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Pretend play as a life-span activity

Arguing against the dominant developmental theories (e.g., Piaget, 1945; Vygotsky, 1978) stating that pretend play is limited to early childhood, we illustrate that pretend play is an adaptive human activity of adulthood as well as childhood.  We advance this argument on three levels.  First, we offer an analysis of why the discipline of developmental psychology in the Western world considered play only as an activity of childhood by neglecting to explore whether or how pretend play exists during adulthood.   Second, we discuss the similarities between adult improvisational theater and children’s pretend play in illustrating our thesis that pretend continues to exist during adulthood.  In this discussion, we focus on similarities on the definitions, psychological origins, social functions, and developmental consequences of pretend play and adult improvisation.  Finally, we end the article with educational implications of conceptualizing pretend play as a life-span activity and offer directions for future research.

Pretend play as a life-span activity

Our goal in this article is to explore pretend play as a life-span developmental activity in the Western world.  This goal emerged from the observation that the field of developmental psychology does not recognize adult pretend play as a legitimate area of research and thus does not have a model of how children’s pretense transforms itself into its adult versions.  This omission is striking in view of the fact that developmental psychologists seek to understand children’s functioning and its transformations in ontogenesis on the basis of conceptions of adult functioning.  The absence of a theoretical connection between children’s and adults’ pretend play becomes particularly puzzling when we consider the notable claims that point to the presence of important motivational and functional similarities between child and adult pretense (e.g., Winnicott, 1971), inviting us to explore such a connection.
In this article, we first explore why there is no description of adult pretend play in developmental science although many other disciplines recognized adult pretend play and considered it along with children’s play, claiming that play is necessary throughout life for the individuals’ growth and cultures’ evolution (cf., Spariousu, 1989; Sutton-Smith, 1997).  For example, in philosophy, Schiller (1965) theorized play as an activity through which individuals reach freedom and beauty, in anthropology, Geertz (1976), Huizinga (1955) and Turner (1982) examined play as one activity in which adults interpret and experiment with the established societal norms and re-create them, and in clinical psychology Bateson (1972) and Winnicott (1971) provided descriptions of the therapeutic relationship as a form of adult play with its own system of communication, symbolic meanings, and developmental functions
.  At varying degrees of explicitness and depth, these theorists and many others (e.g., Dewey, 1916; Mead, 1956), focused on play as a self-motivated activity that serves a reflective and reflexive function, i.e., play mirrors the current functioning of the individual and culture and enables further growth and understanding.  Given this rich background on consideration of play as a life-span activity in other disciplines, we feel it necessary to provide a brief historical analysis of why adult play did not receive recognition in developmental psychology.   

In the second section of the article, motivated by these and other dominant theories on the pretend play of children (e.g., Piaget, 1945; Vygotsky, 1978), we advance our claim that pretend play is essential as a fun-filled activity by which we make sense of and adopt a stance towards our experiences of affective significance during both childhood and adulthood.  We illustrate this claim by comparing children’s social pretend play with one type of adult pretend play, i.e., improvisational theater (Improv) in the Western world.  We limit the scope of our illustration to only Improv, among many different kinds of adult activities that may involve play and pretending such as painting, poetry, dance, theater, cinema, rituals and festival performances, and teasing for two reasons:  First, in our judgment, Improv is a kind of adult version of children’s pretend play, and thus constitutes a plausible starting point for the discourse on the conceptualization of pretense as a life-span activity.  Second, given the space limitations and our aim to provide an in-depth psychological analysis of the similarities between adult and child pretend play, we focus on only Improv.  In this analysis we focus on the similarities between child pretend play and adult Improv regarding their performance features, motivational origins, social functions, and developmental consequences.  We also note the differences as possible indications of developmental changes in pretending.  Finally, we discuss the educational implications of this conceptualization and end with some directions for future work.

The status of play research in developmental psychology

Our reflection about why no life-span model of pretend play exists revealed that developmental psychologists’ search for transformations of childhood into adulthood is guided by certain values that dominate our scientific practice.  One such value is that some types of functioning are seen as indispensable all throughout development and thus they are considered as legitimate areas of our developmental inquiries.  For example, in the Western world we recognize gender roles and literacy as essential aspects of human functioning that have their roots early in childhood and thus we search for the complex transformations of these phenomena from childhood to adulthood.

In contrast, some activities are seen as appropriate either only for adults or for children and they are not examined from a life-span perspective.  Play and labor are two such examples.  The Western world values both activities for their contributions to the growth and well being of individuals.  However, we consider play as an appropriate activity for the development of children and labor for adults (cf., Benedict, 1938; Kelly-Byrne, 1984).  Our unexamined acceptance of this value is powerful enough to lead the Western developmentalists to ignore the fact that children participate in labor (Gaskins, 1999; Rogoff, 2003) and adults engage in play of various kinds in many different Western and non-Western communities (Goldman, 1998; Sutton-Smith, 1997). 

This value about the appropriateness of play for children and work for adults finds an explanation in the historical analyses.  Since the Industrial Revolution the Western world has considered leisure and labor as two separate categories of activities, with different values attached to each category.  Consistent hard work was seen as essential for the maintenance of livelihood, the betterment of self, and for the spiritual life whereas anytime spent on play was considered a waste (Dewey, 1916; Sutton-Smith, 1993; Turner, 1982).  As a result, this value led us to ignore adult pretend play and its possible integrations into work activity as a legitimate domain of study.

In addition, we deemed play as a valuable activity for children only because of its potential contributions to children’s socialization into their community and to their schooling that is taken as children’s labor.  It seems to us that with the advent of industrialization in the United States in the 19th and early 20th century, children were expected to learn the tools of adult work in school rather than at home or on the farm (cf., Rogoff, 2003; Rogoff, Matusov, & White, 1996).  The school was likened to a factory environment in which the teacher, like the employer, led the students to the acquisition of relevant skills necessary for participation in the work force.  In schools conceived as factories, play was acceptable only if it led to some utilitarian goals.  As a result, the Western emphasis on work as a valuable activity and tolerance of play as a means of work prohibited the study of pleasure that play affords during childhood as well as adulthood
.  

Consistent with these values, the dominant play theorists who guided our work like Piaget (1945) thought of play only as an activity of childhood, and, in addition, others, like Vygotsky (1978) and the activity theorists (e.g., Leont’ev, 1981) explicitly talked about work as an activity of adulthood.  Piaget thought of pretend play as predominance of assimilation whereby a preoperational child manipulates symbols according to the desires of the egocentric self.  Piaget maintained that when children become concrete operational, pretend play goes under and gives way to games with rules.  For Piaget, pretend play was adaptive for the private and affective functioning of the egocentric child whereas games with rules were a part of the functioning of the social and logical child.  

Vygotksy (1978) and Leont’ev (1981) thought of play as the leading edge of development during childhood and Leont’ev made this stance more official in his theory.  Leont’ev stated that specific types of activities guide human development in different stages of life.  The identifying feature of these activities is their capability to advance individuals’ development directly as they also lead to other activities that promote development.  Leont’ev maintained that at the time of his writing the leading activities for infants were exploration of objects, for preschool children imaginative play, for older children schooling, and for adolescents and adults work, leaving no explicit room for play during adulthood. 
Unfortunately, then, two influential theoretical approaches to the study of play in developmental psychology collectively presented a view of human development in which childhood was conceptualized as playful and exploratory whereas adulthood was conceptualized as logical and productive.  One direct consequence of this conceptualization was a void in the literature about adult play and its connection to childhood play.  Another consequence was trivialization of play even during childhood.   Despite the belief that pretend play makes significant contributions to children’s socialization and schooling, neither research on pretend play itself nor that which explored pretend play’s possible contributions to other developmental domains have flourished.  In fact, this trivialization led to the exclusion of play from authoritative texts and institutional policies (Göncü, Patt, & Kouba, 2000), leading to the lessening of research interest in play and its correlates.  In our view, this trivialization of childhood play contributed further to the distancing of adult play from the developmental scholars’ research agendas. 

Even when pretend play became the subject of research, our cultural bias seemed to be evident in the way we operationalized this activity.  Developmental psychologists preoccupied themselves with pretend ignoring play, and defined the activity only as using a signifier (e.g., a piece of cloth) to represent the meaning of something else, the signified, (e.g., a wig).  In work based on observations of children during play, tacit agreement on this incomplete definition meant that we recognized children’s play when we saw it but agreed not to work towards constructing a fuller definition of it because of its complexity (Smith & Vollstedt, 1985; Sutton-Smith, 1993).

Initially, this definition proved to be useful where the research goal was the identification of developmental differences in symbolic representations.  In the long run, however, the sole focus on the pretend component of pretend play at the exclusion of its playful component proved to be problematical for both childhood and adulthood pretend play.  In work with children, scholars created research traditions in which pretend was studied in isolation in experimental laboratory research, shedding light on children’s ability to think and talk about their understanding of pretense but not addressing questions about children’s play (e.g., Harris & Kavanaugh, 1993; Lillard, 1993).  In work with adults, it seems as if since adults are already capable of using signifieds and signifiers to represent their meanings, there appeared to be no reason to study pretend play (Sutton-Smith, 1993).  However, as we illustrate, people do not stop pretend play when they become adults.  It seems to us that pretend playing exists throughout life but the contexts and the manners in which symbolic representations are expressed present developmental changes.  We argue that pretend play does not give way to labor or games with rules.  Instead, it goes through its own kind of transformations during ontogenesis as we discuss below.   

Pretend as a life-span activity: Parallels between children’s pretend play and adult Improv

Improv is only one of the many pretend activities of adulthood that can be found in diverse cultures of the world ranging from pretending to be Ogre and Tricksters in Huli, Papa New Guinea (Goldman, 1998) to becoming Judy Garland in a drag show in the US.  We chose Improv as an example of an adult pretend play because it is a fairly common activity in the Western world and thus familiar to a wide range of audiences.  Also, there is a developing literature about Improv and its similarities to childhood pretend play (Sawyer, 1997).  Most importantly, however, our choice of Improv sprung from the fact that the second author is an improviser with personal insights that we used in conjunction with the literature in formulating the framework and hypotheses offered in the present article.  In the following pages, we turn to the examination of childhood pretend play and Improv as examples of the same pretend activity regarding their definitional and performance features, with a brief history and description of Improv.  Afterwards, we discuss their motivational origins, social functions, and developmental consequences.     

Cultural, definitional, and performance features  One similarity between pretend play and Improv is that that they are both common symbolic activities in the Western world.  Improv originated in Chicago and later was adopted by other cultural communities.  The first Chicago Improv theater known as the Compass was founded in 1955 and closed after a short existence in 1957 (Sawyer, 2003a).  Borne out of the Compass was the Second City Theater (Second City) established in 1959.  Second City is considered by many to have the greatest influence on the practice of Improv all over the world (Kozlowski 2002; Seham, 2001; Sawyer, 2003a; Sweet, 1978).

Presently, several different approaches to Improv exist in Chicago.  Although these approaches may be considered alternative to Second City, they are all inspired by it.    These approaches differ from Second City in their conceptualizations of performance rules and forms as evidenced in theaters such as the Annoyance, ComdeySportz, and Improv Olympic (Seham, 2001).

A second similarity between pretend play and Improv is in their definitions.  Consistent with definitions of pretend play (cf., Garvey, 1990), the definitions of Improv emphasize the free-flowing and social nature of this activity in which the meaning of here and now gain an imaginative significance.  For example, Seham (2001) defines Improv as “a form of unscripted performance that uses audience suggestions to initiate or shape scenes or plays created spontaneously and cooperatively according to agreed-upon rules or game structures, in the presence of an audience – frequently resulting in comedy.” (p. xvii).  In fact, other definitions of Improv such as that offered by Napier (2004) as “getting on a stage and making stuff up as you go along.” (p.1) liken Improv to children’s play even more because of its lack of emphasis on performance rules or structures. 

At a more analytical level, features of children’s play characterized by Sutton-Smith (1983) apply to Improv.  Like pretend play, Improv requires communication of the activity as play as opposed to non-play so that the participants know that the actions should be interpreted at a representational level rather than at face value (cf., Bateson, 1972).  Equally importantly, Improv is also a staged activity in which themes are varied, objects are used nonliterally, imaginative roles are adopted, and actions are performed outside of their ordinary context in a repetitious manner.  Children pretend and adults perform Improv for pleasure rather than for accomplishment of a task or a goal.  Both activities afford freedom in creating imagined worlds and sharing them with others in flexible and amusing ways, an important feature to which we return later. 

Third, there are important performance similarities between children’s pretend play and the two common forms of Improv, namely, the long and short forms.  According to Kozlowski (2002), long form Improv consists of many different imaginative scenes.  In general, the scenes within a long form emerge in situ.  As children often do, the ensemble begins a scene based on only a suggestion that is solicited from the audience, and the ensuing episode develops spontaneously.  Long forms may differ from children’s pretend play only when the scenes are sequenced prior to the performance.  Even so, the sequence does not influence the performance in a direct manner, for the ensemble always builds the performance on the audience suggestion.         

Short-form Improv consists of games whose objective, structure, and brief length (i.e., 3-5 minutes) are specified in improvisation sources (Spolin, 1963) and explained to the audience prior to the performance.  Often the audience is given the name of the game, how the game will be played, and what suggestions are needed to commence the game.  For example, in a game called “one word story” the audience is told that the ensemble will construct a story with each member contributing one word at a time and the audience is asked for an original title for it (Halpern, Close, & Johnson, 1994). 

There is a similarity between short form Improv and certain of children’s pretend games of turn-taking that do not fall under the traditional category of games-with-rules (e.g., tug of war) or open-ended pretend activities (e.g., playing house).  Pretend games are similar to short form Improv in that partners’ imaginations and turn-taking collectively contribute to the construction of these activities.  As we illustrate in the following sequence of a language game between two preschool age boys, children establish a game structure for their pretend improvisation through turn-taking.  The game commences when boy A approaches B saying “Move, cockalee, ” to which B responds by saying “Move, coccokaloo-doo-doo.”  Boy A maintains “You cocka-dookie, ” and Boy B brings the game to a resolution with his utterance “Shut up, dookie.”  (Göncü, Tuermer, Jain,  & Johnson, 1996).      

The last similarity between children’s pretend play and Improv is that neither performance requires an official audience.  Although there is audience in an Improv performance, its essential participation in the performance blurs the traditional distinctions between the audience and the performers.  Audience participation takes one of two forms.  In one common form, the audience members are involved in the beginning of the performance, as they are asked to call out occupations, relationships, locations, or other verbal cues such as an emotion, movie genre, a title or a line of dialogue to initiate a scene or game.  In turn, the actors develop the performance based on these cues, constructing a theme and its variations as they go along.  The second way involves the incorporation of incorporating audience suggestions to develop the plot or characters while the performance is in progress.  These performances are structured so that the audience suggestions are necessary for their completion (Seham, 2001; Sawyer, 2003a, b).

Against this background of performance similarities between children’s pretend play and adult Improv, it seems to us that having fun in pretending becomes increasingly layered in its social character with age.  This may reflect our increasing interest in as well as ability to share with others at varying degrees of physical and psychological proximity aspects of our lives using a play language.  The director, Paul Sills (quoted in Sweet, 1978, pp.18-19) expressed playful sharing of experiences in Improv as a need for growth.  He offered a tentative hypothesis to be explored in future work when he stated that “That’s what this work [Improv] is about: the finding of the self in a free space created through mutuality… [i]t’s not what I know and what you know; it’s something that happens between us that’s a discovery… you can’t make this discovery alone. There is always the other.”  Below, we discuss what children and adults share when they pretend and how they do so.

Psychological origins. We posit that adults’ participation in the illusory world of Improv has the same psychological origins as children’s participation in pretend play.  We discuss each case in turn.  Regarding children’s pretend play, many prominent theories converge on the point that children are led to the world of pretense because of their desire to understand experiences of affective significance.  For some theorists (e.g., Sutton-Smith, 1966; 1983; Vygotsky, 1978), pretense emerges from the need to know and guides the learning activity.  Vygotsky illustrated this by discussing pretend play as the zone of proximal development, an imaginative arena of growth, created by the tendencies of childhood that cannot be accomplished in real life.  For example, a young child pretends to be a mother in her play because she cannot satisfy her desire to understand this social role by becoming it in real life.  When the child creates an imaginary situation, then she enacts the representations of motherhood and appropriates from them, beginning to develop an understanding of this social role (Göncü & Becker, 1992).
For other theorists, pretend emerges from the need to develop competence over the past experiences of the self, a thesis best illustrated by Freud (1961) in his conceptualization of pretending as repetition compulsion (e.g., a boy makes objects disappear and reappear in coping with his parent’s departures and arrivals), and by Piaget (1945) in his illustration of pretending as the extreme pole of assimilation (e.g., a girl pretends to be a dead duck in order to cope with the affect created by the exposure to a dead duck in the kitchen.)  Although not many, there are a number of empirical observations that support the theory that childhood pretend play derives from the need to make sense of experience (Fein, 1989; Göncü, 1989; Göncü 1993).  

In our view, adults’ engagement in pretend activity can be traced as having the same goal of learning about and making sense of their experiences.  In fact, the adaptive and interpretive role of engagement in non-playful pretense in adult life has already been illustrated.  For example, Josephs (1998) illustrated that adults cope with the loss of their beloved by engaging in imaginary conversations with the deceased at their gravesites.  These conversations enabled the grieving survivors to reinterpret their joint past with the deceased as they also helped them prepare for the future, a finding that is corroborated by other clinical studies (cf., Klass, Silverman, & Nickman, 1996).

Unfortunately, we do not yet have systematic studies supporting our thesis that adults engage in pretend play in order to make sense of their experiences.  The existing evidence is limited to only a few personal testimonies.  One piece of evidence comes from the late actor Gilda Radner who emphasized the adults’ need to engage in the world of Improv for making discoveries just like young children do when they pretend.  Radner stated, “One of my favorite Second City games was “Who Am I?”  That’s when I’d go out of the room and close my ears, and the audience would decide who I was.  Then I’d come back in and, by playing with the other person onstage, I would figure out what identity they had come up with for me. What that meant was that when I walked out on that stage, I was unborn.  How many chances do you get to do that in life?  It’s like getting to be a child again for a little while, to be naïve, to have empty spaces that can be filled in…What’s so sad about so many grown-ups is they lose those spaces… My dad used to say he loved watching children play because they created worlds out of nothing….That’s what we did at Second City.” (Sweet, 1978, pp. 367-8)” 

Against the background statement of Radner that Improv enables the exploration of identity, the following quotation from the founder of Compass, David Shepherd provides a powerful example in support of the claim that adults explore issues of affective significance in pretend, “When Elaine May would play a Jewish mother or Mike Nichols would play a businessman or when Shelley Berman would play a delicatessen father-these were people who were living out their liberation from their families.  They were in analysis and they were using the stage of The Compass to liberate themselves from a whole lot of shit they had fallen into.” (Sweet, 1978, pp. 5-6)
Finally, the following statement written by the second author written for the first in response to the question “what do you get out of Improv?” provides specific evidence that adults deal with issues of personal significance in the world of pretending.  “I came to Chicago after recently coming out to family and friends as a gay man.  This disclosure had not been well received by some family members.  Upon moving to Chicago, I found that the playful and imaginary world of ensemble-based Improv invited me to explore this situation without directly requiring me to do so. For example, in one Improv training class, we were directed to improvise, in character, a verbal argument with a scene partner, in character.  I recall having an argument with this character about her “not accepting me,” and “holding me back”; later, I realized I (as a character) was communicating with this “other character” about how I felt when I was closeted.”  

Consistent with these statements, we are arguing that when Western adults pretend, they do so for the same reason as children, i.e., to re-live and work through experiences of affective significance that they are not able to do in real life except that adults’ play consists of issues of adult life and children’s play consists of issues of their own kind.  Seen in this manner, the plausibility of pretend play as a life span activity becomes indisputable.  What remains to be done, aside from gathering more empirical evidence to support our claim, is the identification of what types of experiences become the subjects of pretend activity during different stages of development and why they do so.  

Based on only a few reports (Josephs, 1998), it seems to us that both adults’ and children’s play themes would derive mostly from their personal experiences, but children’s play themes may also come from other symbolic phenomena such as fairy tales.  It is also conceivable to find both young children and adults engaging in the same type of pretend theme and its variations (e.g., husband-wife role play) but they would do so for reasons of their own.  Children would pretend to be husbands and wives to satisfy a learning need that emerges from exposure to these roles.  Single adults may also do so for the same reason but due to their more extensive exposure to these roles, their learning needs and how they address them would be different.  Most importantly, however, when actual husbands and wives pretend to be so in their play, the need for such play emerges from their own experiences rather than exposure and leads to the development of new understandings about their roles.  Once we accept this thesis, motives for adults’ Improv become as curious as children’s pretend play, begging for theoretical and empirical inquiry.

Pretend play and Improv as social dialogic activities.  If we agree that an individual plays to make sense of an experience, then it follows that the motivations for both social play and Improv derive from the need to work through experiences of similar nature with others.  Indeed, when groups of children come together they engage in a process of negotiation in search of a shared pretend theme that represents an experience of affective significance for all the children involved (Göncü, 1993).  In this process, the idiosyncratic personal proposals that are not shared by all the players are simply aborted from the play repertoire.  Only those topics that are meaningful to all the players are accepted as legitimate, developed, and improvised.  

In our view, adult Improv is also a social pretend activity involving negotiation and working through of experiences among the actors and the audience.  Only those pretend proposals that are of common interest to the audience and all of the actors are adopted and improvised.  The suggestions of the audience are the primary building blocks of the performance.  However, the ensuing performance depends largely on the negotiations among the actors about which suggestions to use and how to develop these suggestions.

Support for our claim that children’s pretend play and adult Improv both emerge from the common desire to share with others experiences of personal significane in the world of pretending is the emphasis put on the establishment of continiuity and coherence through the use of same means in play dialogues.  Göncü and Kessel (1984) identified this strategy as the most effective dialgoic tool in constructing social pretend play of preschool age children; it is likewise identified as a common performance rule in Improv by Halpern et al., (1994).  What was identified as “turnabout” in children’s dialogues is practiced as the “yes, and...” rule in Improv.  In both cases, a player accomplishes two things in dialogue: acknowledge the proposition made by the previous player and add a new expectancy to it.  For example, Göncü and Kessel (1984) stated that when a four year old girl said “I have to phone call ‘cause I am going to marry,” her partner responded by saying “You have to, you have to phone call, tell who you’re gonna dance with, and then you are going to go there, and then we’re gonna give him his wife, and then we’re gonna tell him all about who we’re gonna marry, and then he’ll say okay, and then we can go stand on the steps on the stage, it’s really a big stage,” acknowledging her friend’s suggestion and then adding a new expectancy to the dialogue.  A similar example from Improv is one improviser asking, “Do you want to go to the movies?” and the partner responding, “Yes, and let’s go off our diets and eat a lot of greasy popcorn.” Halpern et al., 1994, p. 47).

Combined with two other common dialogic practices of avoiding making irrelevant statements and avoiding negating the partner, this practice serves three distinct functions in the construction of a play interaction.  For one thing, acknowledging the partner’s intention and adding a new expectancy to it expands the dialogue.  It contributes to the construction of an ensemble, an environment of support and acceptance in which the group works through and discovers creative ways of making sense of experiences of affective significance.  In the words of John-Steiner (2000, p.123) the support offered by the partners “provides legitimization of the new ‘language’ that is part of the creative breakthrough.” 

The second function of these dialogic practices is the enjoyment they produce on several levels.  To begin with, exchanging messages through turnabouts and “yes and …” statements express commitments of the partners to the dialogue and to one another.  The partners discover that they have similar experiences that they can share.  In turn, they experience pleasure when they transform shared experiences of life to the subject of their play, and the dialogue enables the partners to improvise the topic through spontaneous and imaginative play messages such as repetition, exaggeration, and mimicry (cf., Sutton-Smith, 1983).  

Third and finally, against this background of trust established by turnabouts and “yes and …” statements, the partners may become able to manage their disagreements and work through certain feelings both in and out of the pretend play.  It is quite likely that interpersonal conflicts that are difficult to work through in real life may be addressed and resolved in the intermediary context of the pretend play that is constructed on the continuity established between turns.        


Developmental consequences of pretending. Pretending has consequences on personal and interpersonal levels.  The previous theories focused mostly on the consequences on the personal level.  The hypothesis that is perhaps the most common one among the theories of children’s play is that pretending affords the opportunity to test the meaning of suspended understandings emerging from “real” experiences, allowing the individual to appropriate them.  Also, as a corollary, it is hypothesized that the practice of  becoming something or someone results in cognitive, affective, and linguistic benefits.  For example, as a result of the flexbile ways in which they improvise in their pretend play, children learn to consolidate their past experiences and develop mastery over them (Piaget, 1945), develop flexible new ways of solving problems (Sutton-Smith, 1997), the notion of category (Bateson, 1972), and come to understand word meanings (Vygotksy, 1978).

On the interpersonal level, one possible outcome of pretend playing is that the individual mind that is responsible for regulating the inner and private affective life of the individual now becomes public.  Through pretending, children construct intersubjecivity, i.e., discover that certain types of experiences are not particular to single individuals and that they are shared in many ways despite the idiosyncracies involved in individual experiences (Göncü, 1993).  In this sense, pretend playing is an activity of community building.  Negotiation of pretense among the peers leads to the emergence of play templates that represent the shared symbolic meanings or the culture of the peer group.  These include values about what kinds of experiences are accepted for pretend activity and how they should be improvised in constructing alternative play realities.  In addition, these templates provide conventions about how play ideas can be communicated and about the expression of affect associated with the phenomena represented in play.  Finally, play templates provide ways in which the group and the individual members mutually guide and regulate one another outside as well as inside the play activity.

Although there is little research on the personal and interpersonal consequences of pretending during childhood (cf., Göncü, 1993; Rubin, Fein, & Vandenberg, 1983), what adults get out of pretending remains as a topic for future research.  We suggest that the personal and interpersonal benefits proposed for children occur for adults as well.  The insights of the second author combined with those of his colleagues enabled us to construct a preliminary list for empirical validation in future research.  In personal communication, improvisers summarized the benefits as thrill of creating something new and unplanned, release from the concerns of every day life, self-confidence, acceptance of failure and foolishness, and the transformation of identity.  In addition, they noted that Improv provides opportunities to develop abilities to listen, share, tolerate and be open to ideas and others.  Finally, the improvisers stated that the world of Improv provides opportunities to construct a sense of camaraderie and community and to collaborate as a group, all of which prompt new avenues of research.    

Pretend and Improv’s educational significance

A number of authors have written about the educational uses of pretend play in the schooling of young children (e.g., Roskos & Christie, 2000; Göncü & Becker, 1992).  However, in concert with previous arguments (Holzman, 2000; Sawyer, 2003a,b) and extending our view that pretending and improvising are indispensable activities of adults’ day-to-day living, we feel it necessary to discuss their educational implications in the schooling of adults as well as young children.

Whatever the motivation for it, when a person moves into the world of play, s/he does so to learn something about that which leads him/her to this activity.  Following Vygotsky (1978), we are claiming that when adults, like children, move into the illusory world of pretending, they are trying to understand something that they have not yet mastered in real life.  In play, they construct a representation of this experience and test its applicability in real life.

This can happen in solitary play, because the imagined situation itself becomes the zone of proximal development and guides the person’s actions and enables appropriation from it.  However, when the imagined situation is created in social play, the zone of proximal development for everybody participating in the activity becomes a shared, negotiated (Gaskins & Göncü, 1988) and an explicitly improvised activity (Holzman, 2000).

One implication of this view is that schooling of adults like that of young children should be integrated with their play and games.  Adoption of this view can entail practice ranging from allowing the learners to determine their curriculum totally on their own by freely engaging in play to using play and games as an instructional device by the teacher as opposed to traditional didactic, teacher-led classrooms.  Indeed, there exists a body of games, originally developed for children, that is now being used for professional performances and for the training of actors in the Improv world (cf., Spolin, 1963).  Also, such games are currently used in the professional development of medical doctors and others for various purposes (Skolnik, 2002).  We feel that successful use of children’s games in the Improv and the professional world is a call for the resurrection of this activity in the worlds of all adults not only during our leisure but also during our schooling.  In the words of Radner, this is a call for regaining spaces for play.

Another implication of our view for educational practice is that schooling can be likened to social play and Improv in which all the participants are seen as performers who learn and develop as a social unit in collaborative environments where their activities should be supported.  Therefore, in this model, the power of the teacher is minimized, and the students along with the teachers actively engage in the learning process as they contribute to the growth of the group. (Also see, Holzman, 2000; Rogoff, 2003; Wells, 1999.)

Consistent with previous proposals (Freire, 1989; Greene, 1988), a playful approach to education recognizes the freedom that should be practiced by each student and teacher in creating new possibilities of learning, and developing collective voices to achieve these goals.  The core of the proposed practice is negotiation of the educational experience among all the participants in a flexible manner.  Dialogic tools used in pretend play and Improv such as expanding partner’s ideas through the use of turnabouts and “yes and…” statements can be extended to classroom practice in engaging the students in the learning activity and maintaining the dialogues in an open-ended and free-flowing manner, giving way to exploration of ideas and making discoveries. (For other discussions also see, Sawyer, 2004).

There are two examples that embody some of the practices espoused in this article.  One model is the community of learners offered by Rogoff and collaborators (Rogoff, Matusov, & White, 1996; Rogoff, Turkanis, & Bartlett, 2001) in which the discourse develops by participants building on each other’s ideas on a common topic guided by the teacher’s leadership and other adults in the community. All of the inquiries, activities, and loci of responsibilities are emergent, dependent on contextual factors and shaped by the entire community.  A second example is the Barbara Taylor School described by Holzman (1997) that comes into being simultaneously with its activities.  According to Holzman (1997, p.114), this school is “improvisational, activity-centered, and radically democratic.”  There is no curriculum to follow, no set schedule, and no fixed divisions of students. . Each day, the students and adults decide, as an ensemble, what they will do.  What now remains to be identified are descriptions of these practices and their relation to educational outcomes, however defined and assessed.   

In conclusion, pretend play is a life span activity; it is as vital for Western adult functioning as it is for young children’s development.  At all stages of development, pretend play enables us to develop representations of experiences with affective significance.  In the free, spontaneous, social, imaginative, fun, and improvisational world of play, what was initially intuitive and considered personal becomes symbolic and dialogic.  This process simultaneously leads to the construction of knowledge and awareness about self and its relationship to the community.

The present conceptualization of pretend play as a life-span-activity can be explored in future research in many productive ways.  To begin with, it would be invaluable to examine pretending on a continuum of its own from childhood to adulthood without assuming that it disappears after early childhood.  To do so, we need to describe the types of experiences that constitute the basis of pretend activities throughout life and the ways in which such experiences get symbolized and performed in a wide range of activities from Improv to poetry and dance across the life-span.  Second, it is critical to examine developmental differences in the stance players take toward their activities.  We do not yet have any systematic knowledge of the changes with development in individuals’ conceptualizations of pretend play and their values about it.  For example, it would be invaluable to examine how and when in our development we become aware that pretending is one way of negotiating and constructing meaning.  Third, we need to examine the hypothesized connections between pretending and cognitive, affective, moral, and communicative development all throughout life.  Although there are many claims on the contributions of pretend play to development, research addressing the hypothesized contributions of pretending is scarce.  Finally, we need to illustrate that pretend playing  is an effective way of teaching and learning in different institutions (e.,g., homes, schools, museums, churches, and gyms) with learners of different ages so that appreciation of this activity and its incorporation to our daily functioning in an official manner becomes possible. 
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� It is beyond the scope of the present paper to provide a review of various conceptualizations of adult play.  The interested reader is referred to extensive discussions of adult play in Spariosu (1989) and Sutton-Smith (1997).  


� Developmental psychology’s limitation of its research focus on adult pretend play only to its occurrence in adult-child play reflects this view that adults’ involvement in pretend play is acceptable only if play leads to utilitarian ends.
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