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Play is natural human behaviour, present in every country and culture, widely 

observed by scholars but contradictory and difficult to attribute to a single 

interpretation. According to the evolutionary approach1,  
 

«play is the way in which nature assures itself that the “pup” of man and 

of other mammals learn what is necessary to survive and cope well».  
 

Play, in its different manifestations, cannot be defined as unequivocal and 

unique, but rather through a series of characteristics which, to varying degrees, 

determine the more or less intense playful attitude manifested by the child in his/her 

activities. It is usually said that the child is always playing but, actually, children’s 

activities are not always attributable to play. There is a series of experiences in which 

children assimilate knowledge deriving from their relationship with themselves and 

with the external environment. In such circumstances, more than play, the child 

concentrates on the activity, he/she appears serious and thoughtful, absorbed by the 

curiosity of understanding and comprehending that particular situation, object or 

person he/she is relating to. Real play realises itself in the phases of adjustment, when 

the child is happy to repeat specific actions, feelings or effects2, alone or with peers. 

Bateson3 identified the presence of the playful framework as an area of play with 

respect to non-play, through the access signal that children use: “will we play?”  

Consequently, the adult cannot determine when the child, independently from 

what he/she is doing, plays or does not play, because he/she decides the moment in 

which to cross the threshold and enter the playful framework and, similarly, the 

moment in which to stop playing: “I’m not playing anymore!” The statements “will 

we play?” and “I’m not playing anymore” unequivocally establish that the child 

makes a great distinction between play and non-play, and therefore he/she is not 

always intent on playing, as many mistakenly think. 

The game is a framework for exercise in which sensory ability, emotion and 

cognition express themselves in an imaginative context that bends reality to the needs 

of the child, allowing him/her to test him/herself, his/her skills and entire personality. 

In play, every effort is made because there is no consequence to the performances, 

the child can try with full peace of mind and joy, giving value to the moment in 

which he/she plays (process) more than to the final product (result). For these 

reasons, the child who truly and freely plays is not in the least bit affected by anxiety 

or fear of failure; instead, he/she pushes him/herself to the upper limits of his/her 

skills to look towards the proximal development zone:  
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«At play, the child always behaves as if he/she were outside his/her day-to-day 

behaviour; at play, it is as if he/she were older. Like in a magnifying glass, 

play contains all the evolutional trends in a condensed form and is therefore 

one of the greatest sources of development.»4  
 

Play, therefore, is inherently motivated, supported by the pleasure of acting in itself 

and not by its results or by expected rewards (the latter support the concept of work 

more than play). For these reasons, when the child plays freely, though experimenting 

pleasant and, at times, unpleasant feelings, he/she reaches positive levels of 

emotional activation that allow him/her to optimise intelligent behaviour. 
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