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Including playful aggression in early childhood curriculum

THE APPROPRIATENESS OF YOUNG children’s playful aggression within early childhood
settings continues to be debated among early childhood professionals. Research suggests
that children’s play——all types of play—should be the foundation of early childhood
practice; however, playful aggression continues to be a neglected aspest of early
childhood curricula. While decades of research tdentify the significant developmental
benefits within multiple domains of learning as derived from various aspects of play,
strict policies prohibiting playful aggression remain. With a growing number of young
children enrolled in preschool programs it is impartant for educators to previde beneficial
and inclusive experiences conducive to fostering optimal development of young children
in all learning domains. This article suggests that the intolerance of children’s playful
aggression may reduce their optimal development; more specificaily, thefr cognitive,
social, physical and communicative development may be limited or hindered due to the
omission andfor exclusion of playfully aggressive opportunities.

introduction

Decades of research demonstrates play as the means
through which young children learn (Parten, 1932; Plaget,
1951: Smilansky, 1990; Vygotsky, 1968}, Significantly,
early childhood environments foster numerous aspects
of young children's development through daity playful
experiences. With the majority of three- to five-ysarold
children enrolled in praschoc! programs—more than 60
per cent in the United States, 80 per cent in Australiz
and 90 per cent In the United Kingdom—steadily
incressing {QFECD, 2015), many early childhood education
policy-makers have adepted principles and guidetines for
play-hased curricula and play-based best practice (American
Educational Research Association, 2006}, As such, early
childhood curricula aim 1o provide young children’s optimal
growth and devetopment through play-based pedagogy
{Hewes & McEwan, 2006; NAEYC, 2010}

In support of play as a key component of early childhood
pedagogy, Devsioprmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP),
the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) and the Early
Years Foundation Stage (EYFS} are three examples of
national governmental initiatives to provide research-
based principles and guidance for the delivery of guality
educational experiences for young children. The Natlonal
Association for the Education of Young Children {NAEYC)
in the United States, the world's largest organisation

dedicated to improving the education of young childran,
provides an extensive framework of principles and
guidelines for best practices in early childhood care and
education. Collactively, these guidelines are known as
Developmentally Approgriate Practice {DAP). DAP promotes
young children’s optimai learning and deveiopment
through play-based pedagogy (NAEYC, 2010). Serving
as the foundation for early childhood educators” decision
rmaking, Australia’s EYLF is a play-based early childhood
curriculum framework that considers specific curriculurm
relevant to local communities and guides the planning,
implarmeantation and evaluation of quality programs in sarly
childhood settings (DEEWR, 2009), in the United Kingdom,
the EYFS presents a framework of standards that support
young children’s learning, development and care through
the implementation of play-based activities that fester
young children’s progress in seven areas of learning and
davelopment {Departmant for Edugation, 2014).

While the EYLF and the EYFS provide broad frameworks
that guide early childhood educators’ decision making,
DAP outlines spacific pringiples of child development
and learning that include examples of playfui activities for
conskdaration. Specific to the physical domain, DAP states
that preschool-age children should spend a minimum of
a quarter of their school day in physical activity (Copple &
Bredskamp, 2008). In agreement with DAP, studies that
fouus on young children’s physical health recommend that
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children engage in at least 60 minutes and up to seven
hours of unstructured {free play) physical activity daily
{(Ammerman et at., 2007; NASPE, 2002) with at least two
daily opportunities for outdoor play (Ammerman et al., 2007),

In an Investigation of outdoor play, Clements {2004}
provides an extensive discussion of the benefits of outdoor
play, which include the acquisition of skills necessary for

adulthood and the increased growth and development of

the fundarmantal nervous centres in the brain. However,
studies indicate that voung children are receiving less than
the recommended minimum of 80 minutes of dafly free
play, and that the characteristics of the preschool [e.g.
environment and policy) highly influences the physical
activity ievels of the children in attendance {(McWilliams
et al,, 2008; Pate, Mciver, Dowda, Brown & Addy, 2008;
Pate, Pleiffer, Trost, Ziegler & Dowda, 2004}, Addftional
findings from Clements {2004) indicates that despite
the pepularity of chase-and-fles games—a vigorous
and cooperative game—a deciine in young children’s
outdoor imaginative activities exists. Gne explanation
of lower level physical activity in young chitdren may
he attributed te findings from Hart and Tannock (2013a}
that demonsirate educators' discomfort with allowing
aggressive play behaviour {e.g. chase-and-flse) due to a
lack of understanding of the distinct differences beiween
sociodramnatic play and serious aggression.

Young children’s play

The impertance of play has a long history across numerous
disciplines and has been recognisad as an integral aspect of
hurnan evolution whereby it facilitates the bullding of the
skills recuired for adaptation and survival (Byers & Walker,
1885 Peliegrini, Dupuis & Smith, 2007). in the early stages
of e, playful behaviours are the foundation for early learning,
and within an educational context, play is considered a
fundamentat toot for early childhood education practices
providing numerous developmental benefits for young
children and is easily imbedded into cusricula. Through playfut
experiences, young children further their creative expression,
language and literacy, cognitive competencs, social skills and
physicat development. Current research views play not as
an unimportant pastime, but as a critical component of early
chifdhood programs because of its positive impact Upon social,
physical, cognitive and emoticnal development (Calabrese,
2003}, In short, play is the foundation of young children's
growth and development (Malloy & McMurray-Schwarz,
2004), During play, children advancs their physical, cegnitive,
communicative and social-emotional development (Hewes
& McEwan, 2006; Nage! 2012), For example, children benefit
physically through their exploration of socisl boundaries,
placement in & social group and repetitive movernents to
test their strength and restraint (Calabrese, 2003}, Play also
fosters children’s physical health through exercising thair fine
and gross motor muscles, as well as providing children with
an otttlet to release built-up energy.
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In one sense, play could also be considered a unique
component of young children's physicat activity in that
the physical activity of young children Is fundarmentalty
different than that of older children, adolescents or
adults (Burdette & Whitaker, 2005}, And while it could be
argued that subtle differances exist in the nomengclature,
this paper contends that play and physical activity for
young children are intimately connected in terms of ihe
important development outcomes asseciated with such
endeavours. Importantly, the links between play and
physical activity at the nexus of brain health, cognition and
scholastic achiovernant are well docurmented and worthy
of consideration. For example, research has demonstrated
links between school-based physical activity and enhanced
lsarning via enhanced atiention span, smotional regulation
and concentration (Wojcicki & McAuley, 2014; see also
Maeda & Murata, 2004; Pellegrini & Bjorkland, 1997;
Shepard, 1997; Sibley & Etnisr, 2003). Physical activity
has glso been associated with batter grades in youth {Coe,
Pivarnik, Womack, Reeves & Malina, 2006} and improved
performance on academic achievement tests {Hiliman
et al., 2008). The physical benafits of play, in themselves,
have been intermingled with cognitive benefits such as
children leaming about the effect their behaviour has on
others {Logus & Harvey, 2010) and being provided with
creativa outlets to explore their worid with a sense of
empowerment (Parsons & Howe, 2006).

Children engaged in play also experience a range of
intellectual benefits through cause-and-effect refationships
and their exploration of complex or challenging concepts that
raquirs higher level thinking {i.e. logico-mathematicel thinking
and scientific thinking), thus further developing thelr cognitive
competence (Bauer & Dettore, 1957). Play also facilitates
the development of social skills in that it requires children to
cooperatively develop themes, meke decisions, pey attention
1o detail, sequenca their actions and resolve conflicts or solve
problems {Baver & Dstiore, 1997). Furthermore, dramatic
play, which fosters cognitive and social development in
young children is a facifitator of symbolic functioning (Hewes
& MaFwan, 2006) and is valuable for mathematics [Emfinger,
2009) and literacy [Korat, Bahar & Snapir, 2003; Pellegrini
& Galda, 1993) development. Young children’s symbolic play
fosters literacy aspects related to early reading and writing
{Pellegrini & Galda, 1993). For sxample, during socio-dramatic
interactions, young children continually negotiate with peers
and adults, wha provide contexts of literacy experiences
{Korat et al., 2003},

The sociai bensfits of piay for young childran extend from
developing friendships and participating cooparatively
te maintasining those frisndships by developing trusting
relations (Hewes & MeEwan, 2008; Pellagrini, 1988; Reed
& Brown, 2000; Reed, Brown & Roth, 2000} Through
social pretend play, young children learn to build streng
peer relationships {Durn & Hughes, 2001). Play provides
chitdren with the opportunities to davelop concepts of right
and wrong, and good and bad (Bausr & Dettore, 1997)




in support of secial-emotional developmant. Through
their playful interactions with peers and adults, children
learn, practise and maintain challenging vocabulary and
more advanced language concepts while simultaneously
learning to view the perspectives of others. And while the
avidence offered above prosecutes a very cogent case
for ensuring play is something that does not meve to the
pariphary of early lsarning environments, ong aspect of
play that often garnishes negative critigue, s aftan amitied
from curriculum documents and is arguably not valued or
deermed inappropriate is that of piayful aggression.

Playful aggressich

Existing research involving rough-and-tumble play {Jarvis,
2007; Pellegrini, 1987; Smith & Lewis, 1984, Tannock,
2008}, risky play {Sandseter, 20083, superhero play
{Bauer & Dettors, 1997), *bad guy’ play {Logue & Detour,
2041), active play (Logue & Hasvey, 2010}, play fighting
IHart & Tannock, 2013a; Pellis & Pallis, 2007}, big body
play (Carlson, 2011}, war play {Levir & Carlsscn-Paige,
2008; Hellendoorn & Harinck, 1997; Malloy & McMurray-
Sehwarz, 2004) and physically active and imaginative play
{Parsons & Howe, 2006) descrite similar playful aggressive
hehavioural characteristics, Given the numerous terms
used to define similar play behaviour, teachers struggie to
recognise the benefits and support children’s engagement
of playiui aggression {Hart & Tannock, 2013a). For the
purpose of this article, play types that include aggressive
characteristics will be defined using Hart and Tannock's
{2013a) definition of playful aggression as, "verbally and
physically cooperative play behaviour involving at least two
children, where all participants enjoyably and voluntarily
engaye in reciprocat role playing that includes aggressive
make-believe themes, actions, and words; yet lacks intent
to harmn either emotionally or physically’ {p. 108).

Charactetistics of playful aggression

Malioy and McMurray-Schwarz {2004) define aggression as
playful when the participants recognisa that the messages
within interactions represent bahaviours and objects within
the piay realm rather than reafity. Jarvis {2007) states that
playful aggression is & set of enjoyable, physical, vigorous
and reciprocal behaviours that include chasing, jumping
and play fighting. Logue and Harvey (2010} define playful
aggression to include suparhero play, play fighting, chase
garnes and protect/rescue games. Pellis and Pellis (2607)
state playful aggression as synonymous with play fighting.
Sandseter {2009) classifies playful aggression as risky play,
which she defines as a thrilling and exciting form of play that
involves the risk of physical harm (Sandseter, 2007}, Within
her qualitative exploration of the affordances for risky play
in two preschool outdoor environments, Sandsster {2009)
identifies playful aggression subcategories: wrestling/
fighting, fencing with sticks, chase and cateh, snowball
war, wrastleffight/fence, fighter roles lsuperheroes).

Benefits of playful aggression

Playful aggression is considered to be a beneficial form of
social play that encompasses complex behaviours involving
many areas of the brain and engages much of the brain's
physiclogy {Cozolino, 2013). Numerous animal experiments
suggest that various types of playful aggression are
pracursors for leamning, communication and components
of soaial bonding (see, for example Bekotf, 200%; Boulton
& Srrith, 1992; Drea, 1996; Spinka, Newbery & Bekoff,
2001}, In one important study using juvenile ras as test
subjects, Peilis and Pellis (2007) demonstrated how rough-
and-tumble piay {(RTP}—a category of playful agaression—
leads to organisational changes in the areas of the brain
involving social behaviour. Specifically, male rats were
introduced into established colonies to observe social
cormnpetence. One group of male rats were reared in groups
of rats allowing for RTP, while another group of male rats
were reared in isolation without ATP opportunities. Peflis
and Peilis (2007) determined that rais reared in isolation
displayed a significant deficit: they lacked the ability to
calibrate movements with other rats, which provided
foundational suppert of failure to develop emotional and
cognitive skilis. The authors’ findings conciuded that play-
fighting patterns produce experiances that could improve
social competence, Pellis and Pallis (2007) ergue that if
similar patterns exist for rats and nenhuman primates, itis
possible that RTP in childhood is causally related to social
competence later in life. And whiie this research is limited
to observing social behaviour among rats, studies of playful
aggression and RTP In humans continues to dermonstrate
positive developmental outcomes.

Playfully aggressive behaviours as found in RTP superhsro
play and Dig body play are believed to be valuable
components of early chifdhood with many daveiopmental
penefits, including social, emotional, cognitive, language
and physical development (Bauer & Dettore, 1997;
Calabrese, 2003; Clements, 2004; Hewes & McEwan,
2006 Logue & Detour, 2031, Parsons & Howe, 2006;
Beliegrini, 1988, 1989b; Reed & Brown, 2000; Reed,
Arown & Roth, 2000; Sandseter, 2010} Interastingly,
olayfully aggressive behaviours, while observable n all
children, are more prevalent and observable in boys than in
girls {Flanders, Leo, Paguetts, Pihi & Seguin, 2009; Smith,
2010}, Thare exists a myriad of reasons and theories as
1o why this may be so, that are beyond the scope of this
paper, but the potental of henefits of playful aggression
for boys are worthy of some consideration herg,

Playful aggression provides young hoys with perhaps
their only opportunity fo experience a caregiver's role of
give-and-take as well as the feeling of being cared for
by their peers {Freeman & Brown, 2004}, Recognising
these benafits, Parsons and Howe (2008, p. 298) argue
that "providing opportunities to engage in superhero ptay
opens up & multitude of creative possibilities and allows
chitdren the freedom to explere their world with a sense
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of empowerment and control'. Playful aggression also
provides experiences that allow for immediate feedback for
some brain areas that regulate social behaviour and general
cognition (Peliis & Pellis, 2007}, More specifically, playful
aggression allows children to experience complex physical
and linguistic peer responses and practise controlled and
motivated competitive and ccoperative behaviour within
peer groups {Jarvis, 2007).

A further important component of playful aggression
in boys is its ability to foster positive relationships with
peers. Playful aggression facilitates opportunities for
boys to enhance their capacity to manitor and read facial
axpressions, verbaiisations and inferences shout intent
whiie aiso developing an awareness of establishing
relationship hisrarchies {Smith & Lewis, 1984; Costabile
at al,, 199%; Pellagrini, 2003). For boys, relationship
hierarchies play an Important role in emotional and social
development and such hierarchies are evident in numeraus
facets of society.

Sacietal influences on playful aggression

Hart and Tannock (2013b, p. 1) suggest societal influances
increase young children's interest in playful aggression and
that such infiuences include 'movies (e.g. Star Wars), books
(e.g. Harry Potten, national figures {e.g. military forces),
community heipers {e.g. police officers), professional
sports {e.g. rugby) and commercial foys (e.g. NERF® guns)'.
Pervasive in Western culture, playful aggression has
been ritualised in major spectator events such as hockey,
football, basketball and stock car racing (Reed & Brown,
2000). However, because playful aggression in educaticnal
sattings is either discouraged or banned, children recelve
rrixad messages about the appropriateness of piay fighting
and war toys in schoal, home and community settings
{Hart & Tannock, 2013b}. For example, competitive sports
such as fencing, kendo, wrestling and judo involve playful
aggressive behaviour hecause players attempt to dominate
one another, not cause injury (Hart & Tannock, 2013b}.
In contrast, boxing and ultimate fighting—recognised as
a sport—allow for a greater degree of aggression; more
specifically, violant behaviour such as a ‘knock out’ is
considered an appropriate context of the sport, Collectively,
these examples ars categorised as a type of game play. As
such, they are guided by rules that specify how the sport
is played and involve physically aggressive behavicur as a
crucial aspeet of success and a normativa expectation for
playsrs (Miethe & Deigert, 2007).

As In sports, playful aggression is guided by specific rules
of the game, yet considerad inappropriate behaviour by
voung children. Playful aggression is & highly sophisticated
activity that builds community among the players, and
behaviour that violates its rules should be banned, not
the play itself (Fresman & Brown, 2004), Playfut aggression
arnong young children involves rules and routines that vary
hatween the context of the play such as level of friendship,
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setting, culture, gender and age (Freeman & Brown, 2004,

Hart & Tannock, 2013b; Malloy & McMusray-Schwarz, -

2004; Reed, Brown & Roth, 2000; Pallegrin, 1989z, 1989b,
1694). Becausa violence within sports is dependent on
the rules and routines of the specific event (Miethe &
Delbert, 2007), young children’s exposure to varying lavels
of adults” aggressive behaviour is cause for confusion as
to why such behaviour is socially aceeptable in particular
settings (e.g. sports), but not in their play.

Reconceptualisation of playful aggression

[t is fikely that early childhood educators restrict playful
aggrassion play due to an inadequate understanding of its
benafits {Little, Wyver & Gibson, 2011), and find it difficult
to understand and facilitate playful aggrassion in sarly
childhood settings {Fletcher, May, St. George, Morgan
& Lubans, 2011). Since the 1990s, viclence in United
States schools has received considerably more attention
than in previous sras with strict policies in place {e.g.
zero tolerance} to curb behavioural problems, including
aggression (Miethe & Daibert, 2007}, The conventional
view is that rough play should always be suppressed;
however, that view fails to make the distinction between
playful and serious aggression (Freeman & Brown, 2004,
Of significance here is that there are specific differences
between playful aggression and real aggression or fighting
{Fry, 2008; Smith, 2019) and the research suggests that
playful aggression only turns into real fighting or adverse
circumstances among school-aged children about 1 per
cent of the time {Smith, 2070; Smith, Smees & Pellagrini,
2004). Tha henefits of playful aggression, as noted ahove,
far outweigh any assumed consequences or uaintended
interactions and the developmental necessity of playful
zggression is equally significant.

The first five years of life can be viewed as the optimal
opportunity for supperting the development of emotional
and behavioural regulation and communication {Kesnan,
2012). Physical aggression—an unlearned behavicur that
bagins between one and two years of age—tends to
increase with frequency until approximately three-and-
a-half years of ags, therafore, young children need .o
learn alternative behaviours {Tremblay, 2012). As teaching
prosocial behaviours in prescheol is a comimon approach to
preventing young children’s aggression {Girard, Girolametto,
Weitzman & Greenberg, 2011), suparvising adults have
ample opportunities to support positive social interactions
among young children whether painting a portrait in the art
centre or wrestling indoors on tumbling mats.

Research indicates that preschoot is a sensitive period
for learning to regulate physical aggression (Tremblay,
2012), given aggrassive and disruptive behaviour is one
of the most enduring dysfunctions in children {Lochman,
Roxmeayer, Powell & Jimenez-Camargo, 2012}, Preschool-
aged children who have not developed age-appropriate
self-regulation skills are at a high risk for chronic aggression




and antisocial behaviour (Keenan, 2012). Paradoxically then,
providing opportunities for playful aggression as it emerges
in young children's play are not only an important aspect
of development but may also play a role in suppressing
aggrassion and antisocial behaviour rather than contribute
to such behaviours.

Interms of promating prosocial behaviours, supporting playful
aggression within educational settings also has the potential
o allow additional and continual opportunities to foster
prosocial skilis such as caring, turn taking, perspective taking
and conflict resolution. Because real fighting occurs in only
about 1 per cent of playful aggression bouts, as noted earlier
{Srnith, 2010 ; Smith et al., 2004}, the possibility of superhero
play or RTP leading to serious aggression seems no different
to any other iearning activity. Moreover, leaming prosccial
behaviours is a gradual process learned in part through
adult mediated practice {Girard et al., 2011); therefors, it
seems fitiing to embed prosocial sKifl deveiopment into an
activity young children find appealing. Group interactions
provide oppertunities for adults to encouragse cocperative
play, redirect children to ask each other for help, suggest
roles during dramatic play, or script play for children requiding
more support {Girard etal,, 2011). Freerman and Brown (2004}
contend that rather than banning playful aggression, teachers
should reconceptualise their view by preparing snvironments
that help all children form afflliations and friendships
according to their personal strengths and preferences. Early
childhood programs should support boys' and girls' play
choices, recognising that each child has a unigue repertoire
of interactional styles that prepare them to cooperate with
a diverse pesr group (Freeman & Brown, 2004}, Piayful
aggression is a highly developed form of socialisation that
offers children, particularly boys, opportunities to create and
sustain friendships (Freeman & Brown, 2004).

As‘With all children’s activities, playful aggression

requires supervision that gives children freedom from
adult interfe wn,_2004), Freeman..

and Brown (2004} offer eight broad support strategies
for early childhood professionals: {a} permit both boys
and girls to participate; (b) create & wide-cpen space
reserved for aggressive play; {ct provide at ieast & half
hour per day to fully develop their play episode; (d) provide
close supervision and immediate supgort for children'’s
physical and emotional security; {e} educate teachers and
parents about the characteristics of playful aggression as
compared to serious aggression; ({) educate children about
playful aggression by making rules, discussing concerns
and providing stfategies 1o join or opt out of the Hlay;
{g) add playful agdressom RS BrofasSIonar dave lopment
programs; and {h} conduct playful aggression research to
contribute to the field of early childhood sducation. More
racantly, Hart and Tannock {2013a) provided more specific
support for implementing ptayful aggression into early
childhood programs. Bridging the gap between research
and practice, Hart and Tannock's {2013a) support strategies
for teachers and teachsr training programs sesve as a

foundation for the inclusion of playful aggression within
early childhood programs. Hart and Tannock {2013a} clasify
definitions of serious aggression and playful aggression,
conceptualise the importance of various forms of playful
aggrassion in ¢child development and provide strategies for
early childhood educaiors when confronted with playful
aggression in their classroom. "Without a full understanding
of the distinct difference betwsen playful and serious
aggression, early childhood professionals may react with
concarn and send conflicting messages to voung chiidren
regarding the appropriateness of playful aggression’ (Hart
& Tannock, 2013a, p. 107).

As supported by Freaman and Brown (2004}, Hart and
Tannock {201 3a} note supervision as a key component for
supporting playful aggression in early chilfdhood settings.
Young children need clear diracticns, the establishment
of rules and reinforcement or redirection from teachers
to ensure their developmental growth and safety (Hart
& Tannocck, 201 3a), To determine what actions constitute
playful aggression and serious aggression, teachers
should collaborate with children t¢ establish consistency
among participants and supervising teachers {Hart
& Tannock, 2013a). Such collaberations would assist in
the devalopment of curriculum and pedagogy that fosters
playful aggression in a positive fashion and supports an
important aspect of child develepment.

Summary

The debate among educationat professionals continues
as to the appropriateness of playful aggression within
educational settings (Boyd, 1997; Freeman & Brown,
2004; Parsons & Howe, 2008). Although researchors
offer support strategies for its inclusion in early childhood
settings (Baver & Dettore, 1997; Calabrese, 2003; Carlson,
2011; Freernan & Brown, 2004; Hart & Tannock 2013a;
Parsons & Howe, 2008; Pellegrini, 1987; Reed, Brown
& Roth, 20004, strict policias prohibiting playful aggression
remain {Boyd, 1987; Freeman & Brown, 2C004; Reed,
Brown & Roth, 2000).

With a growing number of young children earolled in
preschool programs, itis important for educators to provide
beneficial experiences conducive to fostering optimal
development of young children in all domains of learning.
After all, research suggests that children’s play—all types
of play—should be the foundation of early childhood
practice, However, the inclusion of playful aggression
continues to be & neglected aspact of early childhood
curricula, due in large to the lack of knowledge regarding
its banefits, perceptions of all aggression as sericus with
intent to harm and requirernents to uphold zero-tolerance
policies. The intoierance of preschool children’s playiul
aggression may reduce their optimat developrent, mors
specifically, young children’s cognitive, social, physical
and communicative development may be deprived of
developing to the fullest extent.
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