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Occupational therapy 
and play

Play definitions‐
emotional, social, 
cognitive, creative 

functions

Development stages 
of play

Early childhood 
Education

Theory of the cause 
and purpose of play

Ancient Greece and Rome‐ play 
before studying and learning. Play 
as free and spontaneous activity.

Schiller (1795) Play as surplus‐
energy. Creativity is the function of 

play.

Froebel (1826) child centred 
approach, physically active play, free 

play, positive for learning.

Montessori (1870‐1952) prepared 
environment, absorbent mind of 

children up to age 3 learning through 
playing in their environment.

Parten (1932) 2‐5yrs unoccupied, 
solitary, onlooker, parallel, 

associative and cooperative play 
types.

Piaget (1951) 0‐2yrs Sensory‐motor 
(practice play). 2‐7yrs Pre‐operational 

(symbolic play). 7‐11yrs concrete 
operational (games with rules).11‐16yrs 

Formal operational.

Isaacs (1933) psychoanalytical approach. 
Play providing the opportunity for fantasy, 
emotional, imaginative development and 

self expression. 

Huizinga (1944) Play is a free 
absorbing activity, outside of 

'ordinary' life, not serious and with 
no profit.

Vygotsky (ca. 1930‐1934) Play is an 
activity desired by the child, uses 

imagination and has rules.

Rubin (1983) Play is intrinsically 
motivated, not focused on end‐
product, non‐literal, free from 

external rules, actively engaged in.

Gray (2013) Play is self chosen, 
intrinsically motivated, with mental 
rules, imaginative, alert and active.

Reiley (1974) Play as a primary 
occupation and premis for learning.

Ferland (1997) Motor disability can 
restrict play but play can help meet 
functional outcomes. Ludic model‐

interest, attitude, action.

Children with disabilities seen as 
playing less than typically developing 
peers (Okimoto et al. 2000, Chiarello 

et al. 2006).

Kangas et al. (2012) Autistic children are 
seen to play in ways including 

sensorimotor play, imitation play. 
repeatitve play (Eisele & Howard 2012).

Playful introduction of powered 
mobility leads to higher levels of 
sucess in children with physical 
disabilities (Langmead 2012).

Buchanan & Giovacco Johnson 
(2009) play and quality of life needs 

to be explored further.

Bundy (2012)‐ balance: internal 
control, intrinsic choice, and free 

suspension of reality= play.

Erikson (1950) emotional development 0‐
1yrs exploration body and senses, 1‐2yrs 
microspheric cause and effect, 3yrs+ 
macrospheric play influencing others.

Sheridan et al. (2011) spontaneous 
play‐ Freedom, choice and control.

McMillan (1860‐1931) Active 
learning, Play as a means of 
expression and application of 
knowledge and understanding.

Reiley (1974) Play as a primary 
occupation and premise for learning.

Sylva et al. (2004), Bruce (2011) Free 
flow play (different to structured 
play) necessary for learning.

Figure 1 Theories and perspectives of play ORIGINAL IN COLOUR 
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central role of playful learning and teaching worldwide’
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of play, which informs the Test of Playfulness, is often discussed and used 

within practice. Occupational therapists understand play to be an 

important everyday occupation; various play based assessments and 

interventions are used within the field with the aim to improve children’s 

play skills (Stagnitti & Unsworth 2000).   

2.3.6. Play assessments 

Play assessments such as: the test of playfulness (TOPs) (Skard & Bundy 

2008), the Revised Knox Preschool Play Scale (RKPPS) (Knox 2008), and 

the Child Initiated Pretend Play Assessment (ChIPPA) (Stagnitti 2007) 

have all been developed by occupational therapists. These assessments 

aim to capture and assess a child’s ability to play. The focus of each 

assessment is slightly different. The TOPs assessment aims to observe 

the characteristics of a child’s play based on Bundy’s model of playfulness 

and the extent, intensity and skill with which these are carried out (Skard 

& Bundy 2008). The ChIPPA aims to assess children’s ability to engage in 

both pretend and symbolic play (Stagnitti 2007). The RKPPS is helpful in 

enabling therapists to observe and assess development levels through 

free play; it has been validated for children with disabilities (Knox 2008). 

Although each assessment has been standardised and validity and 

reliability assessed, it is possible that they are not measuring what was 

originally intended. Children with physical disabilities often score low in 

play assessments such as the TOPs (Okimoto et al. 2000) and the ChIPPA 

(Pfeifer et al. 2011). An early study by Harkness & Bundy (2001) found 

that children with physical disabilities and typical cognition had similar 

scores to their typically developing peers in the TOPs; the fit between the 

Figure 2 Elements of play. Taken from: Bundy, A. (2012). Children at play: can I play, too? In: Lane, S.J. & Bundy, A.C. 
(eds.) Kids Can Be Kids: A Childhood Occupations Approach. Philadelphia: F.A. Davis Company, pp. 28‐43. 
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‘Identifying play as one of the fundamental forms of human relating 
keeps alive the prospect of understanding the importance of 
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King (1979)

• Kindergarten children 
in 4 classrooms

• Observation of 
classroom activities 
and then interviews 
about activities

• Children appeared to 
distinguish between 
work and play.

• Work involved the 
teacher

• Play was chosen by 
the child and 
undirected by the 
teacher.

• Further research 
needs to further 
explore children's 
definition of play in 
relation to 
participation in 
school.

Wing (1995) 

• 28 Kindergarten and 
first and second 
grade children

• Observation and in‐
depth interviews

• Children 
distinguished 
between work and 
play

• Play activities were 
considered fun, 
something you 'can' 
do, chosen by the 
child and often not 
sitting down.

• Work activities were 
considered as 
something you 'have 
to', often with the 
teacher present, and 
requiring effort. 
Reading and writing 
were often seen as 
work.

• Further research 
would look at what 
happens if the 
teachers become co‐
players and co‐
investigators within 
the classroom.

Howard (2002)

• 111 children aged 3‐
6yrs across 6 sites

• Activity Apperception 
Story Procedure 
(AASP)

• Children sorted 26 
photos into 
play/work and 
learning/not learning.

• Children then were 
asked to re‐
categorise and 
explain their choice 
for a smaller number 
of photos.

• Presence of an adult, 
space and constraint 
(e.g. at a table or on 
the floor) and type of 
activity (e.g. blocks or 
maths book) 
influenced children's 
choice of work or 
play.

• Based on pilot study 
where 28 children 
were asked what 
they were doing in a 
classroom setting.

• Some unexpected 
definitions were used 
to explain pictures 
e.g. 'play is 
pretending', 'toys are 
not work' level of 
choice and level of 
difficulty. 

• There was an 
association between 
being in school and 
needing to work.

• Further research 
should look at 
characteristics of 
activities which may 
provoke feelings of 
playfulness.

Howard, Jenvey, Hill 
(2006)

• 92 children aged 4‐
6yrs in Australia

• Completion of the 
AASP as in Howard 
(2002)

• Photos sorted into 
'play/ not play' and 
as a seperate 
condition 'learning/ 
not‐learning' 

• Children associated 
teacher absence, 
parallel and 
cooperative activity 
with play.

• Children had no 
significant social cues 
that they used to 
indentify learning/ 
not learning

• Contrast in results to 
Howard (2002) is 
suggested to be due 
to culture difference 
in early years 
education approach.

• Further research 
needs to identify 
cues used by children 
to categorise 
activities which may 
provide more 
opportunity to 
research the 
developmental 
potential of play. 

Turnbull & Jenvey 
(2006)

• 98 children age 9‐12 
and 38 adults. 

• Watched 10 videos 
and ticked criteria 
categorising 
behaviour

• Aim was to look at 
pretend play vs. 
activity play

• Pretend play was 
seen to have the 
following 
criteria:non‐
literality, 
communication and 
intimacy, use of toys 
or props and the 
presence or more 
than one player

• Further research 
could test wether 
these stand for 
pretend play

• Suggests that 9‐12 yr 
olds have the 
capacity to categorise 
play.

Rogers & Evans (2006) 

• 144 children 
participated in a year 
long ethnographic 
study of children's 
role play in school.

• Data collection 
included partipant 
observation, focus 
group discussion, 
photos, informal 
conversation with 
children, children's 
drawing and role play 
scenarios.

• Data was transcribed 
and field notes 
underwent 
systematic content 
analysis.

• Children were 
between aged 4 and 
5 yrs. They had a 
clear idea of what 
was 'pretend' and 
'real' in terms of role 
play.

• Freindships with 
other children were 
important in their 
play

• Children were 
frustrated and found 
it difficult when 
adults wanted to 
finish the play or 
remove them from 
the situation.

• A multi‐method 
approach allowed 
children's views to be 
captured.

• Children's active 
involvement in 
classroom 
environment and 
participation could 
be gained from 
further research as to 
their play.

Ceglowski & 
Bacigalupa (2007)

• 104 children in 
America aged 1‐18yrs 
participated in 
interviews and the 
opportunity to draw 
about their day care 
experience.

• Pre‐school children 
often commented 
that they 'play a lot' 

• Older children aged 
7/8 commented less 
about play and 
discussed caregivers 
having 'baby toys' 

• Interviews included 
asking about what 
the child did/ did not 
like about day care.

• Reading and story 
telling were 
important for pre‐
school children.

• Discussion over the 
extent of television 
watching.

Gmitrova, Podhajecká 
& Gmitrov (2009)

• 123 kindergarten 
children aged 3‐6 
years participating in 
free‐play at school in 
Slovakia.

• Observed as to type 
of play that they 
were participating in‐
pretend play/ 
construction play/ 
dramatic play.

• Children were most 
likely to particpate in 
household pretend 
play.

• Teacher directed play 
should help teach 
children more self‐
sustained creative 
pretend play.

Barnett (2013)

• development of a 
play scale for school 
age children 8‐10yrs 
47 children helped to 
examine a draft of 
the scale

• 25 items that 
underwent factor 
analysis and were 
seen to be valid and 
reliable as a measure 
of play

• Items which children 
identified as 
characteristics of play 
inlcuded 'I like to be 
active', ' I get 
involved in what i'm 
doing', 'I enjoy time 
off school', 'I enjoy 
being alone'

Berkhout , Bakkers , 
Hoekman & Goorhuis 

Brouwer (2013) 

• 877 children aged 4‐
6yrs in the 
Netherlands.

• Free play time 
underwent viedo 
analysis.

• Different play types 
were categorised. 
Make believe play 
and arts and games 
ere observed most in 
this age group.

• Pretend play was 
observed to take 
time to engage in.

King and Howard 
(2014)

• 22 children in 
afterschool clubs 
(age 6‐11yrs)

• Play detective diary 
(self report free play 
questionnaire) tick 
boxes and space for 
drawing/ writing.

• Children percieved 
more choice when 
playing alone.

• Object play was most 
popular

• Further research 
would benefit from 
looking at factors 
influencing choice.

Figure 3 What do typically developing children think about play? A summary of research 
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Pollock et 
al. (1997)

•Interviews of 20 
13‐18 yr olds 
with and 
without 
disabilities. 10 
with physical 
disabilities (CP, 
Spinal Bifida 
and Juvenille 
arthritis)

•Highest level of 
disability was 
participant in 
powered chair. 
All able to 
communicate 
vocally.

•Themes 
surrounding the 
nature of play, 
environmental 
barriers and 
supports and 
personal 
factors.

•Play was seen 
as fun, 
enjoyable, 
relaxsing and 
something you 
do not have to 
do. This was 
discussed in 
relation to 
work.

•Some barriers 
to participation 
and choice: it 
usually was not 
me who chose 
because if I ever 
did get 
someone to 
play with, I 
usually said ‘Ok, 
you’re playing 
with me, that’s 
good enough, 
like, you 
choose.’

•Further 
research needs 
to look at the 
emerging 
concepts of 
play.

Nabors & 
Badawi (1997)

•Observation of 
3‐5yr olds in the 
playground, 45 
typically 
developing and 
19 children with 
special needs ( 
3 of whom had 
CP)

•Snap shot 
observations of 
the childrens 
play for 10 
seconds‐ play 
was then 
categorised into 
playing alone 
(included 
parallel play), 
playing with a 
teacher, and 
playing 
cooperatively 
with peers

•Children with 
special needs 
were found to 
engage in more 
alone and 
teacher play 
and less 
cooperative 
play than 
typically 
developing 
peers.

•Ethnographic 
research would 
be useful to 
look at why 
children with 
additional 
needs engage in 
less cooperative 
play.

•Strategies to 
improve social 
skills need to be 
developed.

Buchanan & 
Cooney (2000)

•Toddlers 30‐32 
months

•Home 
environment

•Case study (3 
children)

•Imaginative play 
acted out by 
care giver.

•Video 
observation of 
mother‐ child 
interaction. 
Played back and 
discussed with 
mother.

•Child with 
Cerebral Palsy 
was able to 
participate in 
peer interaction 
and play 
through 
communication 
with his mother 
who could 
support a 
dramatic play 
scenario.

•Play can depend 
upon context, 
children may be 
able to more 
readily play in a 
familiar home 
environment.

Tamm & Skär 
(2000)

•Interview/ 
observation of 5 
girls and 5 boys 
aged 6‐12yrs 
with physical 
disabilities 
dependent 
upon walking 
aids.

•Children's 
accounts 
indicated a 
model of three 
types of play: 
Play with 
friends, play 
alone, play with 
adults. 

•Child indicated 
they were 
active players 
when watching 
play.

•Further 
research needs 
to look at the 
way children 
feel they are 
participating in 
play as an 
onlooker. 
Further 
research also 
needs to 
expand upon 
the population 
investigated.

•Opportunities 
to initiate play 
and choose 
playmates need 
to be valued 
and 
encouraged.

Sandberg et 
al. (2004) 

•15 Adults aged 
25‐76 with 
visual 
disabilities, 
motor 
disabilities, or 
Asperger 
syndrome. 

•Individuals were 
interviewed 
about their past 
play 
experiences. 

•Personal, social 
and 
environmental 
components 
influenced 
participation or 
exlusion in/ 
from play. 

•For individuals 
with physical 
disabilities play 
that involved 
movement was 
important.

•Adults/ 
assistants could 
interfere with 
play and 
become a 
barrier not 
facilitator.

•Play is a 
multidimension
al concept, play 
described by 
participants 
contrasts to 
play focusing on 
development 
and learning.

Ahonen‐
Eerikäinen et 
al. (2008)

•Qualitative pilot 
study about the 
use of a virtual 
musical 
instrument for 
children with 
CP.

•6 children aged 
5.5‐10yrs 
participated all 
had at least one 
voluntary 
movement.

•Case study 
approach‐
music therapy 
sessions 
videoed and 
notes 
transcribed.

•Increased 
visual, auditory, 
kinesthetic and 
self awareness

•Improved 
opportunity for 
actice 
participation in 
play

Kramer 
(2009)

•Observation of 
2 children with 
CP within a free 
play situation in 
a classroom/ 
playground

•Both children 
with a high level 
of physical 
disability‐ both 
unable to stand 
unaided, one 
unable to sit 
unaided. both 
able to move 
around floor.

•45 minute 
observation of 
non‐verbal 
social 
interaction.

•Interaction was 
mostly aimed at 
the teacher or 
an adult. 
Children used 
eye contact, 
gesture, 
verbalisations, 
posture and 
touch most.

•Indicates that 
children with CP 
can engage in 
free play

•Further 
research needs 
to address play 
in different 
environments 
and the benefit 
of interactice 
play 
opportunities 
such as dance/ 
movement 
therapy.

Nind et al. 
(2010)

•Observation of 
3 4yr old 
children with 
learning 
disabilities 
within different 
environments.

•Observations 
videoed and 
then coded and 
qualitatively 
analysed 
according to 
factors such as 
touch, gaze, 
facial 
expression, 
body 
orientation.

•Children's 
enviornment 
has an impact 
upon their 
social 
participation 
within activity

•The child's voice 
and experience 
is important to 
consider within 
a social model 
of disability. 
This 'voice' may 
be seen through 
observation 
within social 
context and 
environment. 

Matthews & 
Rix (2013)

•Ethnographic 
study of early 
intervention 
with two 
children with 
Downs 
Syndrome 
across 5 
months.

•Looking at child 
agency, play 
and creativity as 
supported and 
developed by 
parents and 
professionals.

• Several 
interviews with 
family and 
professionals. 
Photos taken of 
children playing 
and accounts 
writen in first 
person of each 
child's play.

•Children were 
seen to have 
increased 
agency and 
choice of 
activities 
dependant on 
context. 
Instruction and 
led play 
decreased child 
agency

•Reconceptualisi
ng everyday 
play activities 
could help 
foster creativity 
and develop 
child agency.

Figure 4 What do children with disabilities think about play? A summary of research 
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Figure 5 An outline of the perspectives underpinning the study. 

ORIGINAL IN COLOUR 

Ontology‐ Minimal 
Hermeneutic realist

•One reality in the world but this is understood and its nature is recognised 
within individual contexts. (Heidegger's perspective of reality as described 
by Larkin et al. 2006).
•The study findings represent children's experiences of the reality of play 
for them.

Epistemology‐
Social 

Constructionism

•Knowledge is constructed and influenced by society and our interactions 
with others (Crotty 2003). The focus is on the person‐in‐context (Larkin et 
al. 2006). 
•Within this study an understanding of the meaning of play for children 
with Cerebral Palsy was constructed through the participants account and 
interaction with the researcher within their own context.

Theoretical 
perspective‐
Interpretivism

•The study is based on interpretation of the meaning of a phenomenon 
(Finlay & Ballinger 2006).
•This study presents interpretations of the meaning of play to each of the 
research participants. 

Methodology‐IPA

•Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) aims to understand and 
interpret the meaning of a lived experience of a particular phenomena 
(Smith & Osborne 2015).
•This study aimed to understand the meaning of the experience of play for 
6‐12 year olds with high levels of disability due to Cerebral Palsy.

Methods‐
Interviews, visual 

methods

•In‐depth semi structured interviews were used to explore the experience 
of play for children with Cerebral Palsy.
•Visual methods such as the use of video recordings of the children playing, 
photos and favourite toys were used to elicit greater in depth discussion.



ontos

logos

 ‘It must be stated that the entity as an entity is ‘in itself’ and 
independent of any apprehension of it; accordingly, the being of the 
entity is found only in encounter and can be explained, made 
understandable, only from the phenomenal exhibition and 
interpretation of the structure of encounter.’ 

‘The minimal hermeneutic realist duly recognizes that certain 
‘things’ exist and would have existed even if humans had not (and 
that these ‘things’ are real), but that the very question of this 
separate existence (and hence questions about the nature of
their reality) can only arise because we are here to ask the 
question.’ 
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‘always already there’
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existence  essence becoming

Dasein
being-in-the-world’

being-in-the-

world’ 

embodiment 

‘The phenomenology of perception’ 

‘my body-in-the-world’

being-in-the-world



subject

object

‘becoming en-wheeled: the chair as an 

extension of the self’.
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Being in time’

being

‘being in time’ 

appearance 



double hermeneutic 

being-in-the world

being-in-the-world 

appearing 



particular people, in a particular 

context





 ‘Without the phenomenology, there would be nothing 

to interpret; without the hermeneutics, the phenomenon would not be 

seen.









‘attentive reflection on 

the pre-reflective



Windows on the Cross 



person-in-context



body-in-the-world

being-in-the-world













‘Some children are hard to understand and so some families give up 

and you need to find out their yes/no because I think 90% can say yes/no. 

I know one person who cannot [say yes/no]. But it is so few’



more colours as white is a hospital colour’







not

cannot do











































‘I was concerned that I went on from questions too quickly and did not allow room 

for exploration. This was perhaps because I was relieved that I had understood. 

I was pleased that the conversation moved from predominantly eye gaze 



[technology use] to predominantly speech in terms of providing slightly more 

opportunity for flow in conversation. The need for constant clarification was 

difficult as this often interrupted or meant the flow of what was being said was 

lost.’ (Following interview 1 with Daniel- pilot participant) 

‘Despite not needing to use AAC [augmentative and alternative communication] 

except at the beginning I still tended to check [what Daniel was saying]. I need to 

try and leave more silence and gaps for Daniel to continue his story. At the start 

of the next interview I want to encourage Daniel to tell me stories not about what 

or how he plays but what he thinks and feels about play and what it means to 

him- I’m hoping this will gain more in-depth responses.’ (After interview 2 with 

Daniel, pilot participant). 



‘I am challenged when I transcribe by the number of times I still manage to 

misunderstand what Daniel is saying to me. At points this means I miss key 

pieces of meaning which could have been explored further had I understood the 

first time. I feel that in some ways my lack of understanding prevents Daniel from 

expanding his ideas as much as I’d like him to. Whilst interviewing I [experienced] 

an internal struggle between thinking I’ve understood and wanting to nod and 

encourage further expansion, and at the same time a real fear that I may have 

misunderstood or not understood correctly [and that] when I transcribe [I may 

then] completely misrepresent Daniel’s point of view… In Daniel’s case I do not 

feel like this has changed the meaning of his transcript, however, it highlights the 

difficulties of being able to accurately capture the views of the group of children 

that I am working with.’ (After interview 3 with Daniel, pilot participant).



‘I want you to pretend you’re like a teacher’ 



‘Abi appears to have a sense of adventure and wants to pursue independence 

and being first to do/ try things- she appeared to feel happy that she is the first 

person to have a joystick she moves with her mouth. Abi talked about her electric 

wheelchair and how she wants to be able to do tricks and crashes- it appeared 

that this was not a desire for physical sensation but just because of a sense of 

play?’ (Following second interview with Abi).  
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5. Findings 
 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the findings of the research following a process of 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (as detailed in chapter 4). 

Superordinate and subordinate themes representing the experience of play for 

the six participants will be discussed in relation to quotes from their interviews.  

 Participants  

 

Six children participated in interviews as part of the study. Details of each 

participant can be found in table 1 alongside their pseudonyms. Pseudonyms are 

used throughout this thesis to refer to the participants and friends and family they 

mention. All 6 children have high levels of physical disability due to Cerebral Palsy 

(CP). Three boys and three girls took part. The youngest participant was 6 years 

old and the oldest 11; the majority of participants were age 8 or 9. The children 

varied in their chosen communication method: one participant only used eye gaze 

technology, one participant used a combination of eye gaze technology and 

speech; the other four participants used speech to communicate. Four of the 

participants have dystonia or dyskinetic movements as part of their CP diagnosis; 

this means that they experience fluctuations in tone which impact on their ability 

Table 1 Summary of participant information 

Pseudonym Daniel Abi Lucy Jess Ben Tom 
Child Age 9 11 8 8 8 6 
Child type of 
Cerebral 
Palsy (CP) 

Dystonic 
quadriplegia 

Dystonic, 
athetoid 
quadriplegia 

Spastic 
Quadriplegia 

Spastic 
Quadriplegia 
with dystonia 

Spastic 
Quadriplegia 

Dyskinetic 
quadriplegia  

Child 
Schooling 

Mainstream, 
50hrs 
support per 
week 

Mainstream 
with 1:1 
support 

Specialist 
provision for 
physically 
disabled 
children 

Mainstream 
with 1:1 
support 

Mainstream 
with 1:1 
support 

Mainstream 
with 1:1 
support 

GMFCS IV V IV IV IV-V V 
MACS IV V III III IV IV 
CFCS II II II I II II 
Number of 
siblings 

1 4 1 1 1 1 

Notes Sibling not 
always at 
home. 
Communicates 
with eye gaze 
and verbally. 

Bilateral 
hearing loss. 
Verbal 
communication. 
Siblings no 
longer at home. 

Developed 
speech in the 
last 3 years, 
communicates 
verbally. 

Identical twin of 
sister who does 
not have CP. 
Communicates 
verbally. 

Verbal 
communication 

Communicates 
through eye 
gaze and 
choice making. 
Sibling no 
longer at home. 

ORIGINAL IN COLOUR 
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 Narrative summary of themes 
For Daniel, Abi, Lucy, Jess, Ben and Tom making choices and controlling play 
[1] appeared to be an important part of their play experience. It appeared that 

even when an outsider sees an adult physically facilitating and enabling play to 

happen, the children had a sense of independence and control over their play. All 

of the children discussed at different points within their interviews a facilitated 
independence – where helpers become an embodied part of self [1.1]. This 

occurred when the children were observed to have an adult physically supporting 

their participation and yet reported choosing and controlling the play 

independently. Within each child’s mind their choice to participate meant that they 

perceived control over the play activity, even when they were letting the 

movements of their body be controlled by another. By seeing themselves as 
physically strong and successful [1.2], children appeared to experience a 

sense of being in control even when an observer may not view the experience in 

the same way. For example, Ben talked about being the ‘beast’ at rugby, a term 

used to demonstrate his strength and success, yet when observed playing rugby 

he needed his mum’s physical support to participate. This feeling of self-efficacy 

seems to enhance the experience of making choices and controlling play. Part of 

Superordinate 
themes 

1. Making choices 

and controlling play 

2. Participating 

differently to peers 

3. Connecting with 

others in play 

Subthemes 

 

1.1. Facilitated 

independence- 

helpers become an 

embodied part of self 

2.1. Disability as a 

part of self 

3.1. Using humour to 

enable connection 

1.2. Seeing self as 

physically strong and 

successful 

2.2. Engaging in play 

through watching 

3.2. Using voice to be 

heard in play 

1.3. Choosing to 

compromise vs. 

having to compromise 

2.3. Extreme emotion- 

frustration and 

excitement played out 

 

 2.4. Imagined self 

without disability- a 

new spatiality 

 

Table 2 Summary of superordinate themes and subthemes  

ORIGINAL IN COLOUR 



chose to compromise versus times when they had to compromise [1.3]. 

disability as a part of self [2.1]

‘disabled’ 

‘can’t’ 

engaging in play through watching [2.2]. 

extreme emotion – frustration and excitement played out [2.3]. 



imagined self without disability – a new spatiality 
[2.4] 

Using humour to enable 
connection [3.1] 

used their voices to be heard in play [3.2]. 

‘I played a little game’ (Daniel, interview 1); ‘I played jenga’ (Abi, 

interview 3); ‘I played babies’ (Lucy, interview 1); ‘I play with my cats’ (Jess, 



interview 1); ‘I played in the garden scoring a try with my Gilbert [rugby ball]’ (Ben, 

interview 1); ‘I play football’ (Tom, interview 1). 

‘I’ 

‘I’.  

‘I just like doing what I want’

–

facilitated independence – 

helpers become a part of self
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In following the research protocol 

Tom chose to be videoed playing 

with his iPad so he could then 

discuss this. This is captured in 

figure 6 where Tom is seen being 

supported by his mum to 

manipulate the iPad and play the 

game that he has chosen. Tom’s 

interviews suggest he experiences a 

tension between an awareness that 

his mum is facilitating his play and a 

perception in which his mum has become an embodied part of himself and 

his play. When commenting on the play video (seen in figure 6) in the first 

interview Tom comments that he is choosing the play and not his mum. 

However, Tom then chooses ‘Mummy doing it’ when asked ‘when 

Mummy’s helping you, is it still [you doing it] or is it [Mummy doing it]?’1 As 

the conversation continues, Tom recognises that it is ‘Tom’s hand’ but his 

mum helping him. It seems that Tom perceives his mum’s hand over his 

as an embodied extension of his own hand. This perhaps occurs because 

it enables Tom an experience of choice and control; where Tom physically 

cannot get his hands to do what he would like to do he can choose to 

embody his mum’s hands, which enable a freedom and control in 

completing the chosen activity.  

When the same play clip is discussed during Tom’s third interview he 

appears to have a much stronger view that this is play that he is doing by 

himself (box 6). Although within the first discussion Tom does recognise 

that his mum is helping, he is perceiving it as his hand and therefore 

himself controlling the play. Within the second quote Tom sees himself as 

playing by himself, choosing and controlling the play. This is further 

illustrated within other interviews. Abi is also seen to perceive herself as  

                                                            
1 (square brackets ([ ]) within quotes indicate options given by the researcher through holding up hands 
for Tom to choose from to communicate his thoughts). 

Figure 6 Facilitated independence‐ helpers 
become a part of self. Tom is playing with his 
iPad and receives physical support from his 
mum but perceives this as himself leading and 
controlling the play. 
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independently controlling her play despite having had physical 

support from the researcher to roll the dice (box 7).  



‘it on my own’ ,

.

‘I want to be independent’ 

‘I don’t use my hands…[I] use my mouth’ 

.

N- You’re playing with your iPad! And how does that feel? How 
does it feel playing on your iPad? 
T-car
N- it feels like cars 
T- (looks yes) 
N- does it feel [like driving a car] or [something else]?  
T-[chooses ‘like driving a car’]  
N- and is that because you had to [move it a bit like driving a car] 
or [something else]? 
T- [chooses ‘move it a bit like driving a car’]  
N- move it ok and were [you playing] or was [somebody else]? 
T- [chooses ‘you playing’]  
N- you were playing, excellent 
T- (vocalises)
N- yeah, were you doing it [by yourself] or [not]? 
T- [chooses ‘by yourself’] 
N- by yourself cool, and was [someone helping you move it] or 
were you [doing it by yourself]? 
T- [chooses ‘by yourself’]   
Tom, Interview 3 

N-ok so who helps you roll the dice? 
A- I do it on my own, do you remember, shut the box. (indicating 
back to game where Abi rolled the dice), like that, rolling the dice. 
N- Rolling the dice like that, but in shut the box I had, I was 
holding your hand? 
A- oh yeah 
N- but I was just, I was just helping? 
A-Yeah 
Abi, Interview 3 
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When Abi’s helper becomes an embodied part of her and an extension of 

what she can do, Abi has a means by which she can physically achieve 

more of the activities she would like to when she is playing. Abi’s desire 

for independence and control over her activities, including play, appears 

to influence her perception. This occurs to the extent that Abi perceives 

facilitated independence as herself being independent and in control. This 

directly contradicts the experience of play that may be summarised by an 

observer, where Abi is seen to participate through the physical facilitation 

of an adult. It is possible that Abi makes a conscious choice in enabling an 

adult to physically support her play. However, it appears that the facilitated 

independence that Abi experiences occurs on a subconscious level. As 

Abi has grown up with her disability she would be very familiar with the 

presence of adults supporting everyday activities- this may lead to a 

greater extent of experiencing independence despite adult facilitation. It is 

possible that the narrative of adults supporting Abi, such as parents 

commenting on independence or achievement, have increased Abi’s 

perception of doing activities by herself even when she receives support.  

Facilitated independence appeared to be 

a way in which all the participants 

experienced a sense of control of their 

play. Figure 7 shows a section of Ben’s 

play drawing where he has asked to draw 

himself playing bulldog. Ben, earlier in 

his interviews, talks about having a 

teaching assistant push his chair during 

bulldog. Then when drawing bulldog as 

part of his play Ben refers to it as ‘just me 

[playing]’ when he is asked if there’s someone helping him. Ben embodies 

his helper to the extent that he perceives his movements in bulldog as 

independent. This suggests that children experience a facilitated 

independence not only with the familiarity of their parents but also with 

other adults who support them. It is possible that although when pressed 

Ben is aware of the presence of a helper he has become used to receiving 

support and therefore his definition of ‘independence’ and being able to 

Figure 7 Section of Ben's play drawing‐ 
Playing bulldog as 'just me'. Perception of 
control despite having facilitated 
independence. 
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‘I’m a brilliant goal keeper’ 

‘I didn’t have space for [all my 

rosettes] on my t-shirt, I had to have one on my fleece!’ (interview 3). 



‘better’. 

N- So are you doing [one hand at once] or [two hands]? 
T- [Chooses two hands]
N- two hands! And is two hands, which is better [one hand] or [two 
hands]?
T- [chooses two hands]
N- two hands. And why is that because it [makes a better sound] 
or [something else]? 
T- [chooses it makes a better sound]  
Tom, Interview 2
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feedback to Tom knows he can control, this is likely to enable a greater 

sense of success for him.  

Celebration of success is 

common among the children and 

they often celebrate achievement 

when they participate in games. 

Daniel celebrates success in his 

iPad game, he comments ‘I 

sometimes win’ and that winning 

makes him feel ‘joyful’ (interview 

1). Ben, when demonstrating how 

to use a rugby ball comments ‘I 

am the beast at rugby’ (interview 

1). This attitude of success 

continues throughout Ben’s interviews where he discusses how he is 

going to ‘win the world cup’ within his physical rugby play which is 

supported by his mum (figure 8, box 9). The identity that Ben presents 

when talking about his participation in play is one of being successful and 

being able to achieve what he would like to. This identity supersedes and 

appears to overlook any frustrations or difficulties where physical disability 

may limit the potential of success of his play. Ben realises the need for his 

mum to be physically supporting him in the play. He comments ‘I do it too’ 

when asked about sliding along the floor with the rugby ball. Ben has made 

a choice to give his mum some physical control over his play but he sees 

them as making the choice and physically and successfully participating 

together. Ben holds this in tension with the physical instruction that he 

needs to follow (‘bend down, bend in the middle and then you slide’, 

interview 3) in order to be able to successfully participate. Within the play 

video Ben attempts the slide a couple of times before he achieves a flexed 

position with his body so that he can slide. As opposed to becoming 

frustrated that his body is not complying with his choice to participate in a 

slide as part of his play, Ben overcomes this by trying again, alongside his 

mum, and focuses on his thought that he is ‘winning the world cup’. Ben’s 

comment ‘you kind of break your knees though’ suggests that he 

Figure 8 Ben ‘I’m going to kick off’ (interview 3) kicking 
the rugby ball with the support of his mum. 
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‘[he] love[s] playing rough and tumbles it is fun’ 

‘bend in the middle’ 

‘I’ve got the 

N-What else did you do for your celebration? 
B- slide along the floor  
N- how do you do that? 
B- so you bend down, bend in the middle and then you Slide (emphasis 
and shout) along!  
N- wow 
B- you kind of break your knees though 
N- oh do you, and who normally does the sliding? 
B- Mummy!  
N- so does Mummy normally help you slide? 
B- yep and I do it too  
N- and what are you thinking in your head when you’re sliding? 
B- I’m going to win the world cup  
Ben, Interview 3 



power’ ‘I am the conqueror’ .

‘but it is ok because now, now I can open my hand for it’. 

‘had to practise when 

[he] was little to get it now [he is] bigger’ 

‘[keep] trying to talk until I 

learned (smiles) if somebody doesn’t hear you, you’ve got to keep talking’ 

.

‘I would 

like to do the acting which would be good, and that’s why I do this therapy 

to help me be able to do more stuff’ 



‘I just really want 

to be able to choose’ 

T- [chooses the green]  
N- the green! Ah that was nice and easy. Did you choose, was it the 
first one because [it was easier] or [that was what you wanted]?  
T- [chooses because it was easier]  
N- because it was easier, which one did you really want? Did you 
want to choose a different one? 
T- (looks yes)  
N- lets see, how we could do it really quick. If you tell me no when it 
is the wrong one. Or if not you can look at the colour you want. Is it 
one of these? 
T- (looks yes and at red) 
N- is it the red?  
T- (looks yes)  
N- is it definitely the red? 
T- (looks yes) (putting hands on paper ready), Tom, Interview 2 



‘I’m actually just doing something that I like and I enjoy it’



‘I had to go on it again because 

my wheelchair was on the other side, but I didn’t want to go, but I had to 

go because my wheelchair was right over there, and there was a middle 

bit that I could really quickly go over but they said no, go on, you have to 

go on again.’ 



‘my favourite 

things are to play with people. But the problem with my new school is that 

they have the playground, the bit, the most of the playground is on this 

bark, this rough material that my chair won’t go on’ .

‘Sometimes I play catch with [my TA], just cos no one plays with me I just 

play with her instead, I know it may sound a bit boring, but I still do’ 

N- and who do you like to hang out with at school? 
A- I don’t, I’m on my own at the moment, I’m on my own 
N- You’re on your own at the moment, ok 
A- Because they’re playing netball 
N- oh ok 
A- Yeah 
N- at play time? 
A- Yeah, and then I can’t play it, because it is not adapted. 
N- yeah, it is not adapted 
A- no 
N- that’s frustrating 
A- Yeah 
N- So does everybody play netball? 
A- Yeah, Yeah 
N- ok, and you just, where do you go?
A- I’m on my own really, I watch them, yeah 
Abi, Interview 1 



‘I can’t’

‘hurt’. 

N- can you tell me about a time that you watched your friends 
playing?
A- No, I can play with them now, I’ve been playing with them 
now, they’ve been ok with me really. It is been ok really, it is ok 
N- what have you been doing with them? 
A- I was playing netball, I was playing netball and it is been ok 
N- how were you doing that? 
A- huh? 
N- how? How were you playing netball? 
A- I just asked my friend to throw the ball. 
Abi, Interview 2



‘ok’

‘it is not adapted’, 

N-Could you tell me a bit about some of the things you wish you 
could play? 
A- (voice quieter, long pause) playing netball. Netball because, 
um, I can’t, it is not adapted, it is not adapted so that’s why. 
N- mm hm, and how does that feel? 
A- I played it at school but I might get hurt. Have you played 
netball before? 
N- yeah 
A- it is really hard. Are you really good at netball? 
N- I’m ok 
A- I can’t play it 
N- Oh 
A- (long pause) What are you doing tomorrow? 
N- what am I doing tomorrow? Um, I’m working tomorrow. So 
when you, what do you do when people are playing netball then? 
A- well I can play with them, (pause) I play with them but I’ve got 
to get hurt that’s why 
N- So how do you do that? 
A- I drive and then, then it is ok really. 
Abi, Interview 3



‘it is not adapted’ 

‘I’ve got Cerebral Palsy’ 

‘It means I can’t walk, 

it affects my muscles… and I’ve got my spasms’ 

‘It feels, its normal, it doesn’t hurt me’ 

‘it doesn’t hurt me’ 



‘it is normal’:

‘I’m not the only 

disabled child in the [new] school there’s one other person who is blind 

(interview 1)’. ‘disabled child’ 

‘sometimes I pretend 

I’m not disabled’ 

 ‘I could walk, I could do all the things I can’t do’, 

 ‘really good, but I just wish it was actually real’ 



‘one of us’. 

‘one of us’ 

‘one of us’. 

L- I, yes, I, a grown-up helps me to play with my friends 
N- Mm, so who was helping you today? 
L- Laura 
N- What’s that like? what’s she like? 
L- she’s good (smiles/ laughs) 
N- is she? So what does she do? 
L- She, she helps me a lot 
N- Can you tell me about how she helps you? 
L- She, she yes, she helps me with hoist, she helps me with lots of 
other things, she helps me when I’m at the playground, she helps me 
when I’m playing with my friends and, and I’m in my manual chair and 
also she likes to help me a lot! (exclaims) 
Lucy, Interview 1



‘just swim freely’ 

N- so what imaginary game are you and Josie playing in this picture? 
J- We’re playing a game where we’re friends from work and we go off 
on a girls night and it is all really fun 
N- and what do you do on your girls night? 
J- so we go to a pizza hut and then we go to the swimming pool and 
then we play in the swimming pool for ages and then we go home 
N- great, what do you like to play best in swimming pool? 
J- Probably games where my Dad is the mermaid king and my mum is 
the mermaid queen and we are the mermaid princesses 
N- ah huh 
J- that’s probably my favourite game 
N- that sounds really fun. And then what do you do in those games? 
J-um, I kind of do this thing where I have to find, we have to dive down 
to our grotto kind of things and it is really fun.  
Jess, Interview 2 

N- so if you do swimming then it is different to if you do swimming with 
Daddy?
J- yes because when I do swimming with Daddy I’m in a different pool 
and I can just swim freely. But the reason why I have armbands is 
because I, that means that I can have more freedom with my swimming 
whereas if I don’t have it I have to have someone in front of me. 
N- ok, so if you have armbands does it make it feel more like play 
J- yeah so I can just swim around on my own 
N- cool, so what do you play? 
J- so we play that mermaid game, remember, and um, that’s all we play 
really
N- ok so does he, does Daddy chase you? 
J- no never 
N- so what happens in that game? 
J- so Mummy’s the Queen, Daddy’s the King and me and Josie are the 
princesses and Josie is just a mermaid who gets trapped and I see her 
and I free her and she becomes my friend and she becomes another, 
one of us, so it is really fun. 
Jess, Interview 3 



‘perfect’

‘perfect’

‘perfect’ 

‘perfect’ 

‘perfect’ 

‘perfect’ 

N- and does anyone else use a chair? 
B- No, I’m the only person who uses a wheelchair 
N- and how does that feel 
B- great 
N- it feels 
B- er, perfect 
Ben, Interview 1 
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If this were the case it would seem that Ben would mention more frustrating 

aspects of play more readily, as Ben does not do this it is possible that his 

wheelchair is so much a part of his identity that Ben embodies it as part of 

himself and therefore he sees it as ‘perfect’.  

The importance of equipment such as wheelchairs and walkers in enabling 

mobility and some freedom of movement, together with the extent to which 

children spent time in their wheelchairs each day, meant that equipment 

often became an embodied part of self and experience of identity with a 

disability. Each child discussed times in which they moved or needed their 

equipment such as a wheelchair or walker to enable an activity to occur, 

yet they often did not mention this as part of the play experience because 

it appeared to be part of an embodied view of themselves where their own 

external boundary included their wheelchair. Daniel discussed how he 

could move fast in his walker because it gave him ‘energy’ (interview 1). 

He appeared to embody this as a part of him and his identity as it enabled 

him to be fast. Daniel’s view of himself as fast was not separate from 

needing to use a walker and the use of the walker was an integral part of 

his discussion of this experience. 

As well as using walkers, every 

participant discussed their use of a 

wheelchair; some children could move 

their wheelchair independently and 

others relied on being supported to 

move by an adult. Abi talked about her 

wheelchair enabling her to move 

around independently with her joystick 

(figure 9). Her wheelchair was closely 

tied to her identity and experience of 

being independent. Abi perceived her wheelchair as a part of herself to the 

extent that it was embodied: her wheelchair became the external boundary 

which separated herself from the world. This view of her wheelchair as 

integral to her is seen in her desire to ‘put a wheelchair on it’ in her 

representation of herself on an iPad game (interview 3).  

Figure 9 Embodiment of wheelchair. Abi's ability 
to use her joystick in her mouth means that she 
can move around freely. When discussing a 
computer game Abi wants to be able to 
represent herself as using a wheelchair. 

ORIGINAL IN COLOUR 



‘a flip’ 

‘using his 

wheelchair’ 

‘use it 

independently, [she] can use it to play’ 

‘likes best’ 

‘amazing’. 
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It appeared that all the children had an understanding of their disability as 

a part of themselves. This is further seen in the way that disability is 

referred to in play. Jess participates in an imaginary game with her twin 

sister where her sister has a physical disability and sits in Jess’ wheelchair. 

It is possible that Jess chooses to participate in this game, and enable her 

sister to sit in her wheelchair, in order to share with her sister her 

expression of herself and negotiation of identity where disability is a part 

of self. As Jess acts as the non-disabled friend of her twin sister within an 

imaginary play scene she is able to talk through and discuss with her sister 

a situation which may occur because of having a disability.  

Jess and her twin sister Josie are playing a game where Josie has a 

disability following an accident. Jess is lying in the hammock and talking 

to Josie, who is sitting in Jess’ wheelchair, about going to a school disco. 

During this play scenario Jess comments ‘I‘m trying to look after you’; she 

sees her role as Josie’s sister to help her with the decision about going to 

the disco. Jess perhaps feels like she has the capability to enable Josie to 

negotiate this decision and play role because of her own experience of 

disability as a part of herself. A screen shot of the twins acting out the play 

is seen in figure 11. Jess’ comment about her sister using her wheelchair 

is in box 17. 

Figure 11 Jess is playing with her twin sister who is using her wheelchair and pretending to be a girl with a 
disability in their game. Jess is pretending to be her sister who does not have CP (and is lying in the hammock). 
Jess supports her sister Josie in negotiating her identity as someone with a disability.  
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‘it felt like she was the disabled person, not me’ 

‘funny’ 

‘Because then you 

get all the attention because normally it is Josie that falls ill, I hardly ever 

fall ill, I’ve only got to fall ill like twice’ 

‘get all the attention’, 

J- it looked funny 
N- yeah and why was that? 
J- because she’s never normally in a wheelchair, so it would really, it felt 
like she was the disabled person, not me 
N- yeah, and did that feel different to normal? 
J- yeah 
N- so when you’re pretending do you pretend that you don’t have CP?  
J- yeah 

Jess, Interview 1



‘patient’ 

‘[she] want[s] to be a patient’ 

‘amazing because someone is looking after [her]’. 

‘patient’ 

‘patient’ 

‘I want to be just like them’ 
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watching YouTube or football games. However, at other times children 

engaged in play through watching their peers and commenting upon the 

activity, when their peers were physically participating.  

Often participation through watching appears to in some ways be vicarious 

and is difficult to understand as an onlooker. However, the children’s 

interviews would suggest that they can experience play through adopting 

a role as a spectator. Jess comments that ‘I do watch other people play 

which is quite nice cos I like doing it and it means I’m not left out’ (interview 

1). Although common to many children, both Ben and Tom talk about being 

part of the crowd when watching matches or races within stadiums and 

refer to this as part of their play. This everyday experience of vicarious 

play, and experience of participation through watching, can help to gain a 

deeper understanding of how children with high levels of physical disability 

may experience participation through watching other play activities with 

their peers. Indeed, Lucy discussed how it feels ‘good’ to be able to watch 

her sister playing and this was a part of her own play experience.  

The findings raise an important contribution to possibilities of toy play by 

watching, this appears not to be referred to within the literature. Children 

within this research reported participating in play by watching their toys 

and then seeing the toys as moving within their imagination. Tom, within 

his last interview, chose to play through watching his lego train track. This 

can be seen within figure 12 and is described by Tom in interview 3 where 

he talks about how he is ‘watching the train go round’ and thinking about 

the ‘characters on the train’. To an observer Tom looked like he was in his 

wheelchair watching the train move around the track. For Tom, whilst 

Figure 12 Tom watching the train go around the track and creating play 
characters on the train in his imagination. 
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‘tell[s] [his carer] what to do…because it’s really 

direct…and really accurate’ 

‘really accurate’ 

‘soaring’ 

‘stompty, stompty, stomp’ 



‘playing’ ‘watching’ 

N- So are you still playing when you watch Jenga? 
D- no 
N- no you’re not playing? But you’re watching 
D-Yeah
N- so can you still join in when you’re watching?  
D- a bit’ 
Daniel, Interview 1 



‘manager’ ‘audience’. 

I teach [them] and they go ‘ooo ok’ and I can 

say this is my iPad and I go here and everything’ (interview 1).

‘manager’ 

‘beep my horn’ 

‘play’ .

‘play’ 

N- so when, you know when you said you were watching before? 
A- yeah but now I play 
N- now you play, when you were watching were you still talking to 
people? 
A- No, I was like being a mana… not a manager, I don’t know, no not an 
audience, I just want to play, I want to play but I want to be really safe, 
so that’s why 
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active play. The participants appear to experience a dissonance between 

their ability to participate and their awareness of the limitations to their 

physical participation. This is again reflected through the negotiation of 

their sense of self as an individual who is able to participate but in a 

different way, such as by watching.  

5.7.3.  Extreme emotion- frustration and excitement played out 

The playing out of extreme frustration and excitement appeared to be part 

of play for the participants. There were times in which the frustration of not 

being able to do something resulted in extreme comments such as ‘Kill 

that’ (Jess, interview 2), when during the drawing of her play experience 

she made a mistake. At other times, extreme excitement led to a big 

physical response, laughing and exclaiming ‘Yay!’ (interview 1, figure 13). 

Although it is clear that typically developing children also experience a 

range of emotions and will express 

these within their play (Prosen & 

Vitulić 2016), it appears that the 

nature of Cerebral Palsy and the way 

that it leads to children’s bodies 

overtly responding to emotion means 

that an exaggerated frustration and 

excitement are sometimes played out 

in their case. It is possible that the 

opportunity for play provides an outlet 

in which these extreme emotions can be safely expressed.  

Each of the participating children appeared to experience a contention 

between the frustration they experienced in play and the positive 

experience of play participation being good and fun.  

Some children did not specifically talk about their disability, but expressed 

a frustration within their play which appeared to be caused by physical 

limitations. Ben said ‘no thank-you’ when play did not go as expected 

(interview 2). Daniel discusses how play can be ‘frustrating…really 

frustrating because I couldn’t do it.’ Daniel talks about feeling ‘angry’ in the 

moments that someone tries to help him with his play but gets it wrong 

(interview 2). The extent of each child’s physical disability as previously 

Figure 13 'Yay' excitement of Daniel shown with 
his hands in the air as he wins his iPad game. 
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discussed means that an adult often needs to be present to help facilitate 

play. The reliance that this then places on other people to correctly follow 

instructions and facilitate play as the child would like leaves opportunity for 

extreme emotion to be played out. This can not only lead to moments of 

anger and frustration, but also to moments of excitement and extreme 

celebration when the partnership between a child and their helper has 

enabled them to succeed in their play.  

Sometimes extreme emotions and frustration are played out when a child 

is playing alone. Jess when participating in drawing comments that she 

‘hate[s] that …. because my hands don’t work as good as everyone else 

so I can’t really draw as well’ (interview 2). For Jess the action of making 

a mistake is perhaps a reminder of her physical disability and therefore is 

emotionally difficult to deal with and therefore results in an extreme 

reaction. Jess’ comment ‘kill that’ comes following a mistake she has made 

in her drawing (see crossed out drawings figure 14). She comments that it 

‘makes me feel really annoyed, annoyed with myself’. Jess’ feelings of 

annoyance at herself could be focused on her mistake but could also be a 

Figure 14 Jess' drawing of her play. Crossed out pictures show where she has 
stated 'kill that' as she has made a mistake. In the centre of her picture Jess 
has  drawn  herself  playing  an  imaginary  game where  she  does  not  have  a 
physical  disability.  Bottom  left  corner moving  clockwise  the  pictures  are  as 
follows: ‘Playing with Josie’ (twin sister) imagination games; ‘quite annoying’ 
when we make mistakes; ‘fun’ and ‘free’ playing on the floor; ‘arty’, paint and 
paint brushes to show creating as part of play; ‘musical’, playing instruments 
as part of play;  ‘laughing’ because play  is fun; ‘cool, funky dancing’ Zumba‐ 
whilst sitting on a blue bench. 
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‘kill that’ 

‘that’ 

‘still playing’ 

‘it dropped on the floor’ 

L- I dropped it on the floor! 
N- how did that feel? 
L- bad, very bad  
N- and then what happened? 
L- I felt frustrated with myself  
N- did you? But then, were you still playing when you felt frustrated? 
L- I was still playing  
Lucy, Interview 3 



good’, 

‘fun’,  ‘happy’. 

- ‘Playing with my toys and having lots of fun’ (interview 1). 

‘happy’ 

‘funny, laughing…fun, having fun’ 

.

‘[fun is] where 

you laugh and giggle and when you’re having a good time (Interview 2).

J- it makes us laugh lots (laughs) 
N-and when you’re laughing lots what does that mean? 
J- It means it is really funny and it is a fun game 
N- and when you’re playing are there some things that are really fun and 
some things that are a little bit fun… or? 
J- it is all really really fun 
N- all really really fun 
J- yeah 
N- ok. And the times when things are annoying you’re still playing and its 
really fun but it is annoying at the same time? 
J- yeah 
N- so it is like both things 
J- joined together and there. Like if one thing was here and the other 
thing was here it would just skim past so it would almost touch but it 
wouldn’t quite touch because it would just go out [uses two hands and 
moves them past each other]…. 
N- …So you know those two things that were just going past each other 
how would that happen? 
J- so they’d just, if it was really fun [showing one hand], but it was just 
annoying [showing the other hand and indicating a little bit] at the same 
time (sighs) that’s how I would do it 
N- and they would like  
J- just go past each other [moves ‘fun’ and ‘annoying’ hand past each 
other]
N- and what would it feel the most of?  
J- fun, probably fun 
N- ok, and are there ever times when it feels the most of annoying, not 
fun?
J- No 
Jess, Interview 3 



‘My 

body’s just moving how I want it to move!

‘how [she] 

want[s] it to move’ 

‘I was trying to trick them so the way that 

you trick them is to pass left and right, left and right, left and right really 

quickly’ 



‘kind, helpful, 

(this is in the game and in real life) and independent so that’s really good’ 

‘but I just don’t have my 

disability like I do’ 
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J- I’m just jumping her up and down to see her and now putting her back in 
to have a sleep and I’m rocking her (commentating as watching) 
N- rocking her 
J- kind of tipping her, tipping up on two wheels to get over bumps and stuff, 
I’m maybe in the garden 
N- ah ok, you may be in the garden, so are you pretending you’re walking 
along with her? 
J- yeah  
N-so where are you going? 
J- we’re going to the, we’re going to the local park, um this is our garden, 
we’re going to the local park   
N-ok, so 
J- to, um, give her a little bit of freedom so that she can crawl about… 
N- Ok cool, so in this one you’re sitting down and you’ve got the buggy but 
you’re pretending you’re walking along with the buggy so when you’re 
lifting up for steps and things like that? 
J- yeah, and I’m about to get her out again... And then I’m just hugging her 
and things  
N- so you were saying that she’s got brown eyes why were you saying 
that? 
J- because she may not know because she can’t see them (whispers) so I 
was just telling her. So she knows she’s got brown hair but she doesn’t 
know that she’s got brown eyes  
N- ok cool shall I keep it going? (referring to playing the video) 
J- yeah, there’s a lot of picking her up and putting her down  
N- so are you thinking of all the things that a baby might need, when you’re 
playing? 
J- yeah 
N- and are you talking her on another walk are you? 
J- yeah I’m taking her on the same walk because we stopped somewhere 
and then we kept on going 
Jess, Interview 3 
Box 22 Jess, Interview 3‐ Jess is recounting the play scenario that she is going through as she sits on a 
chair with a dolly in a toy pushchair in front of her. 

Figure in 15 Jess is sitting on a chair playing with her dolly in a pushchair. To an 
observer she is static but in her imagination she is participating in an elaborate 
play scenario and experiencing a new spatiality, where she does not have a 
physical disability. 
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‘like the sun shining 

brightly’ 

‘like the sun 

shining brightly’ 

‘climb[s] up a ladder’ 

‘Lilly did get somebody, her royal coach, Lucy’

.

‘superheroes like me’ (interview 2).



‘like a real ninja…because I might be a ninja’ 

‘I like being 

a secret agent…I like to be a secret agent’ 

‘sav[ing] all the 

people in the world’ 

‘kill that’, ‘it doesn’t hurt me’, 

‘actually Andy 

Murray’ 



‘funny’ ‘jokes’. 

‘mad’ ‘bonkers’ (interview 2); 

‘it just makes me laugh all the time. I love 

comedy’ (interview 3). 



you either have to 

laugh or cry, 

[watching video]
T- [vocalising and then squeals/ laughs] 
N- [laughing] what happened! Did something go wrong or was it 
something else? 
T- [chooses- ‘something went wrong’]  
N- something went wrong! And you’re doing lots of laughing, did that 
feel funny? 
T- [looks- ‘yes’]  
N- so do sometimes things go wrong when we’re playing?  
T- [looks- ‘yes’] 
N- and is it part of playing or not part of playing? 
T- [chooses- ‘part of playing’]  
N- and is it sometimes what makes it funny or is that not right? 
T- [chooses- ‘they’re sometimes what makes it funny’]  
Tom, Interview 3 



‘Minions’

‘Minions’
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N- excellent. Have you seen the minions film? 
T- (shakes no)  
N- no! have you seen despicable me? 
T- (nods yeah)  
N- do you find it funny? 
T- (shakes no) 
N- no! does it not make you laugh?  
T- (shakes no) 
N- you don’t do any laughing when you watch minions 
T- (vocalises no and starts laughing)  
N- ok… are you tricking me? 
T- (Nods big yes!)  
N- yes, I think you were tricking me  
T- laughs and vocalises  
N- do you like telling jokes Tom? 
T- (nods yes) laughs lots  
N- do you like playing like that? 
T-(nods yes)  
N- it is a good way to make other people laugh 
T- (nods yes) [vocalises]  
Tom, Interview 1 

 

N- we’re going to do your teeth so shall we do a [sad] or [happy 
face?] 
T- [chooses sad] 
N- sad, are you joking?  
T- [looks no] 
N- when you’re playing how do you look, do you have a [sad 
face] or a [happy face]? 
T- [chooses happy] 
N- (T laughing) I think you were joking! 
Tom, Interview 2   

Figure 17 Tom's drawing of his play experience. He is in the centre in his wheelchair, his minions are on 
the left, buzz and woody at the top, playing the space game by running around in imagination on the 
right and watching car racing on the bottom right. His minions (left) are really really important to his 
play, and yet he creates humour by initially telling the researcher he does not know about them. 

Box 24 Tom, interview 1, 2‐ creates humour and a playful interaction with the researcher by pretending he does 
not like Minions. 
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‘tell[s] quite funny 

stories’ 

‘I’m not very quiet, I’m not very 

quiet, I’m quite loud’. 

because people can hear where 

[he is].’



‘it’s a bit like laughing because it, you sometimes 

just laugh loud when you’re enjoying the game’ 

‘very loud’ ‘laughing’ 

‘let[s] people 

know that I am happy’ 

‘just asked [her] friend to throw the ball’. ‘I tell her’ 

‘I just say help, and they will help me’ 

N- What about, do you want to tell me about the game we just played? 
D- Yeah 
N- ok, go on then, so it was crazy bowling and how did it feel? 
D- Crazy 
N- Crazy 
D- and funny 
N- uh huh 
D- very loud, very loud 
N- very loud, yeah. What do you think about it being loud that is so 
special? 
D- (thinking) it’s a bit like laughing because it, you sometimes just laugh 
loud when you’re enjoying the game 

Daniel, Interview 3 



‘we go ‘zoom, zoom, zoom, we’re flying to 

the moon, zoom, zoom, zoom we’ll get there very soon, 5,4,3,2,1’ 

‘pretend that [they’re] blasting off 

and [they] also pretend that [they]’re landing and [it] is a different planet

‘different planet’

‘aliens’; 

‘Conto’ ‘Spot’ ‘Little worry 

doll’

L- Conto came, conto came and shocked me and spot. Shockedy, 
shockedy, shock. ‘Ah’ we screamed! ‘It’s conto!’. But Conto was crying, he 
didn’t even say a word. Conto is one of my best toys, I, ‘Conto is one of my 
best toys’ I said to spot. ‘Wow! That’s amazing, it sure is’ said spot, and I 
love Conto especially when you cuddle him and then spot we were happily 
playing together. Conto soared off. And little worry doll came. ‘hi spot’, ‘shh 
little worry doll! Me and spot are happily playing together’. 

Lucy, Interview 1 



‘Yes I like to do [stories] with my toys 

because they listen’

‘goes in a space rocket and 

he flies to Pluto and he sees this really weird alien with an eye on his nose 

and an eye on his bottom (smiles), and an eye on his forehead (points) 

and this alien is his worst enemy (emphasises) and it’s about the alien and 

they both have a battle: teddy bear against alien’ .



‘I kept trying to talk until I learned 

(smiles) if somebody doesn’t hear you, you’ve got to keep talking’ 



‘energy’ 

‘fast’ 











doing, being, becoming and belonging 

.

becoming beings

doing belonging

doing

being;

becoming

belonging

doing, being, 

becoming and belonging 



being-in-the-world

becoming 

belonging 

doing

doing

doing

doing

being-in-the-

world

doing

‘function, family, fitness, fun, friends, and future’



doing

body-

in-the-world.

doing

doing

in-the-world

‘free’ 

‘free’. 



doing

doing

‘a transformation of one’s 

corporeal schema to include the physical features of the wheelchair’ 

.



doing

‘I can’ 

doing,

independent’ 

‘I can’ 



doing



‘angry’ 

doing



being-in-the-world

doing

‘my-body-in-the-world’ 



doing

doing

doing

‘Vista play’.  

vista ‘see’, 

vista



doing

vista

An internally experienced participation in an activity which is seen as 
pleasing and enables an anticipated sense of freedom, choice and 
control.



doing

we-agency

‘I picked 

an apple’ 



being

being being

Being

doing

being

being

being

selfsameness 



selfsameness

being

‘I want them 

[paediatricians] to see that I feel normal’ 

being 

doing

being



being

‘I 

can’t’ ‘it is not adapted’ .



being



being 

‘makes me feel 

really annoyed, annoyed with myself’ 

being.



being

being

 ‘I think that’ 

‘I can’ 

‘I can’ 

‘sav[ing] all the people in the world’ 



being-in-the-

world

being-in-the-world

intentionality

something



being



being

being

my-body-in-the-world’ 

my-body

my-body



‘fun’ ‘annoying’. 

selfsameness 

being

selfsameness 

selfsameness



being

Becoming

doing being

becoming 

active agent agent

agency

Becoming 

‘feeling successful’ 

active

agents

becoming 



becoming. 

becoming

becoming 

becoming

becoming 

active agent 



become active agent 

active

active agent 

we-agency;

‘us doing something together’ [emphasis in original text] 



we-agency.

become 

become becoming 

active agent we-agency

we-agency

become



‘being with’ 

onlooker play. 

active



active

becoming active agents 

becoming 

‘good 

outcomes in spite of serious threats to adaptation or development’ 



‘remember 

that tomorrow is another day’ 



Belonging

belonging 



belonging

belonging

belonging 

belonging



belonging

‘clowns/jokes’ 



belonging

belonging Belonging



belonging

belonging

Belonging

belonging

belonging 

belonging

belonging

belonging

belong

belonging

belonging

belonging



Belonging

belonging

‘I want to be just like them’ 

belonging



belonging.

belonging.  

belonging

belonging

belonging



belonging

belonging

belonging



active agents 

belonging

belonging.



belonging 

content

constructiveness closeness

 symmetry  affective 

character

belonging.

belonging, 

belonging

belonging

‘If I had a friend in a wheelchair’; 



belonging

doing, being, 

becoming and belonging

vista play. 

being.

we-agency 

belonging

belonging.  



doing

doing.



‘I play’ 

‘saving all the people in the world’ 

being





belonging



belonging.
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•Further exploration of the experience of being with a physical 
disability is needed.
•The concept of a fluctuating lifeworld, particularly the presence 
of an imagined self needs to be explored for adolescents and 
adults with high levels of physical disability. 

Children with high levels 
of physical disability 

experienced a fluctuation 
in their lifeworld 

between their disabled 
and imagined self.

•The importance of early mobility in enabling children to develop 
an embodied sense of self needs further exploration.
•Further research about the importance of wheelchairs and 
equipment to individuals who have had disabilities from birth is 
needed.

Children with high levels 
of physical disability 

embody their wheelchair 
and equipment so it 
becomes a part of 
themselves in play.

•Exploration of experiences of participating in play through 
watching for children with both physical and communication 
difficulties is needed. 
•Specific studies focusing on ways children participate through 
watching are needed. Studies should address the activation of 
mirror neurons and the tension between watching as 
participation and watching which is tokenistic. 

Children with high levels 
of physical disability are 
able to participate in play 

through watching, 
commenting and 

teaching. 

•Further research needs to address whether experiencing 
extreme emotion in play is unique to children with high levels of 
disability. This could explore the role of emotion in adjusting to 
the experience of disability. 

Children with high levels 
of physical disability 
experience extreme 
emotions such as 
excitement and 

frustration in their play

•The concept of embodying another person needs to be 
further explored for both children with physical disabilities 
and other individual‐carer dyads in order to understand the 
impact of this upon participation.
•Exploration of vista play for typically developing children.
•The importance of vista play for children with high levels of 
physical disability needs to be further explored in terms of its 
prevelance and commonality.

Children with high levels 
of physical disability 

experience participation 
through 'vista play' an 
embodiment of their 

helper.

•Further research should explore the experiences of isolation for 
children with disabilities in comparison to their typical 
developing peers.
•Research is needed to explore the impact of a helper supporting 
a child with disabilities on the participation of their typically 
developing peers

Children with high levels 
of physical disability 
experience a greater 
sense of belonging in 
play than their social 
world may anticipate.

Figure 18 Summary of recommendations for further research. 
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belonging.







doing, becoming and belonging 

doing



making choices and controlling 

play, participate in play differently to their peers 

connecting with others in play 

doing, being, belonging becoming 





doing

embodied unit 
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 Appendix 2- Engaging children and adults as advocates 

when designing research, Poster presentation 
Graham, N., Mandy, A., Clarke, C., Sellers, D., (2016b) Engaging children and 
adults as study advocates when designing research. Poster presented at: 28th 
Annual European Academy of Childhood Disability Meeting, Stockholm. 
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 Appendix 14- Example of data analysis and analysis process 
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 Appendix 15- Further quotes to illustrate findings 
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 Appendix 16- The experience of play for 6-12 year olds with high 

levels of physical disability due to Cerebral Palsy: An interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis.  
Poster presented at COT and EACD 2017 (Graham et al. 2017a, 2017b)  
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