirts (Stanley, Ridley, Olds, & Dollman, 2014; Watson, Eliott, & Mehta,
2015). Lack of space at school has also been identified as a barrier (Massey et al., 2020).

Other studies which have included young people’s views found that bullying, conforming to gender
stereotypes and fear of not fitting in impacted the amount of time spent at play (Massey et al., 2020;
Stanley et al., 2012; Wheatley et al., 2018).

While teachers may see the value of play and its link with children’s educational outcomes, they feel a
downward pressure put on their time as a result of prescriptive national learning outcomes, a
narrowing of the curriculum and firm policy agendas that regulate how the school day must be spent
(Jay & Knaus, 2018; Ridgers et al., 2011). Tensions between the increasing focus on academic outcomes
and national standardised testing means that play has been in gradual decline (D’Agostino &
Illingworth, n.d.).

Parents are more concerned about their children’s safety; children and young people have a relative
lack of freedom, and find their independence constrained, by school commitments, crowded after
school activities and a lack of freedom to play outside (Coster & Gleave, 2008).
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Risk is an increasingly common term that is introduced in the discourse around play. What this has
resulted in is parents and schools being more hesitant to encourage risk, denying children the
opportunities to test limits and learn how to manage risk (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013;
Coster & Gleave, 2008). Consequently, play has become highly regulated, monitored and restricted,
even when the fears are not proportionate to the actual level of risk (Cowan, 2020). In a consultation
with children aged 8-13 about play and risk-taking, children expressed enjoyment in taking risks and
felt there were benefits to doing so, including fun, challenge, improved fitness levels, confidence and
self-esteem (Coster & Gleave, 2008). Risk-taking in play is seen as beneficial for helping children learn
how to manage risks, to avoid more extreme risk-taking behaviours (including in later life), as having
benefits for health and development, and for nurturing character traits such as resilience and selfreliance (Lindon, 2011; American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013).

The Royal Children’s Hospital Child Health Poll in Melbourne revealed that 94% of teenagers own their
own screen-based device (Rhodes, 2017); many adolescents now have their own digital devices to ‘play’
with and the use of digital tools and resources are now commonly treated as play (Fullan &
Langworthy, 2014; Graham & Sahlberg, 2021). In many cases, children see games and time spent
online as an equivalent play behaviour to outdoor games (Howard et al., 2017) however parents and
teachers tend to view this type of play less favourably (Gonski Institute for Education, 2020)

Facilitators of play in adolescence.

Perhaps the most commonly identified facilitator of play in adolescence is sport (Eime, Young, Harvey,
Charity, & Payne, 2013; Gardner, Magee, & Vella, 2017; Jakobsson & Lundvall, 2021; Lundvall & Thedin
Jakobsson, 2021). Sport provides opportunities for young adolescents to play in a way that is socially
acceptable. It is not seen as childish or immature and the word ‘play’ is commonly used in this context
i.e. playing football. At the same time, the structure and lack of flexibility in organised sport can be
what leads young people to stop playing (Gardner et al., 2017; Jakobsson & Lundvall, 2021; Lundvall &
Thedin Jakobsson, 2021).
This is supported by studies which have found that enjoyment and freedom are key to engagement in
play in this age group (Coster & Gleave, 2008; Hyndman et al., 2016; Stanley et al., 2012). While risk is
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frequently mentioned as a barrier (as discussed above), young people have reported that an element of
risk and physical challenge is what makes play attractive (Coster & Gleave, 2008) and that removing all
risk is demotivating. Engaging in activities with an element of risk such as climbing, skating, riding on
a bike track, is associated with increased self-worth, confidence and pride, increased physical ability
and skill as well as pleasurable physical and emotional sensations (Coster & Gleave, 2008). Challenging
oneself was seen as exciting and potentially a source of self-esteem and fulfillment (Coster & Gleave,
2008). Related to this is a sense of competence: adolescents who perceive they are competent at a
particular activity are more likely to engage in it (Massey et al., 2020; Watson et al., 2015).

Peer culture appears to be a key influence in the type of activities young people choose to do in their
breaks and free time (Stanley et al., 2012; Stanley et al., 2014; Watson et al., 2015). Several studies
have found that whether young people were active or not, or engaged in play or not was influenced by
the attitudes of dominant members of the peer group (Stanley et al., 2012; Watson et al., 2015).

In a Canadian study focusing on recess at school for children up to 13 years of age, McNamara and
colleagues (McNamara, Colley, & Franklin, 2015; McNamara, Vaantaja, Dunseith, & Franklin, 2015)
found that training older children to support the play of younger children resulted in more play and
social connectedness at school for all age groups. However, as this study was not in a high school it is
not known how this would translate to another context. Structured recess, like the Canadian example,
is gaining popularity internationally (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013; Massey et al., 2020;
McLoughlin et al., 2021); whether this would work in a high school setting is unknown.

Conclusion

Although the early years of adolescence, which includes the transition to high school, have received
comparatively little attention in relation to play research, the existing evidence indicates that play is
still an important activity. Freedom, choice and the opportunity to develop skill and take risks are
valued but the type of activity chosen is influenced by peers and sense of competence. Play at school can

Key Issues Paper No.1: Review of Play in Early Adolescence: Key Issues

Page |8

be limited by environmental restrictions such as space and rules, while sport and challenging activities
support it. Further research is needed into this cohort to support them during this transitional period.

Play in Early Adolescence Project Overview

In reviewing international and national play research it is clear that that more research in this field is
warranted. The Play in Early Adolescence Project investigates play at school for children aged 11 to 13
years. The rationale for this study is grounded in the well accepted view that play is important to
children of all ages, but that it declines as children move through the years of schooling. A comparison
of how children in their last year of primary school and in the first year of high school interact, socialise
and spend their break times will enable clearer understandings to be developed about what children
need in this transitioning year, what they struggle with, and how schools can better meet their needs
for play in the day.
The study aims to investigate:
•

How does the play of children in the last year of primary school compare with the first year of
high school?

•

What are the barriers and enablers to play for young adolescents at school?

•

What is available in schools to support and facilitate opportunities for play?

•

What are the implications for transition to high school?

The expected outcome of this research is to generate new insights into play for the 11 to 13 age range,
an age typically neglected by research. It will provide evidence which demonstrates the contextual
impact on play and how the environment limits, promotes or alters play opportunities.
For further information see: playresearch.com.au
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