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NE OF SOCIETY’S recurrent myths, frequently 
circulated through media reports, relates to 
childhood and play. This particular ‘moral panic’

laments the decline of play in recent years, but, of course,
this is a claim that has a long history, with each generation
documenting the perceived degeneration of the social and
cultural practices of its youth. Fortunately, in the UK we
have numerous archival collections relating to children’s
play, which can be drawn upon in order to trace the
continuities and discontinuities in play over time. One of
the most significant of these collections is that of Iona
(1923- ) and Peter Opie (1918-1982), relating to the play
and traditions of children in Great Britain in the mid-20th
century. The Opies were folklorists who collected
information on children’s play, language and lore through
the use of surveys completed by schoolchildren –
supplemented by extensive fieldwork, which involved
observations of play and interviews with children playing
in school playgrounds and on street corners. The Opie
collection contains materials submitted by some 20,000
children from schools over Britain, and these materials, in
addition to the fieldwork notes and observations, informed
a series of landmark publications by the Opies – including
The Lore and Language of Schoolchildren (1959), Children’s
Games in Street and Playground (1969) and The Singing Game
(1985). The collection itself covers a wide range of play and
cultural practices, including language games, rhymes,
songs, customs and beliefs, and is deposited at the Bodleian
Libraries and the Folklore Society. The British Academy
Research project, ‘Childhoods and Play: An Archive’,1 aims
to survey the entire collection and make it available, by
creating a digital resource that brings together its
distributed parts and makes them available for the purposes
of research in a wide range of disciplines. 

A British Academy Small Research Grant enabled
members of the project team to undertake a study2 which
involved tracing some of the original child contributors to
the Opie surveys, now aged between 50 and 80, and their
contemporaries, in order to explore changes in play over
the past six decades. Twenty-eight participants took part in

oral history interviews, and their reflections on their
memories of play were compared and contrasted with more
recent findings on contemporary children’s play that
emerged from a study funded by the Arts and Humanities
Research Council (AHRC) in the Beyond Text programme –
‘Children’s playground games and songs in the new media
age’,3 which involved ethnographic studies in two play-
grounds in London and Sheffield. A number of continuities
and discontinuities in play over time were found.

Forms of play

There were many similarities in the forms of play reported
by the adults in the oral history interviews and the forms
of play observed in the ethnographic studies. Physical
play, such as running and chasing games (e.g. Tig), were
prevalent in both studies, as were skipping, football,
playing with hoops and balls. Pretend play was also
pervasive, with adults and contemporary children
reporting being involved in fantasy play and socio-
dramatic play. The changes in relation to forms of play
could be identified as those activities that were more
prevalent in current childhood play (e.g. clapping games),
those activities that were new to playgrounds (e.g.
handshakes, perhaps influenced by gang practices, and
pretend play based on reality television, such as The X
Factor), and activities that were less prevalent than in
previous generations or not present on the contemporary
playgrounds we observed (e.g. games such as ‘British
Bulldog’ or conkers). The features of play that were less
prevalent today relate to issues of safety and reflect the
way in which many schools have curtailed such play
deliberately through school policies. Ways in which the
rhymes and games are transmitted have also changed since
the mid-20th century because of developments in media
and technology. Our adult respondents reported learning
games and rhymes from their peers, whereas in the recent
ethhnographic studies, some children had learned
clapping games, for example, from Internet sources such as
YouTube.
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2 http://www.sheffield.ac.uk/education/research/ groups/csnl/relationmedia
3 http://projects.beyondtext.ac.uk/playgroundgames/index.php
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playtimes being shorter in nature because of curriculum
pressures. In terms of the management of play, many of
the adults who were interviewed in this study stated that
adults in schools rarely intervened in play during
playtimes, whilst in the ethnographic studies, adult play
workers and teachers were observed stimulating and
engaging in play with children. Safety issues were of much
less concern in the schoolyards of the 1950s and 1960s,
with some adults reporting risky play during playtimes
(such as playing on bunkers). Developments in media and
commercialisation have, inevitably, impacted upon play in
the school playgrounds over the 60 years between the first
Opie survey and the AHRC-funded study. Children in the
recent study brought branded toys and artefacts (e.g. Star
Wars figurines) into the playgrounds and sometimes
utilised these in their play, whereas the adults reported
taking only non-commercial or low-cost items to school
(e.g. whips and tops, or tins of beads they had collected). 

Space and play

There has been widespread discussion about the way in
which contemporary childhoods are spatially constrained
because of concerns about risk. In this study, the adults
who grew up in the 1950s and 1960s reported being able
to play at a distance from their family homes,
unsupervised by adults, in parks, wasteland and woods.
Fewer cars meant that they were able to play on streets,
stretching skipping ropes across roads or running from
side to side of the road. Issues of personal safety were not
paramount, as the adults reported climbing trees and
exploring bomb sites. For contemporary children, play is
largely restricted to school playgrounds, their own homes
and the homes of friends, or they are taken on trips to
specific play spaces, such as theme parks. For the adults
who participated in the oral history narratives, play spaces
were not generally designated as specifically aimed at
children; they describe play taking place in a wide range of
settings (street, wasteland, countryside, parks, homes).
Developments in new technologies mean that spatial
elements of play are also different for children today,
because of access to both online and offline spaces.
Children in the AHRC-funded study reported playing with
both known and unknown others on a range of online
sites such as virtual worlds, whereas prior to the
widespread use of the Internet, children only played with
others they knew in offline spaces.

Gender, sexuality and play

A number of issues relating to gender, sexuality and play
were fairly persistent across the studies. Adults reported
playing primarily in same-sex groups in their childhoods,

and some attended schools at which the playgrounds of
boys and girls were spatially separate. Gendered patterns in
play were apparent, with girls reporting being involved in
skipping and boys in football. Only in a few cases did the
adults report examples that were counter to these
gendered patterns. In the contemporary playgrounds,
gender differences remained persistent, but were more
complex. Similar issues reported by the adults in relation
to space and play were still apparent in the AHRC-funded
study, in that boys frequently took up large sections of the
playground for football and girls spent time in small social
groups to the edges of the space. There were some changes
in that mixed-gender friendship groups were apparent,
and a minority of children did engage in play which was
not usual for their gender. Heteronormative play was
apparent across both studies, which includes games such
as ‘Kiss-Catch’. Developments in relation to media and
commercialised practices across the 60 years also mean
that gendered representations are more complex today. In
the 1950s and 1960s, children were presented with
stereotypical accounts of girlhood and boyhood in
television advertising and books, for example. In
contemporary society, children do encounter stereotypes
and toys and artefacts targeted primarily at boys or girls,
but they are also more likely to encounter non-
stereotypical representations. There has been much
speculation about the increasingly sexualised nature of
contemporary childhoods, but we found little evidence
across the studies to support this thesis in relation to the
participants in our projects. Risqué rhymes, accompanied
by actions such as grinding hips and pouting lips, are
prevalent in play across all decades and reflect a persistent
interest by children in transgressive play and play that
explores, and parodies, adult worlds. 

The British Academy-funded study that is reported in
this article highlighted the very rich potential of the Opie
collection. This is a unique repository, which has the
potential to inform further, in-depth studies of the history
of childhood and play in the UK over the latter decades of
the 20th century. This work is important if we are to
develop a fuller understanding of the nature of the
changes in childhood and play over the past 60 years, and
it can enable us to challenge the recurrent media-fuelled
cries regarding the disappearance of play. 
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