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Abstract

The ways in which children engage in play, the skills they acquire, the dynam-
ics they navigate, and the relationships they form offer valuable insights into
their future development as adults. It is precisely because of this powerful, yet
often underestimated, role of play in shaping their growth that children’s play-
ful activities must be carefully observed, studied, and guided by the adults re-
sponsible for their care. By actively accompanying them on their developmen-
tal journey, educators and caregivers can better support the formative process-
es that influence children’s social, emotional, and cognitive growth.

We aim to offer methodological and practical guidelines directed at countering the
emergence of stereotypes during the elementary school years. By engaging in col-
lective play and deconstructing these limiting mechanisms, children can explore
and identify alternative pathways that enhance their imagination and creativity.
Through play, a space is created where diverse perspectives are embraced, allow-
ing for the broadening of children’s understanding and the development of more
inclusive attitudes. The heuristic value of mistakes made collectively by children
and teachers enables learning through play without the fear of failure or feelings of
inadequacy. This process not only leads to unexpected and challenging outcomes but
also encourages individuals to push their boundaries while sharing their discoveries

with others.

1 This contribution is to be considered the result of a constant and synergistic shared work
between the authors. For reasons of scientific responsibility, it is specified that paragraphs 1, 2,
3 are to be attributed to Elena Pacetti, and paragraphs 4, 5 to Claudia Baiata. Conclusions were
elaborated together.
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Pacetti, Baiata

1. Play in Primary School

Play is part of the basic needs of human beings. The desire to play, indeed the
need to play, does not abandon us at the end of the developmental age, but
remains rooted throughout our existence: the individual, in fact, changes the
way he or she plays according to the different ages, but play always remains
the driving force behind all psychic and social activity (Gray, 2013).

Play stimulates creativity, encouraging exploration, and imagination,
bringing about a climate of security which is free of anxiety and fear, en-
abling the child to master external reality. Through play, the child experi-
ences people and objects, enriches their memory, studies causes and effects,
reflects on problems, builds up a vocabulary, learns to control his or her emo-
tional reactions and adapts his or her behaviour to the cultural patterns of his
or her social group. Play is therefore necessary for the complete development
of the child’s body, intellect, emotions and personality (Farné & Bortolotti,
2019).

The Romans defined [udus as both school and leisure, and similarly in an-
cient Greek the same term, skholé, was used to refer to fun, leisure and school
(Staccioli, 2008). Where do we stand, then, with regard to the presence of play
in schools? Play did not easily become part of the Italian school curriculum.
Education promoted since the end of the 19th century was committed to com-
bating illiteracy and to educating children in reading, writing and counting.
Play was recognised in the Gentile Reform of 1923* in its free and sponta-
neous form and in the primary school programmes of 1955° the intention
to make playful and ludic activity useful for learning was also consolidated,
as well as valorising it for its moral and social roles. Three functions of play
emerged at the time within the school: for physical development, to support
teaching, and for moral and social education.

In the 1955 programmes, a special and positive focus was manifested on
daily outdoor play, thus promoting both its spontaneous expression and the

bodily aspects that had characterised the previous decades.

2 R.D. 1° ottobre 1923, n. 2185. Provvedimenti per la scuola elementare.

3 D.P.R. 14 giugno 1955, n. 503, Programmi didattici per le scuole elementari pubbliche e
private.
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The 1969 Orientamenti* highlighted the importance of play in the state nurs-
ery school, moving it from a recreational tool to an essential educational el-
ement. The 1991 Orientamenti® further emphasized the significance of play in
developing children’s various skills. In the 2000s, the 2007 Indicazioni Nazion-
ali® indicated a shift in focus from play in preschool to more disciplinary as-
pects in primary school. Despite recognizing the value of play in learning, its
role is mostly limited to motor and sports activities, rather than being seen as
a holistic pathway linked to learning, well-being, and relationships.
Although the right to play has been recognised since 1989 by the UN Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child and Adolescent, in 2013 the UN Commit-
tee expressed concern about the lack of awareness of the importance of play
and recreation, an importance that, when recognised, is reserved for play as
a motor activity and competitive games with the idea that a useful time is
an expert-driven time, and underlined that “greater recognition of the forms
and locations of play and recreation preferred by older children is particu-
larly necessary” (United Nations, 2013, p. 11). Equally, access to play by chil-
dren with disabilities remains particularly critical (Bianquin, 2017), a very
worrying indicator of a lack, among adults (parents, teachers, administrators,
politicians), of a culture of play, too often aimed at educational, didactic or

rehabilitative therapeutic purposes (Antonacci et al., 2017).

2. Factors of Exclusion and Inclusion in Play

Even when permitted, free play at school is relegated to filling the confined
time of recess, and it is noticeable that teachers generally tend, during this
free time, to apply the same rules that are imposed in the classroom during
teaching activities, such as avoiding shouting, not running, moving in an or-
derly manner. This attitude, however, diminishes and does not adequately

value the formative role of playful activity, which is underappreciated and not

4 D.P.R. 10 settembre 1969, n. 647, Orientamenti dell’attivita educativa nelle Scuole
Materne Statali.

5 D.M. 3 giugno 1991, Orientamenti dell’attivita educativa nelle scuole materne statali.

6 D.M. 31 luglio 2007, Indicazioni per la scuola d’infanzia e del primo ciclo di istruzione.
Indicazioni per il curricolo.
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adequately planned for in the educational and didactic programming phases
(Gruppo di lavoro per la convenzione sui Diritti dell'Infanzia e dell’Adoles-
cenza, 2023). Very often, moreover, the desire of adults to guide and protect
children and young people has deprived them of the freedom they need for
their own mental health, contributing to record levels of anxiety and depres-
sion: this happens because opportunities for children and young people to
play, roam and participate in activities independent of direct adult control are
diminished (Gray et al., 2023).

Pupils experience difficulties when they encounter barriers to learning
and participation in environments, materials, relationships (at school and
outside school). Inclusion must guarantee active participation and equal edu-
cational opportunities (including play) for all (Booth & Ainscow, 2011).

What factors represent barriers to learning and participation in play?
Gender, disability, ethnicity, culture, religious divisions, poverty, war, rac-
ism, migration ... (Slee, 2013). Teachers” awareness of biases and stereotypes
in the process of teaching and learning is crucial to guarantee an inclusive
environment that takes into account all learning needs and diverse students’
backgrounds.

It becomes a priority to guarantee the right to play to all and everyone so
that playful activities can also be experienced in the school context, taking in-
clusion as a transversal perspective. This means inclusive (and playful) edu-
cation that values the uniqueness and singularity of each pupil and promotes
the strengthening of the class group as an active and welcoming community.
In this sense, the school must promote social, emotional and affective com-
petences, peer relationships, the active participation of all and cooperative
learning (Ianes & Canevaro, 2016).

Cooperative games (and play) represent an extraordinary opportunity to
transform the school environment into a fun, inclusive and stimulating place
of learning. It is, to all intents and purposes, an experience in which children
have the chance to develop a range of social skills, such as effective commu-
nication, mutual trust and the ability to work as part of a team, thus fostering
empathy, respect and tolerance for others. Regularly integrating cooperative

play into curricular activities can increase the dose of playfulness that con-

378



Let’s Play Together: Deconstructing Stereotypes in School Games:
The Potential of Play for Participation and Inclusion

tributes to improved psychophysical well-being and consequently to more
effective learning.

The fundamental principle of cooperative games is shared participation,
in which people do not compete against each other, but play to overcome
their own limits rather than to defeat their opponents. These games are struc-
tured to offer a feeling of freedom and fun, because the key element is the col-
laboration of all players, no one excluded. In addition, these types of games
foster mutual acceptance and a sense of belonging to a group in the context
of a shared and meaningful experience (Lyons, 2022).

In cooperative games, a particularly important role is played by the lead-
er (or facilitator). At school, this role belongs to the teacher, who is respon-
sible for careful planning and appropriately choosing the time and place to
propose cooperative games, which can be presented for different purposes:
- to get to know each other better;

- to share different aspects of oneself;
- to enhance one’s own and others’ abilities;

- to create greater harmony.

The main task of the teacher in this type of game is to ensure certain condi-
tions during the game: to avoid exclusions, to promote a non-judgmental cli-
mate during dialogues and discussions, and to enforce the tasks. No less im-
portant is the observation of the groups during the game and the subsequent
sharing of the observed dynamics with the children (Loos & Vittori, 2011).

3. Analysis of Best-Selling and Most Publicized Games

If we refer to the commercial world, it becomes even more evident how little
inclusive and difference-respecting toys are widespread. A traditional subdi-
vision of toys almost sets male and female toys in opposition, highlighting at
an early stage how gender-specific roles and expectations exist. Concerning
boys, advertisements often depict fearless superheroes and brave profession-
als, ready for any adventure or to save the world. These games usually have
educational aspects to enhance physical and mental skills. In contrast, toys

for girls tend to focus on beauty, fashion, grooming, and caring for babies or
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animals. They are more about promoting traditional roles like being a house-
wife or caring mother, rather than developing educational skills, creativity,
or competition (Smith, 2015).

Commercials play a vital role in influencing societal expectations regard-
ing social, economic, and gender behaviours. Advertisers focus on selling
products and appealing to customers, often perpetuating harmful stereo-
types without considering the impact on children. Their main objective is to
persuade and seize a portion of the market, aligning with prevailing societal
norms (Lull, 2003).

In Italy, toys & games market is projected to reach €1,724.0m in 2024. Fore-
casts indicate that the best-selling categories will be “Plastic & Other Toys”
(e.g. action figures, remote control toys, and model cars and planes) followed
by “Toys for Toddlers & Kids” (e.g. building blocks, shape sorters, and activ-
ity tables) and “Dolls & Stuffed Toys” (e.g. dolls, teddy bears, and plush toys)
(Statista, 2025).

But the way these toys are advertised among children (and their parents)
can strongly condition their choices, inducing them to buy not so much what
they like or might like, but what the market itself proposes as the best pur-
chase for boys and girls. In this sense, especially in the Italian context, we can
see that toy advertisements tend to maintain the differences already present
in various spheres of society, in a sort of “natural” imagery in which children
are genetically predisposed to such differences (Baiata & Pacetti, 2023)".

Social norms, attributes, skills and competences... but how well are the
differences represented in toy advertisements? How much disability is rep-
resented? Or minority cultures? And what is the impact of these representa-

tions on children’s development? Can teachers make the difference?

7 A detailed analysis of the influence of the toy market on the choices of families and
children and the cultural and pedagogical implications can be found in the article by Baiata &
Pacetti, 2023.
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4. Games and Stereotypes/Games and Representation
of Gender, Cultures, Differences

Children of all cultures rely deeply on play in their everyday lives to de-
velop fundamental social skills, imagination, and resilience, as well as cre-
ate connections and comprehend limits while expressing their feelings and
thoughts. During play, linguistic and cultural barriers are overcome, as com-
munication acquires a universal language of childhood that transcends cog-
nitive frameworks (Fleer, 2010). Play, whether spontaneous or structured,
promotes physical and emotional development, improves problem-solving
skills, and gives a secure environment in which to experiment, imagine, and
develop their identities. It is unquestionably a great organizer during child-
hood: children’s games during social interactions often establish and shape
their connections with peers and adults. Understanding each child’s personal
situation as well as the subtle cultural and symbolic elements that are inex-
tricably linked to education, knowledge, and culture requires an awareness
of education, family, and society (Duek, 2016). Children demonstrate their
physical, cognitive, social, and artistic talents through play, which is also one
of the most significant ways they learn from and develop their ability to learn
about the world by experimenting with various objects and situations (Car-
dona et al., 2021).

In our society, there is a growing awareness about the dangers of stereo-
typical messages conveyed by the family, community, and school environ-
ment in shaping children’s self-perception and self-efficacy from early age
(Sultan et al., 2019). These influences affect students’ interests and motivation
to pursue certain subjects over time, often to the detriment of others (Vir-
tanen et al., 2014). Very early in their lives, children quickly assimilate and
apply fundamental gender categories to a variety of situations and activities.
By age three, kids begin to recognize gender-related elements of objects and
actions. Between the ages of three and six, their comprehension of activi-
ties involving children and adults grows. Around the age of five, they begin
to build preconceptions about personal and social qualities connected with
gender, and by primary school, they have a solid understanding of which
items, activities, and traits are associated with being male or female (Traut-
ner et al., 2005).
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To help children understand and embrace personal and cultural differences,
educators should be aware of how early in life stereotypes are absorbed and
should endeavour to create a more inclusive and equitable play environment
that prevents these differences from becoming disparities, empowering all
students in their individualities and reinforcing their self-esteem. Tailoring
playful activities to the needs and interests of all children not only fosters
greater inclusivity but also challenges prevailing stereotypes, thereby creat-
ing opportunities for all to express themselves more fully. A playful, inclu-
sive approach encourages diversity in participation and supports the devel-
opment of individual identities within a supportive and equitable learning

environment.

5. Deconstructing Stereotypes

From a young age, including in kindergarten, children are often expected to
engage with certain colours, games, and activities traditionally associated
with their gender (Ricchiardi & Venera, 2005; Tomasetto, 2013). A key instru-
ment for eradicating gender preconceptions that supports gender segregation
as well as gender inequality in many spheres of social life is education, and
stereotypes awareness among early childhood educators (Angeli, 2020).
Several factors can act as obstacles to learning and participation. These
include gender, disability, ethnicity, cultural differences, religious divisions,
poverty, war, racism, and migration, among others. These issues can signifi-
cantly limit students’ access to quality education and social integration. Chil-
dren may encounter challenges when they face barriers to learning and par-
ticipation within various environments, including educational contexts and
interpersonal relationships both within and beyond school contexts. True in-
clusion must facilitate active engagement and equal opportunities for all in-
dividuals, ensuring that everyone can fully participate in all aspects of ed-
ucation, including — and especially — play (Danniels & Pyle, 2023). The em-
phasis must remain firmly on upholding the rights of every individual, pri-
oritizing inclusivity as a fundamental principle. Inclusion should be viewed
as a cross-cutting perspective, integrated into every facet of the educational

experience to ensure equitable participation and opportunity for all learners.
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A board game created collaboratively with the entire class, incorporating av-
atars and narratives that represent all individuals, provides a wide variety of
settings and scenography for all children to play with, experiment, and feel
safe to express their creativity, explore diverse perspectives, and engage in
imaginative scenarios. Not only does this inclusive approach foster a sense
of belonging, but it also enables children to develop empathy, critical think-
ing, and social skills as they interact with the game and their classmates in
a collaborative, supportive setting. The rules of the game can be rewritten to
ensure accessibility, with careful consideration given to the diverse cultural
and linguistical backgrounds, and needs of both male and female students to
be represented without biases. Different levels of difficulty may be included,
as well as various communicative strategies to ensure the game can be played
and understood effectively by everyone. All kind of adjustments should be
made to guarantee full, equitable, and inclusive participation from all stu-
dents (Housh et al., 2021).

Education that embraces the plurality of perspectives and encourages the
understanding of the world through the experiences of others fosters inclu-
sivity and empathy. By promoting critical thinking, reflection, and the capac-
ity and courage to articulate individual opinions, such an approach nurtures
open-mindedness and intellectual growth. Additionally, cooperative games
that ensure the active participation of all students play a vital role in culti-
vating collaboration and mutual respect (Collins & Griess, 2012). Games and
toys possess significant potential to provide unique opportunities for teach-
ing about diversity, challenging preconceived notions, and dismantling ste-
reotypes, thereby contributing to a more equitable and inclusive learning en-
vironment. For example, traditional gendered toys and play situations might
unintentionally steer youngsters toward limited views about careers, talents,
and abilities, such as associating caring responsibilities with females and
building and exploration with boys. When selecting toys for their classes,
educators should consider the impact that pinkwashing can have on males’
choices and desire to engage with such toys. Boys may disregard pink or pur-
ple toys out of fear of social rejection, concerned that their peers will judge
and mock them for not conforming to traditional gender expectations. This
avoidance may restrict boys” abilities to pursue hobbies and behaviours nor-
mally associated with toys, such as caregiving, creativity, and social collabo-
ration (Mackin, 2016).
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These playful activities encourage the development of divergent thinking,
problem-solving skills, and an appreciation for the positive role of mistakes,
while fostering inclusion, active participation, and metacognitive strategies
for learning. Additionally, through the educational benefits of cooperative
play, these activities reinforce prosocial behaviours, support the internal-
ization of democratic values, and promote collaboration toward achieving
shared objectives. This approach enhances individual growth, and it concur-
rently strengthens social cohesion within the learning environment.
Teachers have long incorporated games into the classroom, including
card games, board games, and role-playing activities, though these have pri-
marily served educational purposes rather than simply providing entertain-
ment (Botturi & Loh, 2009). Predominantly, a combination of embedded and
direct assistance is needed to help children engage in inclusive play. Teach-
ing methods and curricular changes pertaining to various forms of supports,
such as adult assistance, peer support, and embedded learning opportuni-
ties, are all integral components of inclusive early childhood education (So-
bel et al., 2015). Playing may efficiently promote learning about the world,
but it also a medium to perpetuate biases and create assumptions that are
rooted from childhood. When play becomes a vehicle for these prejudices, it
has the potential to affect children’s conceptions of gender roles, racial prej-
udices, cultural expectations, and social hierarchies, frequently in ways that
restrict their understanding of themselves and others. These early-formed
notions, if left unquestioned, can shape children’s goals, sense of identity,
and perceived prospects, resulting in discrepancies in future opportunities.
Kindergartens and play centers often provide a diverse assortment of toys,
including donated items such as dolls or action figures, brought by children’s
families as gifts to the school. These toys can serve as valuable learning tools,
offering interesting opportunities to experiment and engage in exploratory
play rather than adhering to the gendered expectations typically promoted
by the toy market. Educators and teachers can use such closed-ended toys
traditionally designed for specific, limited play scenarios and transform them
into open-ended learning tools by having children to take them apart and ex-
plore their inner mechanisms. This activity offers hands-on experience with
basic mechanical components, such as screws, wires, and motors, allowing

the comprehension about how toys function, sparking curiosity about how
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things work. By recycling pieces to create new toys, blending components,
or even rebuilding them with extra functions, children may shift their per-
spective of play from passive usage to active experimentation and invention,
which fosters creativity. In addition to developing problem-solving abilities,
this method encourages a more profound and creative interaction with ev-
eryday objects®.

A familiar challenge for teachers is when young students are required to
share a play area with their classmates and adhere to designated play times
and locations within a school setting, they may exhibit aggressive or exclu-
sionary behaviours as a form of social conflict toward peers they perceive as
outsiders or not conforming to social norms (Varea & Ndhlovu, 2017). In the
paper What Makes You Powerful, the educators of a Reggio inspired Ameri-
can preschool witnessed an ongoing conflict between girls and boys during
recess in their group of children. Despite teachers’ requests to include every-
one in their play, the children persisted in excluding one another, maintain-
ing their selectiveness during free play. Instead of keep trying to stop the
conflicts between the two groups of children, the teachers decided to take a
collaborative approach, engaging the children in discussions to explore and
understand their perceptions and feelings surrounding the power dynamics
they were expressing. Rather than dismissing their fights as mere disrup-
tions, the teachers saw an opportunity to delve deeper into the children’s
ideas about strength, control, and influence. Together with the school’s ate-
lierista, they documented observations and revisited them during co-teacher
planning sessions. They also encouraged children to explore power creative-
ly via various expressive languages as part of a co-research journey. This en-
deavour provided valuable opportunity to learn about superheroes and their
valuable impact on humanity in a constructive and collaborative way among

boys and girls (Venier et al., 2022).

8 For more information, see https://www.exploratorium.edu/tinkering
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6. Conclusions

Resnick argues that play provides an environment in which children can ac-
tively explore, experiment and learn. Through play, children can acquire im-
portant skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, collaboration, and
creativity. Play also provides a safe space to experiment and make mistakes,
encouraging children to persevere and find alternative solutions. Creativity
is a crucial skill to meet the challenges of today’s fast-changing world. The
MIT computer scientist believes that everyone is a potential creator, and that
creativity should be cultivated in all areas of life, not only in the arts or ar-
tistic disciplines. Creativity involves the ability to think in original ways, to
find connections between different ideas and to turn one’s ideas into reality
(Resnick, 2017).

The right to play and game, to playful situations free of stereotypes and
prejudices, is a right that schools must promote to ensure democratic and in-
clusive educational opportunities for all their pupils. In fact, it is in the school
environment that the adult, as educator, can have that fundamental role in
accompanying children’s play. The role of the adult in children’s play is to
provide a safe and stimulating environment, to be present and involved, and
to act as a positive role model as well as having an important responsibility
in encouraging and supporting this activity. The approval and support of the
adult is necessary because only in this way will the child feel empowered to
explore his or her inner world and express, without fear of being judged, the
wide range of feelings and emotions that run through it (Bondioli, 2002).

Ultimately, the intentional deconstruction of biases and promotion of var-
ied, cooperative, and unstructured play experiences are the keys to estab-
lishing a more equal and inclusive learning environment. It is necessary to
design research-actions that promote inclusive practices and education for
differences, while providing solid initial and continuous training for teach-
ers and awareness-raising activities with families. Teachers can foster the de-
velopment and well-being of all students by allowing them the freedom to
play out creative and widespread scenarios. This will equip them to become
self-assured, kind, and cooperative adults who can successfully negotiate the

challenges of our multicultural society.
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