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The Importance of Play: How We Can Heal Our Children
	Why is play considered the work of children? Typically, when we refer to work we think of a practical activity that takes mental and physical effort. Play does take effort, yet it is often viewed as unproductive and solely for recreation or entertainment. Children learn as much from play as they do academically, if not more. Many skills such as emotional intelligence, problem solving, and coordination are developed and enhanced by play (Bongiorno, n.d.). Our modern society is seeing higher rates of depression starting from childhood spanning into adulthood (Tullis, 2011). Allowing more time for play can help society by enriching our youth and creating healthier citizens.
	Play that is most beneficial for children is best defined by evolutionary psychologist Peter Gray (2008). The first characteristic of play that Gray describes is that it is self-motivated and self-directed. This means children can freely choose to participate or not in a game. A democratic process is involved in agreeing on a set of rules and selecting a leader. Allowing each child to meet their own needs whilst considering the needs of others is a very important social skill that develops through play. The second characteristic is the process of play is valued over the product. For example, if a group of children are looking for buried treasure, they are enjoying the search and discovery of that treasure, not just the contents within it. The means are more important than the ends (unlike work) and children can think and act creatively without restrictions or judgements based on the outcome of their actions. The third characteristic of play is that it is guided by a set of mental rules, meaning the players can create their own set of rules that are mutually agreed upon. The ability to practice self-control with self-imposed rules is another way children can practice coping with the demands of adult life and develop executive function. The fourth characteristic is play is that it is imaginative and non-literal, meaning it does not conform to the rules of nature but to the mental rules created by the players. Gray states it is an innate capacity that contributes to the generation of play. Lastly, a child engaged in play must have an active, non-stressed frame of mind. In an active mind there are cognitive processes that assist in play such as creativity, problem solving and self-control. If an activity becomes stressful because its ends become more important than the means, it can no longer be considered play. With these defining characteristics we can begin to understand the motivating and beneficial factors of play. 
	Play is innate and has been naturally selected for its benefits to the survival and growth of many species (Brown, 2014). Although part of the definition of play is that it is pleasurable and self-motivated, we can conclude it has evolved in most mammal species for a purpose (Lents, 2017). Biologist Nathan Lents Ph.D. describes some of the reasons animals of various species engage in play. In society, play is used to establish rank and dominance, bonding, and learning social norms. Cognitively, play assists in processing and gaining wisdom from different emotional states, in gross and fine motor skills, and in spatial or reasoning problems. The same defining characteristics of play in humans are true for animals, as they must be in an active and non-stressed state of mind without any physical needs or dangers to attend to. The larger the brain, the longer a species needs to play to develop into adulthood properly (Ted X Talks, 2014).
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Underestimating the importance of play has become a trend in modern academics. Goal-oriented success is the focus of education and is being indoctrinated in children as young as preschoolers. In U.S. schools, the “No Child Left Behind” policy of 2001 has placed greater importance on standardized testing (Brown, 2014). The result is there is more pressure placed on teachers to use direct instruction to ensure their students can pass standardized exams (Gopnik, 2011). Direct instruction has been shown to inhibit innovative and creative responses in children (Bonawitz, Shafto, Hyowon, Goodman, Spelke & Schulz, 2011). Compared to the 1950’s, the school year is 5% longer and students devote more time to homework afterschool (TED X Talks, 2014). Recess has been cut shorter or eliminated altogether in schools with disproportionate cuts in minority and low-income communities, adding more to the disadvantages citizens in those communities’ face (Melson, 2015). I witnessed the change of my elementary school, P.S. 166 in Astoria, Queens, with the school’s play yard disappearing because it was replaced by another school building with more room for classes. My classmates and I used to spend two hours a day total playing in that yard, but now the students have nowhere outdoors to play. As researchers study the connections between the value of play and overall success in educating children, one would hope these trends will change. 
	After decades of societal and academic changes, we can now correlate the increase of mental and physical disorders in children to the decline of play time (Ted X Talks, 2014). In the crucial window of development in preschoolers, we are seeing a deficit in social and cognitive skills. Stressful experiences in young children can damage the hippocampus in the brain and increase the likelihood of depression, anxiety, and cardiovascular disorders (Tullis, 2011). When given a scale of external vs. internal locus of control, most young children today feel they are not in control of their lives (Ted X Talks, 2014). Play, in turn, can produce growth and differentiation of neuron connections in the amygdala, dorsolateral frontal cortex, hippocampus and pons areas of the brain (Garner, Hirsh-Pasek, Hutchinson, Golinkoff, Yogman, Committee on Psychosocial Aspects of Child and Family Health & Counsel on Communications and Media, 2011). Another detrimental effect is the rise in narcissism and decline of empathy (Ted X Talks, 2014). Sociopaths and mass murderers have been studied and shown to have had a serious deficit in meaningful play as children (Brown, 2014). Today, parents worry about allowing their children to go out and play unsupervised as there are fewer of their peers outside and the looming concern of criminals bringing harm to their children. 
Time spent indoors in front of screens is more enticing to this generation, yet it is compounding the effects of no play with the effects of too much screen time. Recent studies show that children who are addicted to screens have different brain activity than those who are not. Teens who have more screen time have increased rates of suicide and depression (Walton, 2018). Parents have also become more disengaged with their children because of screen time. A study was conducted to see how well 2-year olds would learn a new word with and without a cell phone call to distract their parents during the process. The result was the toddlers who had the process interrupted by cell phone call did not learn the novel words (Reed, Hirsh-Pasek, & Golinkoff, 2017). There is absolutely no better substitute for old-fashioned play and as technology usage increases society must remember this. 
There are many ways in which institutions and communities can shift the current paradigm. Every community should have a playground or a designated space for children to play safely. There is even a movement to make unsupervised play time more accessible for children, with Utah being the first state this year to pass a “free range parenting” law (Chuck, 2018). For parents to feel safe allowing their children out unsupervised, communities can perhaps designate a playground supervisor at parks or close off streets during certain hours for children to play (Ted X Talks, 2014). There are also “adventure playgrounds” being developed in communities, where children are contained in an outdoor space where children are free to explore without parents coming inside (Chuck, 2018). Schools can bring back recess and open their gymnasiums to the community for free play. There are alternative models of education, such as Sudbury schools, that do away with traditional academic models such as direct instruction and homework to achieve learning for children of various ages. The American Academy of Pediatrics recently published a report that recommends pediatricians “prescribe play” to young children (Klass, 2018). These changes will take time to be incorporated into our societies, but with more research and positive results we can make major strides in bringing back play time.
We live in an era of rapid changes with advances in technology in our global society. As rapid as these changes are from our perspective, they are nothing in comparison to the evolutionary timeline of our existence. We cannot undo what eons of evolution has selected for us, and that is that we need an extensive childhood filled with pure play to prepare ourselves to be well-adjusted adults. As a mother, I know firsthand how terrifying the prospect of allowing my sons to be free range is in this world can be. In a time with pedophiles and mass school shootings making the headlines it is not easy to make the transition to trust the people with my precious children. However, we can change the rates of depression and anxiety, suicide, murders and general lack of empathy by allowing our children to have the time they need to explore through play. Mahatma Gandhi once said, “Be the change you want to see in this world”. I believe that wholeheartedly and will be the parent that raises the children who help change our world for the better. 
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