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o . Discussio U.S.0EPARTMENT OF HEALTH,
Informal Learnine; of Young, Children: n SEPARTMENT OF HEAL
NAYIONAL INSTITUTE OF
EDUCATION .
Symposium, A. E. R, As Annual Yeeting, 1976 San Francisco . CATION & (
THIS DOCUMENT HAS. BEEN REPRO. T
‘OUCED EXACTLY AS.-RECEIVED FROM 1,
TNE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGIN-

’ . Brian Sutton-Smith s ATING IT -POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS
° . . STATED NOT- NECESSARILY REPRE-
\ . “ SENT OF CIALNA!IONALINSTIWTEOF
P's“ychology Depgrtment, Teachers College. EDUCATION POSITION OR POLICV
‘. . " Cotumbia University. ) .
. g ‘ . T
. O™ Discussion on papers presented by: Robert S.° Randall, Greta Fein, Richard Bauman
€\J and Murray Newman ) ) - C g
- R ) ’ e © ..
__QJ,,_, - Let me first _express my appreciation and oenaoyment at being present . T,
C: at this important meeting. I am of the opinion that “social” scientists~— ofsthem .
Wl v '
future may well regaz;d as an anonaly our leng neglect of children s informal
¢ . < )
.. . learning. They may well ask vhy we so long ignored the data at our doorsteps

-

in favor of the relatively artificial behavior of laboratories and classrooms.' It -
\ ]
\is gratifying to see the present scientific efforts to overcome® the failure. Still,

2

although my own.life-has been involved in the same vocation that is represented here,

I feel it is my role as discussant to raise any difficulties that I 'see with the

:(V" ~ v N .
. * present approacl?‘es. : : \ -

What I wigh' to do 1s to- suggest that the participants have unnecessarily
lim1ted their notion of" "1nformal learning . In the parers today I detect two major
tyves of definition. ' tlhe first is sociological. It ‘says that inforrrxal learning is K

@ that sort of learning ¥hich in the past has been ne°leeted and regarded culturally
C;:D as un:unportant. The present speakers suggest that on the contrary these supposedly
@ trivial matte“s are the basis for the complex behaviors of adults as these are

C:described by writers like Barker, Gofiman and Garfinkel. Pein clearly states that

€

‘ CD the <children's pretend oehaviors socialize them for group entry, group.roles and "

'Q'. the child c}’xlture. Newman states that analytic problem solv}ng in life can be .
trained Aby analytic problem solving in games. Bauman implies,somewhat more" cautiously, A
that riddle" and knock knock Jokes socialize children for velbal art and perhaos

. consolidate communicational competences acquired elsewhere. Fein 5 and Hewman s

-
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socialization is anticipatory, Bauman's. is consolidative, which is 1fke the difterence

between the play theory of Groos.and the play theory of Piagst. They are both ¢

.

L
preparatory theories but have this difference in emphasis. <

»

o . S Rendall presents a gsychological view of informal Yearning -which derives

its conhotations from the writings of theorists gich as Moor (autotelia), Berlyne
(intrinsic motivation) Csikszentmihalyi (flow) 4n vhich stress is laid upon the
individual's c?rftrol, his pleasure, high fee"dback,"self-awareness without seif-

consciousness and the vlvidness of the emotional states. The- major argument here is

~ that children in these states of voluntary behavior leéarh more because they are

-—««....-.N S

S - .. . . ¢

jaore motivated . : . . K

What is not fully represented here today is a third view which I will

I‘ . r— <

~~ call the 'anthropolozical one, Randall describes an eight stage system of voluntary

learning which begins at one end with fairly cautious and sober routine exploration

and goes to the other end with more variable "adaptational" play. What he neglects ‘.

to mention is that at the more varia e end there is oi‘ten a great deal of unsober

-
nonsense, Amongst those who have observed these differences in animals (Welker, 1 _ 961;

Chevalier-Skolnikoff, 1973) and humans (Hutt, 1971), this irrational end has usually ‘

been called play.' In recent years anthropoloéists have been become increasingly inter-

ested in this irrational end of the continuum although in tneir case 1t is usually

rites of reversal that is the subaect-matter. Is there ahj sense amongst ‘.today s
&

8peakers that informal education must deal with the irrationai with “the madness of

being children, of being human" There are certainly hints of it, in Newman's mention

~  of "unusual uses", in,Bauman' s outrageous "knock knock" jokes and even in Fein s

‘de,nonstration that at 12 months of age the infants are already 00 big for their h
bottles. Still these droplets oi‘ madness are not the major focus. Attention to j

more voluntary learning is being advocated but with a subordination to a rationalist

will happily go along with the rite of reversal I.am practising in this discussion.

\

They simply needed-the, excuse tb let down their informal hair.

3

stance, Although I mpke these strictures I feel fairly confident that the participants
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A brief note of play theory history might help to clarify the distinctions

Iam mgking. Most of the earlier theories and somé of the more recent ones basmally

accept “the w 'r'ork ethic notion of play's triviality, but they do imply it, has soxne
*

as,
. :auyiliary function in life. This o h lactie group of theories vhich includes notions’

of surplus energy, relaxation, recreation, recapitulation and a’oreaction bring p].ay

Y 5

into the sober- sphere-of social science in 8 remedial capacity Only. Although they

do in an incldental way, as in the recapitulation theol - of atavisms s and in the

WAt o

+

psychoanalytic theory of compensation, note its madness.\ These theories constitute a, .
partial rehab: litation of play theory into rational dq. ourse. Compared mth .the‘oppo-

« sition of the early nineteenth century towards ex:pressive,areas, ’this- was. a notable

. sobriety. T‘hese are the Preparatog theories, which begin vith Groos, and continue.

|
|
: 1
step 1orwa~rd. The next. group, however, constitute a quite marked oscillation towards o
today in nost, theorizing about an:i.mals {Aldis, J976) 8s vell as in Piaget. Theseé theories
& ' -
|

' all assume play has somé sort of socializing fuction in' huxnan developir{ent. The child
. \r S—
plays.so that he may grow up.* I fear that most of today s speakers aﬁa in this camp.

Because of this I would call. their attention to some Lo years of theorlzmg

about5 sports and games and play in which the same assumption has been made, and innym-
¢ \,
:erable studies, sociological and anthropological, carried out (to vhich I have. contrib-

" ‘s

uted), but in which little attention has been given to what in fact gets sociallzed

So strong has been the assumption that socialization did mdeed occur that\

most 1nvest15ators in these ﬁelds have been sati".ﬁed to note .a correlathon between
the game or éport form and some cultural variable., They have seJaom examire d causal
"-linkages. My own work with Roberts is a case in point, Having shown games of strategy .

to arise in.post neolithic conditions. of social class complexity ve assumed a relatioh-‘

.

- ship between the fizures on the chess board and the complexities of the social system.

Ve did not give equal attentzon to the derwnstration .of th&t relationship m empirical

W
$e

-

terms s or if you will "to transfer. ‘ B L
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) Fortunately there 15 a new vein in socialization research in play in which
there is interest in the relationship between experimen‘bally manipu]ated play_ and
other competences. 'J_.‘o date most of this is_to be found in_ the game simulation area
(and today" s‘ paper by ’Newman represents a welcome use of real games in the same way),

or in the creativity area, where a number OFf researchers have shown. that play incre-

~ ments are accompanied by increases on creatinty test scores (Dansky & Silvermn,

19733, Feitelson & Ross, 1975)‘ Here there is a burgeoning concern with demonstrati!ig: ’

’cransfer, and T predict a healthy future for these forms: of rationalism. Althdugh

<

we shou.ld note this is a focus on the variables that mediate transfer rather than on

¢ . *

.transfer itself. '_ - ° -

<

L . Still while conceding that play 1s\at times prophylactic and at times social-

izing (and the extent probably varies with age and culture-) it would be my belief that
¥ €y T

“ve are now at a. stage when we need a new order of play theories which deal directly

with; the irrational elements in play, in short with that ‘part of informal learnmg which;

[N

is pllay .

;‘ . fThe inversive theories of play . .

"I think it is 1mportant to note that for a number of years novw anthro-

pologlsts have been wrestlino w1th the problem of the inversive. They have ceased look-

ing at rites of reversal (where the poor act wealthy and the wealthy act poor, where

1

men act like women and women like men etc.) as 1f they were abnormalities in the system,
.as if they were cathartic excesgses requiring the porphylax1s of armual ventiLation. L
Instead they have come to. suggest that alienation and conformn.ty are the twin poles
of all social systems, that each comm1tment to a noxm breeds an alien alternative,
so;netimes fantasied sometimes ritually enacted. The two are link,ed together as
structure and anti-structure as Turner has suggested (1971&) Informal educat,ion is

not merely on a cont1nuum with formgl education, as .,ome slightly ‘less rational e>‘ten-

sion of it in this vay of thinking. -Om the contmry it is’ 1ts eneny.

) - b
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Let me give you one example of a story told _by a seven year old in our

- narrative pro:je;t‘,\As time goes by wa:th story tak.ing in thisr project ’ children use B
ug with increasing freedom for fantasy story telling, Their stories become 8 partic-
ulariy free form of play. With some agihty you can call the.,e stories a form of social-

ization but it seems to me to do only that is to' miss the main point force, and import-

ance of 1rrationa11sm on the informal play sceneh_,
A baby was walking down the street making rouble and_ when the baby saw
a man passing her, she said,” You sutk your buggers, 3 times, yeh, veh,"
. Then they went to a music studio and they heaR? "Keep coming in ABG, ABC;
o . ABC, L, L; 2;" And then the baby said, "I can, do _the whole alphabet. ARC
DEFGHIJKLINOPQ,RS and TUV, W and X¥Z. That's how"”‘And then the baby said, -
"I spit at you," and then she spitted in the, air. -Then the baby said,
"ABC my bugger!" Then the baby said, "I think I'm so sma‘rt just because I
have one tooth out." Then the baby said, "I am superman, you-can't hurt °
superman," Then the man said, "'You're messing up the whole music studio.
Kick the baby out." Then another baby said, "I never saw a baby irith a
moustache," while putting-his fingers on his nose. Then he said, Me -
Chinese, me tell¥joke, me go beepeé in your coke." ’And,,when the baby that |
- was getting kickeds out- said,"You're.not Chinese,.you'te American.” |
N Then they saw 3 ladies kicrung their legs up and saying, "Legs, legs |
\
\

~ “legs are here!' Then the girl said, "I save my eyelashes every day.' And”‘
. then the baby said, YI think I'm so great because my- téeth don't neeé to be =
N ~ fixed." Then the Laby walked.into an A & P hee-O Store ahd everyone was =
saying, "Vee-O!" < j
Then the baby said, "It passed my bed-time, I better find my way hone.
Then he accident]y walked into a museunm vhile the guard was asleep, and he
climbed up a plastic tree and there was a ropé hanging on it and he said,—
R "Me Tarzan!"™ Then the Boys swinged out the window and about a mile and
landed through the chimney into his house and said, "Me Santa Claus."
And then he climoed 1nto bed and went to® sleen. That's the end.

When’one looks more closely at some of the present papers there is hint
)

there also of this kind "of lust for upsetting the world " Obviously Bauman's riddlers

and jokers, like to put others on the spot. Even Fein"s ba‘gies vho Xkeep reachinc, for

“the big world and testing it ou't‘ oh baby dolls are masters of their owm freedom énﬁ

their own nonsense. N ‘ -

‘ . N ~
A Dialectical Theory of Play - .
Phenoména of this sort are not éxceptional‘ in play‘, they are everywhere,

once you start ZLookmcr for them, I have elsevhere written of ga.mes of order and

- . . aisorder, the major point of vhich is a play upon the themes of anarchy and chaos. In

“

Qo . 6 ?
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Ring a Ring a Roses, & highly fonnal, informal pastime, it -ends with all the girls
falling over on the ground \a triumph for disorder over order 5 although getting it -

all together in the first place is a triunph for order. _Games deal with such OppOS=r _ |

. itions. .In Mother May I, the mother-like girl gives out eutccratic orders (you must s

{ .
say please ') tut meantime the players cheat. And as we 21l know play at "schools"

‘ is often a play at’ smulated aaughtiness. One can ar-alysé° games onv’aeither the meta

level or the stmctural level and show throughout an 1nterweaving of opposa.tions. I g/ ‘

.

habe elsewnere considered these oppositions in terms of’ the player s iﬁtentionality,

¥

their reversal of social contro‘ls s their taking of turns, their varlabili,ty of tactics, .

e e e e

(cheating) the1r 1dentity reversals, athéir revérsals of fate, ‘their rule reversals and... ...

PN

T their playfulness, also the way in whigch games at the adolescent and adult levél can

lead to cultural reversals (Suttpn-Smith, in pre-ss) In pLay, the di!alectic is, between
“the &Jlayer and 'reality“ He opposes reality with h1s own play rea]ity. In the game..
the relationship exn.sts ’ but is also e\ncapsulatedr within the opposita.ons in the rules
(as in winning and losm,_,) Then thgre is the meta gane 1n which the would-be players
argue about who gets to go first, who gets to be first base. Sornetimes the relationships

in this metasystem are reversed by the game, someta.mesxreplirated (Sutton-Sruth, 1966 ).

et o e e o, - —

s 3;’..\

In sports the meta system (in terms of coaches audierces and referees) becomes a

L] - » v

~_l«-:part of the game funct:.oninrr and new oppositions arise. : " ) .

. <o
‘ﬁ.. -
ST L

= {{}h&re is a nice clue in Greta Fein's study as to how this dialectic works
pla

vy

within y itself., She gives “the example of“the infant using something already ‘

Well mastered,’_bottle feerding, and applyin,_, that to something novel yet to be mastered,

that 5 the bottle feeding of someone else, the doll. Using what is fam1liar, the baby"

PO

——

is able to explore that, v\ch is unfamiliar. Similarly when children first get into

riddles » théy use something“which is familiar (questions and answers) té e:rplore so'nething 1
|

which is uni‘amiliar (incongrnous replies) Or in Bauman's descriptive routines they

use the familiar (catecories have central attributes) to explore the unfamiliar (cat-

egories can have quite peripheral attributeJ Now if we focus our attention on that




it

-

we think that play anthlpatGS life Nltﬂ novel repert01res.

wqpqtentlated responses will have to T”:Lnd their way back into other E

. . . - >
- . »
N

(
whlcb is repllcated .in the play, that whlch is famlllar, we naturally s
thlnk that rlay consolidates that -which has already been learned

(Plaget ) rps1t10n), ‘but %P we apply our focus to the novel trans~
<

formatlon (the inversion, )the reversal, the 1rrat10nal ete.), then ,

o
.. *

It is my, own view that éven waen play does antlclpate it does "t

SO, in a rreadartive, not a directly socializing ways -lay potent-

1ates ﬂesronses, rather than dlrectlv rrepares them. :”hose play A

o T

cultural systems. rlay 8ﬂt101ya+es through adantlve notentlatlon ol

‘
- - ———

uonly. . ] " AN R ' X . m'”"“”f"}
o 3 . ) . ,
Informal ILearning as Creativity ’

~

We see that inforral leafning can -be applied to exnloratory~

L4

learning. Here, althougn the child! S, behav1or is voluntary, what

— |

s N . ——
|

|

the'eﬂnlorer loes is an attempu to. find out and discover th‘n”S£

His behavidr is subordl ated to the ture of the stimuli he is . . ‘

examibing. Traditional educatlon would undoubteoly be. hapry with

*

\
Q

this kind of 1nfo nal educatlon, bécause it bridgs motivgtion to

» - ]

the learmnr7 without really settlnb him free. Wwhen Tlay occurs
“there is always a more total reversal of control. The player makes
“lS%lnctlon% that the erplorer cannot. 'He is re1at1vely unbounded -
and therefore uncqntrollable. First play is- usually falrly repetltlve.~ ‘ .
Although Fein's infant is in charge, what ne does is qu1te ‘reutine,
Life is “eplscated. Ur as in Bauman's case, the younﬂer children.
attempt to naster tnc xnock knock routlne although in a fairly 1ncon—
rete way. Their play transformatioén con31sts in being in charge of
the routine rather thdn doing it well, as tlme prog¥resses however,
and famlllarlty becones assured, tnere is usua1ly a transitidn to

1ncreas3nb varlablllty,.and sonetllcs to nonsense. It -is at -this

3 - ‘ B
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' p01nt that tne traditional educator Erows uneasy.

p AN 7

And yet we sée in thigs dlalectlc betweeﬁ the repllcated
evenh and the transfo?med event the ess ence of playfulness. dhen
the sa*e tension and the same novelty are aprlied to some medlum

of, Nords or materlals that has meanln fqr otaers, it also becores

-

the essence of creat1v1ty.- Creat1v1ty lles in this tension between

- <

_the fa iliar and- the unramlllar. In our 111m pnoaecu at Teachers

. _‘ -

College, for examplei ve have founb that the ohll@ fllm makers do

their most sophisticated tecqnlcal work on those‘parts of their \

»

narrative with whlch they are most familiar (the central characte rs\

.

.aﬁiehomefbases), They are creative. first in the areas wlth which
‘.:9

Y °

tney are nost familiar.

The education systém which carefully g§oeks to explore this
, . . :

»

alternation between the familiar and the uﬁf&miliar, between the
archetype. ani the novel, betiveen what is replicated 'and what is .

reversed, “has not yet been even coméentuélized "and yet that 1s the;

*

"_ultimate promise of informal learning, thst it leads us 1nto tae .

- "

Heartland of the child's own imagination. Unfortpnately,\inﬁormal

-

educalion is mbre‘likely to be socialized %o "an. attenuated &ork

-

—ethic. Its inversions are llkely to be nezglected for its P orhylaxis,

<

or its invers}on fdreswaqp for its socializations.

~

I would urge on the present speakefs that they take more faith

s . 3
"in thé inversive elements in thaeir research; not because these inver-~

sive elements are sufficient in themselves, but because in colibinatidns
.with the voluntary exploration of familiar territories, they achieve
‘a dialectic of self transformation which can be the heartlani of an

s e 2 Ny

entirely different &ind of education. an education which places the

tensions, of the child's 1maw1vatlon at the center of £ ocus.

- L4

.
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