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Before the talk starts…
Parents, please recall your childhood:

• Did you often play when you were a child?
• What did you usually play as a child?
• As a child, what was “free play” to you? 
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Know about Free Play in Children
• Children

• Children aged 0-8 years old
• Play

• What is play?
• Free

• What does “free” mean?
• What is free play?

• Know
• What can children learn from play?
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Importance of play
• Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 31)
• “The right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in 

play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of 
the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the 
arts”

• “States Parties shall respect and promote the right of 
the child to participate fully in cultural and artistic life 
and shall encourage the provision of appropriate and 
equal opportunities for cultural, artistic, recreational 
and leisure activity.”
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Source: 
https://edu.unicef.org.h
k/en/CRC-icon-poster 



Importance of play

• Learning characteristics of 
children:

• Full of curiosity, and active in 
learning

• Learning by doing, enjoy using their 
senses to explore and understand 
new things

• Acquire new knowledge building on 
their prior experiences and skills 

• EDB advocates “Free play”
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What is play?
Characteristics of play:
• Intrinsic motivation
• Positive emotion
• Active engagement
• Focus on process rather 

than outcome
• With pretending/ simulation/ 

role playing element(s)
• No externally imposed 

rules
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What is play?
Types of play:
Social play
• Solitary play
• Parallel play
• Associative play
• Cooperative play
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What is play?
Types of play:
Cognitive play
• Functional play 
• Constructive play
• Dramatic play
• Game-with-rules
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What is play?
Types of play:
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Social
Cognitive

Solitary Parallel Associative Cooperative

Functional Solitary-
functional

Parallel-
functional

Associative-
functional

Cooperative-
functional

Constructive Solitary-
constructive

Parallel-
constructive

Associative-
constructive

Cooperative-
constructive

Dramatic Solitary-
dramatic

Parallel-
dramatic

Associative-
dramatic

Cooperative-
dramatic

Game-with-
rules

Solitary-
game-with-rules

Parallel-
game-with-rules

Associative-
game-with-rules

Cooperative-
game-with-rules



What is play?
Types of play:
Development of play (Age)
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0 – 1 
year old

1 – 2 
years old

2 – 3 
years old

3 – 4 
years old

4 – 5 
years old

5 – 6 
years old

6 – 8 
years old

Solitary Parallel Associative Cooperative

Functional Constructive Dramatic Game-
with-rules



What is play?
Types of play:
Physical/ Risky play
• Height
• Speed
• Tools
• Elements
• Rough-and-

tumble
• Get-lost
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What is play?
Think about…
• Do you think the activities about “mouth” and “hands” just now 

are games?
• Do you think your children will consider these as games? 

• We tend to interpret the features and types of play from adults’ 
perspectives

• ☆Children’s perspectives☆
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What is play?
Children’s perspectives:
• Happy, funny
• Exciting
• Pretense
• Initiated by children
• “I have a choice”
• Can decide my own rules
• Time spent with toys
• Time spent with peers/ friends
• Without adults
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1. I derive 
happiness and 
have fun when 

playing with you
2. I choose to play 

with you
3. When playing 
with you, I can 
choose how and 

what to play

Children feel free
= Free play



Play in Kindergartens
Do you have these questions in mind? ----

• What do my children usually do in the kindergartens?

• What are the differences between “free play” in kindergartens 
and “free play” at home? 

• What can my children learn from “free play” in kindergartens?
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Play in kindergartens
What are the differences between “free play” in kindergartens 
and “free play” at home? 
• Group life
• Individual differences among children
• Teachers
• Teaching plan and learning objectives 
 Learn (through play) systematically

• Quantity and variety of hardware 
resources
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Play in kindergarten
Types of activity in kindergartens: Schema of play and learning
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Free play Guided play Directed play Work disguised 
as play

Work

Internal control
Internal reality
Internal motivation

Learning 
objectives

External control
External reality
External motivation



Play in kindergarten
Types of activity in kindergartens: Schema of play and learning 
(examples)
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Penmanship 
homework/ 
worksheets

Competition among 
3 groups of 

children to name 
words starting with 

the alphabet “A”

Music and 
physical 

activities led 
by teachers

Art and craft 
activities

Group 
activities

Free choice 
among corner 

activities

Free play Guided play Directed play Work disguised 
as play

Work



Play in kindergartens
Definition of “Free play” in EDB curriculum guide

“Free play” is a behavioral activity evoked by the intrinsic motivation of 
children. It places emphasis on children’s autonomy and free participation 
and children are not limited by the rules or preset goals established by adults. 
During free play, children can choose their own tools, ways to play, 
playmates and activity area. 

Half-day and full-day kindergartens should arrange no less than 30 and 50 
minutes every day respectively for children to participate in free play. Free 
play can be carried out during free choice activities and physical activities. 
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Play in kindergartens
Example of content of 
activities and schedules 
in kindergartens:

Time for free play
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Play in kindergartens
Free play in kindergarten:
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Reading 
corner

Exploration/
Science corner

Dramatic play corner

Art and Craft
corner

Corner for 
fine motor activities

Language/
Mathematics 
corner



Play in kindergartens
Free play in kindergartens:
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Play in kindergartens
Free play in kindergartens:
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Play in kindergartens
Free play in kindergartens:
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Play in kindergartens
Free play in kindergartens:

24



Play in kindergartens
Free play in kindergartens:
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Play in kindergartens
Free play in kindergartens:
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Play in kindergartens
Free play in kindergartens:
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Play in kindergartens
Free play in kindergartens:
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What do children learn through play
Do you think children can learn the followings from free play 
in kindergartens?
• Language
• Mathematics
• Science
• Arts
• Physical fitness
• Social skills
• Emotion regulation
• Empathy
• Concentration… 29

Skills required in 
the 21st century



What do children learn through play
Time for game:
• “Happy, Smiley”
• Case:

• Are you afraid? Am I afraid? (K2/ Male)
• Parents’ attitude:

• Unconditional positive regard
• “It is okay to be not okay”
• “I am always your safe haven, supporting you to explore 

bravely and freely”
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Roles of parents
Parents can be a/ an … in children’s play:

(1) Provider
(2) Participant
(3) Inspirer
(4) Observer
(5) Intervener

(6) Good partner of home-school cooperation 
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Free play



Roles of Parents
Parents in children’s play can be a:
• (1) Provider

Provide and arrange the necessary time, materials and 
environment for children

• Time: Children’s time and self time allocation
• Materials: Types, storage
• Environment: Venue, people (including parents themselves)
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Roles of Parents
Parents in children’s play can be a:
• (1) Provider

• Close-ended materials
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Roles of Parents
Parents in children’s play can be a:
• (1) Provider

• Open-ended materials
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Roles of Parents
Parents in children’s play can be a:
• (1) Provider

• Open-ended materials
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Roles of Parents
Parents in children’s play can be a:
• (1) Provider

• Storage of materials
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Roles of Parents
Parents in children’s play can be a:
• (1) Provider

• Environment: venue nature
• Increase physical activity, 

prevent obesity
• Relieve stress
• Provide new sensory stimulation
• Nature provides new materials 

to support children’s free play
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Roles of Parents
Parents in children’s play can be a:
• (2) Participant

• Play with children
• I assign you to be the chef! VS 

You’ll be the chef, I’ll be the customer
• Respect children’s play and imagination 

(Immerse yourself into their play)
• “This Dad Made His Kid an Action Movie Star Get 

in the boat!” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ze_2ZyCDYTk 
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Roles of Parents
Parents in children’s play can be an:
• (3) Inspirer

• Question type: Open-ended VS Close-ended
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Close-ended Open-ended
Can you build a sheep with blocks for me? What can we build with blocks?

Is this a square or a rectangle? What are the similarities and 
differences between a square and a 
rectangle? 

Shall we stride across that using one or
both legs? 

How can we get there? 



Roles of Parents
Parents in children’s play can be an:
• (3) Inspirer

• As a model for imitation and learning
• Provide play ideas for younger children
• Add more fun to children’s play
• Help children to use their imagination and engage in play

• Invite children to share their experiences and feelings after 
playing
• Recall the experience, strengthen parent-child relationship
• Consolidate new experienceWhat will you do if you 

face similar situation in the future? 40



Roles of Parents
Parents in children’s play can be an:
• (4) Observer

• Observe and explore your surroundings actively. With new 
discoveries and ideas, it will be more fun playing with 
children and easier to guide children during play 

• Observe your children, learn more about your children 
through play (personality, ability, strength, etc.)
• Develop the attitude of appreciating your children
• Know when to and not to intervene
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Roles of Parents
Parents in children’s play can be an:
• (5) Intervener

• When it is unsafe
• When children break rules, e.g., 

being impolite and disrespectful
(☆ cultural characteristics)

• When you know your children 
can do it with a little help

• When children cannot do it 
due to their limited ability
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Can do it 
unaided

Zone of proximal 
development



Roles of Parents
As a parent, you can also be a:
• (6) Good partner of home-school cooperation 

• Parent notice, newsletter, intranet Parents’ instant messaging 
groups…

• Communication between parents and (class) teachers:
• I don’t know what and how to play with my children…
 What do my children play in class? 
 Can I play these games at home?

• What do teachers need to support children’s free play in kindergartens? 
 Materials
 Ideas
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Conclusion
Myths about play and free play:
• Whether play is free or not depends on children’s perspective and 

point-of-view
 Free = children can choose what to play, whom to play with 
and how to play
 Parents are the best playmates of their children!

• Even the activity is not completely free (e.g., with parents’ 
direction or guidance), it is considered as play as long as children 
are happy and enjoying it

• With mutual respect, there is no “right” or “wrong” for play
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Conclusion
Parents, please recall your childhood:
• Did you often play when you were a child?
• What did you usually play as a child?
• As a child, what was “free play” to you? 
• Have you ever said these to your children?

“UNICEF HK Children's Right to Play PSA”
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j6RvnwZRs0Q 

• Play with your children. Let your children bring back your 
childlike innocence and purity in play

45
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For more information…
The University of Hong Kong – Faculty of Education

https://web.edu.hku.hk/event/parent-seminars
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For more information…
The University of Hong Kong – Jockey Club “Play n Gain” Project

https://www.jcplayngain.edu.hku.hk/
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Thank you!
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