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Children play games, and so do many adults. What we often fail to realise is how directed and 
negotiated pretend play usually is, even among the smallest children. Case studies from Vivian 
Gussin Paley’s A Child’s Work (2004) are used to exemplify how children use techniques similar to 
adult role-play, such as defining characters, negotiating diegetic details, and ongoing mobilisation 
of new content. In this paper, such similarities are used to explore the phenomena “scripting” and 
“representational negotiation”, and venture a few notes on similarities and differences between 
children’s pretend play and 21st century adult role-play.

I read a very inspiring book recently about how kids construe and share their fantasies seamlessly 
and fluently, and how emerging stories help the young minds grasp the world around them. I was 
doing research for a paper on imagination and supernatural thought when I happened upon Vivian 
Gussin Paley’s book A Child’s Work (2004). It was short and not very theoretical, but appeared to 
contain a lot of quirky anecdotes on kindergarteners’ play, which might come in handy as examples 
of children’s vivid imagination. While flipping through the pages, I realised how much Paley’s 
children showed in common with my own observations of role-playing adults, and I decided that a 
short commentary was in order.

In Paley’s classrooms, stories are the order of the day. Children are encouraged to tell their own 
stories at a designated story-table and enact them on a play stage, recruiting others to participate. 
Children understand this form of play intuitively, and use the demarcations of play and overarching 
narrative to explore new facets of the theme; very much like role-players, who also play their games 
under the guidance of certain authorities and agree on main premises long before actually getting 
in character. But further, Paley also strives to translate the snippets heard at the story-table or in 
the blocks and doll-corners into dialogue with the children. Adults may through mediation and 
curiosity participate in children’s mental lives without invading unfolding fantasies by bringing 
issues back to life at later times, to discuss them, ask questions and perhaps seed some answers.

In the following I present several illustrative passages from Vivian Gussin Paley’s lifelong experience 
as a kindergarten teacher and researcher at the University of Chicago Laboratory Schools, and her 
visits to classrooms across the world. Roles, story and the negotiation of fantasy are considered, 
followed by a quick discussion of play in adulthood. I conclude that the differences between role-
playing and children’s pretence are mainly rooted in the relative maturity of role-players, and the 
institutionalisation of certain control elements, which children may also use in less formalised 
versions.

I usually take the position that adult role-playing is an institutionalised manifestation of common 
human dispositions for play, symbolization and interaction, but I have also praised the imagination 
and empathy displayed by dedicated players. So, the questions for this short text become: How, if 
at all, does adult role-playing differ from children’s spontaneous fantasy play? Are there marked 
differences in themes, structure and methods, and finally, in light of Paley’s child-studies, can role-
playing in all fairness be viewed as an adult-version of pretence play?
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Teacher, Mommy and Dinosaur
When asked about their pretence, children often reply by way of identities and roles, like 
lion, mailman or mommy. Such answers could be interpreted as stating the game’s title or a 
misunderstanding of the abstract question, but mostly it just means that children play roles, and 
use them to define and develop plots in their games. Consider the following example:

“Pretend you’re a frog and you jump into a bad guy but you don’t know it”

“Grab ‘em!”

“He’s stealing kitty!”

“Get him, over there, get him!”

“Blast him, grind him up, he got the gold!”

“Meow, meow, meow”

“Here’s your kitty, Snow White.”

“Are you the dwarfs? The frog dwarfs?”

“We’re ninja dwarfs. The frog is a ninja. Watch out! We might have to blow this place up 
again.”

(Paley 2004, 30)

As any sociologist will tell you, role defines action and social relations, and is really just a way of 
talking about certain positions within society. These are good for establishing a shared fantasy stage, 
because they draw on well-known stereotypes whose actions: the plot of a mailman play is pretty 
clear cut, so it might as well be called “delivering mail” and traits (frogs afford jumping) are iconic 
to the child. All aspects of everyday life (family, school) and fictions (story books, TV) may serve 
as pre-prepared seed packets for such play identities and their embedded actions. 

At times, however, the cast of a traditional story-arch like Little Red Riding-Hood might not fit the 
humour of all participants, and thus new constellations may emerge:

“Someone has to be the wolf,” Red Riding girl said, putting on the red velvet cloak.

 “I’m not the bad guy!” argued Erik, in a vest and tie.

 “You’re really the dad hunter but you pretend huge teeth.”

 “Like a wolf ? See it bited me so my teeth got stronger like a wolf.” 

(Paley 2004, 23)

Children readily mix existing stereotypes into new conceptual blends, which afford new plots and 
storylines. Since action is imbedded in identity, Super Peter Rabbit can act differently than regular 
Peter, and thus adds new dimensions to a game. Children appear to intuitively understand and 
accept such blends, as long as they are privy to their various sources.
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Playing with identity is both important and inescapable. Humans are hardwired to deal with 
individual identity and social relations, and such themes spurt forth as the mind matures. The 
anthropologist Antonia Mills (2003), who has studied fantasy play and cultural beliefs in India 
and the United States, suggests that externalising identity in play-roles or imaginary friends stems 
from the young child’s struggle to understand the difficult metacognitive phenomena “self ” and 
“other”. Once these mature, play becomes much more explicit, and even more complex notions 
such as “real/pretence” and “false/truth” make their way into fantasy games.

Why children role-play and try on faces is hard to explain, although the main reason seems to be 
fun. Other explanations concerning development and issues nagging children, however, abound. 
For instance, playing house might seem like a dull idea, since kids experience household-settings 
every day. One might therefore suggest that children wanted to try on other more powerful (or 
absent), roles in the family, but apparently most kids actually prefer the role of the baby (usually an 
iconic inept or naughty child, of their own age or below), which indicates that children negotiate 
their own identity through the game, negatively defined in against other positions such as parents 
or younger siblings. Likewise, the parent-character’s attitude and action is mostly portrayed in 
relation to the baby’s antics, confirming the suspicion that “house” is really all about the child. 
This seems to apply to most other games, where aspects of the child’s own mental world becomes 
apparent. Thus, playing with  identities concerns the children’s own place in the world, and the 
dramas that come with it.

What’s the Story, Peter Rabbit?
Stories coaxed from children may take unsuspected forms. One boy, when asked to tell a story of his 
own simply stated “Frederick”, and left it at that. His name was Frederick. None the less, play and 
story seems to go hand in hand.

In Paley’s transcripts, it becomes obvious that most pretence games whether facilitated by an adult 
or not, are initiated by a certain amount of what we might call scripting. A child takes the initiative, 
and introduces a plot:

“Ahzz! Water, water! Pretend we are walking in Egypt and there’s no water but we see a big 
river.” […]

“Scrub the floor Cinderella! You can’t come to the ball!” (Paley 2004, 4, 12)

Notice how both examples include dramatic conflict. Sometimes such gambits simply evoke a 
scene, using familiar cues, and sometimes scripts are more elaborate, presenting the twists and turns 
of the story about to unfurl in greater detail. Paley’s book is ripe with examples.

As noted, play usually revolves around simple casts, themes, or well-known stories. Paley noticed 
how stories read aloud in kindergarten, such as Little Red Riding Hood, Charlotte’s Web or 
Cinderella, were repeated and changed over and over again, and even news-stories like the 9/11 
terrorist-attacks make their way into playtime, compiling bits and pieces scavenged at home or 
from the media. The seeds of play flutter carelessly across the world.

In one of Paley’s classrooms, children are encouraged to sit and tell stories of their own devising, and 
act them out through social play. The teacher acts as a mediator between the story and the enactment, 
distributing roles and asking clarifying questions, but even without a teacher’s intercession, children 
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avidly translate shared narratives and characters into play. It is their way of talking about things. 
Stories and themes may be repeated and changed many times over to afford new twists and turns, 
but each time all agree on the general plot. In the fluent relationship between play and stories, the 
human tendency to experience time, identity and causality as storied (McAdams 1993) becomes 
apparent. Children present the game-to-be as a narrative through scripting, but contrary to adults 
they have little qualms about deviating from the original plot or conventional rules of storytelling. 
Play-narratives are all but well-structured, and most kids probably wouldn’t be able to recount them 
afterwards, but the experience of being part of a bigger story is there – visible in both expectations, 
scripting and the way children often use narrator-speak to negotiate play. 

The reason why we are good at recounting conventional narratives and tend to impose narrative 
schema reality, may simply be that stories usually follow culturally specified narratological rules 
(Fludernik 1996), which children are only starting to internalise. Certain themes seem to take up 
most of the games played between bouts of adrenaline, such as family and friendship (emotions, 
trust, the mother-loves-me-best story) and good and bad guys (morality, conflict), and colourful 
characters like super-heroes, dinosaurs and vampires seem to help demarking identity and 
possibility. Stories read aloud or seen on TV are a salient source of inputs and inspiration in the lives 
of children, who do not have a well-defined way of acquiring and evaluating theoretical knowledge. 
Therefore, they copy both content and structure of the narratives they are presented with, just like 
role-playing games seem to follow certain dramatic rules, even if they claim to provide freedom of 
choice to the players. The emerging plots and themes enforce constraints on our literary minds. As 
C. G. Jung noted, “the creative mind plays with the objects it loves” and both children and role-
players take the most appealing topics up over and over again, each time refining the story or fitting 
it to their current concerns and inspirations. This analysis can easily be imposed on the classical 
genres of teenage- and adult role-play, where issues of empowerment and social boundaries seem to 
be heavily represented compared to other themes.

Antonia Mills has found that certain cultures assume that imaginative children are interacting with 
actual spiritual beings or have memories of past lives (Mills 2003). Indian style of play differs much 
from its American counterpart, which seems to be much more introvert. Perhaps therefore, few 
Indian children are reported to have imaginary companions, while somewhere between 15 and 
66% of American children do at some point (Taylor 1999, Mills 2003). Most North European 
children are supplied with stories in abundance by TV, film and computer games associated with 
their toys, and might therefore find avid inspiration, or more depressingly, create fewer original 
ideas of their own, when interacting with the furnishings of their rooms. Types and styles of play 
thus seem to be heavily influenced by both cultural and situational factors.

Room for Negotiation
Negotiation, as defined by Berger & Luckmann (1966) is the ongoing discursive approximation 
of worldviews that occurs in human communication. When rummaging through Paley’s accounts 
of the dramas unfolding in the doll-corner, one is confounded by the amount of scripting going 
on, but also how easily such scripts are bargained and changed according to the likings of the 
participants. Intricate mental imageries are transformed by a few words, hardly noticed by anyone 
(i.e. Lieberoth 2007; forthcoming). 

For example, as Cinderella is evoked once again, one child suddenly and assertively changes the 
familiar turn of events:



210 Playground Worlds - Research & Theory

“Scrub the floor, Cinderella! You can’t come to the ball.”

“Then why don’t you come to the birthday.”

“Whose birthday?”

“Me, I’m baby Cinderella. And there’s no mean sisters so you can’t be mean to me. You could 
be a nice sister or a good auntie.”

(Paley 2004, 12)

In a sense, this shows the clashing of different fantasies, but it is also a clear example of communicative 
action: Others are not repelled by the notion of a more harmonious family, but encouraged to 
take part of the Cinderella-girl’s vision, turning to a different part of the original story’s timeline. 
Translated into play, the narrative can be slowed down at a point of the children’s liking (Paley 
2004, 24). The inner representations of the players are seamlessly aligned, because the negotiation 
respects the invisible constraints set up by the shared Cinderella-framework. Negotiation implies 
shared ownership of the story or game. There may be struggles to retain control, and some kids may 
take on a game-master-like role and become dictatorial, but by and large, negotiation within the 
shared framework ensures that everyone gets to contribute and stay on the same page. The source-
story seeds the common frame of reference, while negotiation makes new magic happen on the 
spot. Curiously, the words “pretend” and “imagine” are often used as children either attempt to seed 
ideas into the minds of others or express elements still open to negotiation. Something not real - not 
even in the play reality. The words act as a form of disclaimers, inviting metacognitive consideration 
of pretence elements, even before they become real in the game.

As a child, I enjoyed creating elaborate dioramas and scenarios using Lego or Playmobile toys, but 
since my mother usually insisted on clearing up the fair towns and epic battles after a few days, the 
fantasies would evaporate as props disappeared back into their boxes. There is almost always some 
stable locus of control in a game, but some are more stable than others. Physical objects anchor 
shared attention, making points of reference, or authoritative participants may serve as a narrators 
or game-masters of sorts. In this respect the toys and costumes chosen at the outset of a game can 
place some elements beyond negotiation, and remind everyone of the chosen plot. They become 
seeds for imagination, as well as coveted objects of power. Whether in the world or in the mind of 
an authoritative participant, conventions narrow the field of options. 

Once scripts for a story are more or less formally agreed upon, play might unfold like a theatre 
play, but similarities fade once the story changes and gets fluid; from there on in, play has more in 
common with role-play than a play. Small children, however, have much shorter attention spans 
than adults. Sustained attention and goal representation develop as the child’s will and ability for 
sequenced action mature, and even though this may be a part of discreet mental systems originally 
evolved for impulse-inhibition and more complex sets of action, the entire mind benefits. Thus, 
children’s pretend play gradually becomes longer and more consistent with age. Children who 
play much with others seem to acquire the capacity for prolonged pretence earlier, which indicates 
that semantics and theory of mind (conscious realisation of the mental content of others, see Leslie 
1994, Lieberoth 2006) kindles general cognitive development. Another explanation might be that 
less mature players are cued in by older peers, thus creating an environment where some or all 
participants contribute to the others’ representations of the game. Adult play increasingly seeks the 
structure and narrative guidance to which culturally competent individuals have grown accustomed. 
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As our minds mature, we develop towards general cognitive independence from external cues, but 
we also become anchored in systems of meaning and authority, from which it can be hard to escape. 
This is a paradox of adult fantasy play.

The examples of play-negotiation fit strikingly with my previous studies of verbal-cue role-playing 
(Lieberoth 2007; forthcoming). The main differences actually seem to be the comparatively larger 
shared frame of reference between adults, and more sophisticated use of language, artefacts and 
discursive devices, which can be accounted for by age alone. The practice and methods basically 
seem the same.

The Value of Play
Play comes with intrinsic pleasures. Why else would children and adults keep doing it? But play and 
fantasy may also serve psychological and developmental purposes. 

Creating vivid imaginary worlds and characters does not seem to be compensation for loneliness 
or lacking stimulation per se, but does require that the children have time to themselves. This is 
supported by Antonia Mills’ finding that imaginary companions are reported infrequently in pre-
modern societies, such as rural India, where children are engaged in family labour and live within 
large extended families with loads of available adults and playmates (2003). 

Paley’s short book was written in praise of fantasy play, and its importance to the early lives of 
children. In a world where tests and hard rote-learning curricula and are once again marching on 
the carefree years of childhood, it is important to note the value of play: Both as a handy tool 
for learning and communicating, and as an all-important part of childhood growth, play serves a 
number of more or less distinct social, psychological and developmental functions.

Any form of social exchange is pleasurable to us. Apes grooming each other receive endorphin 
rewards, which may have been carried over to the general domain of social exchanges – particularly 
gossip about others (Dunbar 1996, see also Lieberoth 2006). Indeed, referring to fictional people 
in the first person mirrors an exchange of social information: Through play we not only speak “as”, 
but also “about” the characters and situations seeded in our minds. Play is a safe way of talking 
about the ever-expanding field of social possibilities and dramas of our lives.

Pretence also serves as a canvas for the children to paint their own sentences, stories, and even 
self-image; it spurs them on to apply their emerging social and semantic skills, and bootstraps 
developments in peers. Children must also experiment to create boundaries for reality, and take in 
the new. This comes naturally (Leslie 1994), but as Paley emphasises, there seems to be an emerging 
relationship between play, communication and analytical thinking, and even the ability to tell self 
from others (Mills 2003). Each may influence the others. Play allows children to collaboratively 
experiment with words, stories and images, and formulate their own theories. They form questions 
and answers in a language that has not yet been tainted by pure reason, which helps children in 
their most important job, namely taking in new impressions from the world around them. As Paley 
aptly puts it, “The mind that has been freely associating with playful imagery is primed to tackle new 
ideas. Fantasy play, rather than being a distraction, helps children achieve the goal of having an open 
mind, whether in the service of further storytelling or in formal lessons.” (Paley 2004, 26)

Finally, stories, games, toys and even beliefs may function as transitional objects, mediating between 
the child’s own self, and coveted or imposing characteristics of maturity (Clark 1995). As such 
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personal features are integrated with personality, the need for mediation through play and fiction 
dwindles, and interest may decline. Of course, we never cease changing, so certain themes might 
be rehearsed and negotiated over and over again as mental training, or a comfort blanket of sorts. 
Even adults seem to need fantasy. 

Does Fantasy Die Out in Adulthood?
Moving on from Paley’s children, we may turn to the question of adult fantasy play. Few studies 
outside psychiatry and psychoanalysis have concerned themselves with the fantasy lives of adults 
and older children. It is widely accepted that the propensity for various sorts of play dwindles as the 
child matures, and is replaced by intensely group-focused activities and approximations of adult 
conduct in the teenage-years. For instance, children seem to lose interest in lifelong imaginary 
companions in middle childhood (Taylor 1999, Mills 2003), although it is possible that they 
simply go underground because of frowns from parents and peers. In other cases the companion 
is genuinely abandoned form one day to the next, and the child might even invent an end to the 
story, where the imaginary companion perishes or moves away (Taylor 1999). A rich fantasy life 
might thus persist well beyond late childhood, but in more internal versions. If certain fantasies 
serve a psychological purpose, like supplying transitional objects for attributes missing in real life, 
they may eventually be integrated in the maturing personality, and thus lose their function. Other 
children might feel embarrassed and babyish because of childish activities, and chose to move on 
themselves. Alternatively, many fantasies might find external anchoring in fiction, games, digital 
entertainment, one’s own children or institutions such as role-playing.

There are, however, also good reasons to believe that personal fantasy survives. A study conducted 
by Ilse Siegffe-Krenke at the University of Bonn reports that an astounding 28 percent of 16-17 
year olds mention imaginary others (a grown-up way of saying imaginary companions) in their 
diaries (Taylor 1999). It could be argued that keeping a diary indicates a particularly introspective 
mindset, and so the sample might not be entirely representative of the general youth populace. 
Comparing Seiffge-Krenkes subjects to controls and/or role-players on a personality inventory 
might for instance reveal such artefacts. Generally, relating to imaginary others in adulthood is not 
all that uncommon. Writers and their readers establish close bonds to almost independent fictional 
characters. Strategic awareness of other human beings is at the crux of social existence, and can 
just as well concern absent or fictitious persons – especially if these embody real concerns in the 
imaginer’s life, like an ideal self or the gaze of a deity. Pondering one’s role-playing character when 
not actually engaged in a session (what skills they should have, how they live, their future plans), 
might count as such.

Of course, fantasies serve different purposes and follow other themes in adults than in young 
children. Ambitions and dreams may become more earthbound, and thus seem less fantastic if 
equally vivid and therefore fly under the radar of many studies, and some fantasies expressing 
aggressive and sexual desires might be kept well under wraps. Imagination, however, is honed 
though life, so it is safe to say that fantasy doesn’t die out; it just changes and finds new institutional 
outlets. Role-playing games may indeed facilitate integration between the vivid fantasy life of 
childhood and increasingly social orientation of teenagers.
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Giants in the Playground 
Since this is chiefly meant to be a review of thoughts raised by Vivian Gussin Paley’s 2004 book, 
this chapter has been grabbed from doll-corners and play-stages across the globe, supplemented by 
my own reflections and ceaseless theoretical musings.

In closing, we turn our new knowledge of children’s fantasy play to understanding adult role-playing. 
Role-players strive to achieve the same things that children do effortlessly and spontaneously. As 
adults, they still have it in them to take flights of fancy, but somehow everything in adulthood has 
to become more structured; more controlled.

Role-playing games are initiated almost in the same way as fantasy play, but all things being equal, 
more formally. The message, however, remains the same: “let’s play”. The initiator usually sets 
the stage and demarks the official plot, surrendering snippets of reality-influence to the players. 
Participants may thus rule over the small plots of fantasyland that is their own character, their 
actions, and perhaps some background information conjured up during play, but the overall game 
remains at the mercy of a strict social contract, arbitrated by the organiser. The last 20 years of role-
playing have seen both an increase in control techniques and an inevitable counter-drive to escape 
them.

Role-playing organisers take great pains to aid in the construction of a shared story, by explicitly 
aligning expectations, supplying necessary tools et cetera, and they usually move upon the face of the 
waters making sure the game progresses on track. Not because adults have shorter attention spans 
and need more help to imagine, but because we like social contracts to be explicit and somehow 
visible – maybe predicting our own tendency to bicker in the face of ambiguity.

While children bumble along, then change things and then lose interest, adults remain committed 
to the same game, sometimes for days on end, and expect it to somehow come to fruition; to reach 
a meaningful conclusion that can be milled over and repeatedly reconstructed afterward. We have 
a culturally inherited way of structuring our stories, and as we rehearse such patterns over and 
over, we come to expect that life itself conforms to such patterns, and the games we play doubly 
so. Organizers cater to that need, and make sure that everyone gets to take the product home. 
Here lies a major difference, since modern self-conscious consumers of social commodities expect 
time spent role-playing and preparing for said game to yield some kind of discreet result – usually 
a good memory or story to tell. For children, this is not so. They play spontaneously and should 
have nothing better to do, while adults consciously make a choice to role-play. Perhaps this is why 
many role-playing games conceived before the free-form era have built-in goals and rewards. Not 
because players are all greasy gotta-win-gamists at heart, but because goals, rewards and meaningful 
conclusions conform to the way contemporary western adults see the world in general.

Finally, it seems fair to say that like fantasy play and imaginary companions, role-play serves some 
social and psychological needs. Role-playing creates a wonderful forum for social interaction and 
sates our hunger for gossip and social drama, and even supplies “safety hatches”, like chat-room 
trolls or self styled “pickup artists” may protect their fragile selves from rejection behind imaginary 
personae. Since role-playing integrates the vivid fantasy life of childhood with the social orientation 
of teenagers, I would further venture the proposition that role-playing characters serve many of 
the same functions as imaginary companions and celebrity-infatuations, given how much time 
teenagers spend fleshing them out in their quiet minds. 
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Although adults may always exist on the periphery of children’s fantasies, they are very good at 
drawing up boundaries of their own. Where children have trouble explaining concepts like pretence, 
fantasy and imagination, adults are very explicit about such things, and welcome the tools to sort 
them out. Play seems to remain the same in adulthood, but role-players add an additional level of 
structure that, depending on finesse, can be helpful to share and immerse in a common fantasy, or 
turn out as a sheer tool for power that kills spontaneity outright.

Conclusions
Narrative begins early; the storied conception of time and reality can plainly exist in play without 
the cultural and linguistic devices that adults seem to prefer in place. Children meet stories more 
than half way (Paley 2004, 14).

The purpose of this text was to view role-playing and fantasy in the new light of honest and naive 
stories created by a bunch of imaginative children, and recorded by a dedicated scholar-slash-
kindergarten teacher. I hope that this chapter has widened your perspective, and fuelled questions 
of your own. 

We are always at the periphery of each others’ worlds, but engaging in common activities and 
weaving elaborate fictions may bring us closer for a little while.

Adults get better at relating theoretically to fantasy, but that may be why it seems harder to really 
get into a game as we grow up. The trick, then, seems to be abandoning the adult superstructure of 
language and theory, and returning to a time where the wonders of play were self-evident. Play may 
bring us closer to our childhood, because, at the core, role-play and children’s fantasy play is very 
much the same.
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