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In play, it is as though the child were trying to jump above the head of his normal 

behavior.—Lev Vygotsky, 1933 

1. This film is largely based on Vygotsky’s speech on play that he wrote very late in his life. It is 

available in the anthology Play: Its Role in Development and Education (1976, Basic Books), edited 

by Jerome Bruner, and is a masterpiece of an analytic essay. It models the importance of reviewing 

previous literature on a topic before adding new insights. What other short essays can you and your 

students think of that treat a subject so thoroughly yet so succinctly? 

2. Margaret Brenman-Gibson, a prominent psychoanalytic therapist and our consultant on our Erik H. 

Erikson video, feels that if Erikson had only published his writings on play, they would have been 

enough to assure his fame. Several are included in his Childhood and Society. He used play as both 

diagnostic and therapeutic tools. Do you or your students have experience with play therapy? Most 

mental health clinics have special rooms for it for their young clients. Do you find it useful? 

3. Piaget, like Vygotsky, gave great importance to play. Was he the first to give it credit for stimulating 

the use of symbols? 

4. Play’s role in human socialization has been well studied by sociologists and anthropologists. Discuss 

the traditional games (patty cake, hide-and-go-seek, jump roping, etc.), and the chants that go with 

them, most learn from older children and adults. These are one of the last vestiges of a purely oral 

tradition in our society. Compare your students’ experiences. 

5. Developed countries have a large toy industry, which is a recent phenomenon. Traditionally, toys 

were made of cast off adult materials. What socialization aspects are fostered by current toys? Be sure 

to remember there are beneficial toys as well as harmful ones. 

6. Would you add to the Vygotskians’ component list? Does English need more words for non-work? 

7. Like many breakthrough discoveries, Vygotsky’s analysis of the importance of play to self-regulation 

seems obvious, but it wasn’t before. Watching children act within the constraints of a plot and role 

allows us to see play in a new light. Can you and your students discuss incidences of play where a 

talented player kept it going by making a plot turn or inviting a new player? In filming, two talented 

players stood out: the girl wearing the crown in the doctor’s office, and the boy washing dishes in the 

“Chicken is burning” scene. These players were able to sustain play very creatively. Can your 

students identify gifted players within the early childhood groups they know? Do these play skills 

transfer into other areas? 

8. Redirecting play is often a challenge. Discuss with your students their successes and failures. 

9. Point out to your students how the girl with the crown in the medical scene used writing materials. 

“Write it down, Albert, “she said as she did the medical exam, and Albert dutifully scribbled on a 

paper. Helping children make “shopping lists” and “notes to the babysitter” allows them to include 

pencil and paper as a natural play prop. How else can preliteracy skills be incorporated in play? 

10. Discuss which open-ended props you and your students have had success in fostering high level play. 
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Note: Ruth Hensen, the teacher who is shown redirecting play on the playground and setting up play 

situations inside with the cloth, etc., was named Colorado’s Teacher of the Year. It was the first time in 

her state that an early childhood educator was so honored.  
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Related Films Also Available From Davidson Films 
This is one of seven films in Davidson Films' "Early Childhood" series. The other titles are: 

 

 Growing Minds: Cognitive Development in Early Childhood (1996) 25 Minutes 

 Building Literacy Competencies (2000) 30 Minutes 

 How Children Learn (1997) 23 Minutes 

 Nourishing Language Development in Early Childhood (1996) 31 Minutes 

 Maria Montessori: Her Life And Legacy (2004) 35 Minutes 

 Performance Assessment: A Teacher’s Way Of Knowing (1993) 21 Minutes 

 

Other related films with Elena Bodrova and Deborah Leong: 

 Scaffolding Self-Regulated Learning in Primary classrooms (1996) 35 Minutes 

 Vygotsky’s Developmental Theory: An Introduction (1994) 28 Minutes 


