
Play refers to an activity done for
enjoyment rather than a serious
purpose. So “purposeful play” –
which the Ministry of Education
has included as a key component
of its pre-school curriculum – may
sound like an oxymoron.

But Ms Leong Pik San, a senior
specialist at the ministry’s pre-
school education branch, said the
term refers to a teacher setting up a
learning environment in which a
child can play.

For instance, a teacher could put
out some materials to let a child
play, which would allow the teach-
er to observe and understand the
youngster.

“So the ‘play’ is about the chil-
dren and the ‘purposeful’ is about
the role of the teacher,” Ms Leong
told an education forum organised
by The Straits Times yesterday.

But there are merits to free play
too, according to Dr Stuart Brown,
a consulting professor from Stan-
ford University, who founded the
National Institute for Play in Cali-
fornia and spent years studying the

effects of free play on early child-
hood development. He said the ac-
tivity develops traits such as empa-
thy and reasonable risk-taking.

For instance, a child who has
punched a friend too hard while
playing will learn about appropri-
ate aggression through the inci-
dent.

Dr Brown said that for purpose-
ful play to work, it is important
that the child is not pressured to
act in a specific way. “If there is
teacher pressure towards a specific
performance, that squelches the
intrinsic motivation, exploration
and curiosity (of the child).”

Engineer Daniel Tan, 33, who
attended the forum with his wife,
said he believes children should en-
gage in free play. But the father of a
two-year-old boy added that he
sometimes worries that he is over-
protecting his child.

“If my child is climbing at the
playground, I want to be there for
him to catch him if he falls. Yet I
don’t want to fuss over him.”
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Young children wielding smartphones and tablet
computers may be a familiar sight in Singapore, but
early childhood experts yesterday cautioned parents
to go slow on letting them use such devices.

They say parent-child interaction is especially cru-
cial to a child’s development in the first three years
and cannot be replaced by technology such as smart-
phones, tablets or television.

Speaking at the second The Straits Times Educa-
tion Forum, paediatrician Dana Suskind cited a study
by University of Washington neuroscientist Patricia
Kuhl in which two groups of American babies were ex-
posed to Mandarin.

After some time, the first group, which was ex-
posed to the language through Mandarin speakers,
was able to pick up on phonetic elements of the lan-
guage.

The second group was exposed to the same Manda-
rin material through a recorded tape. This time, the
babies could not distinguish the phonetic units of the
language.

“You learn something much better with a human
being who is responding,” said Dr Suskind.

She was responding to a mother of three young
boys, who had asked if there were merits to children
engaging in non-social play using technological
tools.

The mother, who had recently moved here from
Australia, said she had noticed many young children
here using smart devices.

Other forum speakers included Dr Stuart Brown, a
consulting professor at Stanford University who
founded the National Institute for Play in California,
and Mrs Carmee Lim, mentor principal of mind devel-
opment institute MindChamps Holdings.

This year’s forum focused on early childhood de-
velopment. About 400 parents, pre-school educators
and operators attended the event at Raffles City Con-
vention Centre.

The event was sponsored by philanthropic organi-
sation Lien Foundation, with POSB Bank as a partner.

Dr Brown, who studied how free play affects early
childhood development, said: “I’m concerned when I
see kids not engaged with their parents, not engaged
with their peers and not making eye contact.”

Accounts officer Reynette Wee, 43, who has two
boys aged six and seven, said she tries to limit her
children’s iPad usage. “But it can be tempting to give
in, especially when we are busy with chores.

“My older son sometimes refuses to feed himself
and asks that I feed him while he uses the iPad. It’s be-
haviour that I don’t encourage.”

Housewife Teng Meng Hwee, 42, makes an effort
to not let her two-year-old son use her smartphone.

She said: “I’ve read about the negative impact of
such devices on young children.

“I hope to interest him in other things first since
he will eventually start using these devices as he gets
older.”
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Mrs Carmee Lim, mentor principal of MindChamps Holdings, showing participants the importance of music, movement and dance in early childhood
development at The Straits Times Education Forum yesterday.
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