Play in retrospection
Play experiences from childhood in adults with visual disability, motor disability and Asperger syndrome
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Abstract: The aim of this study is to analyze and describe how adults with visual disability, motor
disability and Asperger syndrome retrospectively identify and experience play in their childhood.
Fifteen adults, aged 25 to 76 years, were interviewed about their play experiences. A qualitative
approach was adopted with the aim to describe qualitatively different experiences of play. The findings indicate that play experiences merge like mirror images with participation and exclusion as two
divergent sides of play. The data suggest that niches for play experiences include three components
related to participation and exclusion: a personal component, a social component and an environmental component. Type of disability is one of many aspects making up the three components without
being a central feature within any of the components. Type of disability affects personal characteristics and preferences, form of social interaction and the environmental requirements for participating in play but not the experience ofplay per se. Unique to this study is the importance assigned to
the concept of niche. Perceived niches are based on memories and also influence the construction of
memories. Thus, they function as a link between perceptions of experiences of play from childhood to
adulthood.

Introduction
The United Nation's Convention of the
Rights of the Child (1989) asserts that
play is a central feature of children's
everyday life. Play is what children
engage in most often when they decide
for themselves what to do. It can be
solitary play, social play and play with
toys or other material. Interaction with
the environment is an essential feature
of play and especially interaction with
peers. Social participation is one of the
main themes in studies on play memo-
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ries of adults without disabilities(Henninger, 1994; Bergen, Liu & Liu, 1997;
Brodin & Molosiwa, 2000; Sandberg,
2001; Sandberg 2003; Sandberg &
Pramling-Samuelsson, 2003; Tammemae-Orr & Sandberg, submitted;
Wickerius & Sandberg, submitted).
Thus, conceptually close to the concept
of play are the concepts engagement
and participation. The three concepts
overlap. Play, based on Vygotsky
(1995), can be defined as engagement
and feelings in conjunction with mental
and/or physical activity circling around
a theme with implicit or explicit rules
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for action. Engagement is defined as
being motivated and actively taking
part in activities in everyday life
(MeWilliam & Ware, 1994) and participation as involvement in a life situation (WHO, 2001).
Research about play in children with
disabilities has often focused on play as
a therapeutic or educational tool for
special groups of children based on type
of disability. How children with disabilities perceive play has not been
extensively researched. Is play perceived as special activities or as part of
everyday life, and does play denote a
factor of inclusion or exclusion? One
way to approach the question of how
children experience play is to ask them
directly (Tamm & Skar, 2002). Another
way is to ask adults retrospectively
about their play experiences early in
life. This study focuses on retrospective
experiences of play in adults with motor
disability, visual disability and Asperger syndrome.
Recollected play experiences of adults
without disabilities have earlier been
investigated by Henninger (1994), Bergen, et al (1997), Brodin and Molosiwa
(2000), Sandberg and PramlingSamuelsson (2003). Collectively those
studies show that the recalled experiences include characteristics of niches
for play, that is descriptions of the
nodal point of interaction between the
person and the environment. Examples
of such niche characteristics are settings
in the home and outdoors, interactions
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with other children, family, relatives
and pet-animals, and feelings of risk,
creativity and inventiveness. There are
also characteristics focusing on culturally based rules and routines for play.
Play does not always come naturally
and easily into the life of children with
disabilities (Jorup & Preisler, 2001) and
the niches for play may not contain the
same affordances as for other children,
or appear with the same frequency. A
narrow variety of experienced niches
will restrict the niche-potential of an
individual (Wachs, 2000) starting in
childhood with a tendency to continue
into adulthood. Different factors may
impede the development of play, both
related to individual characteristics, and
to social and physical factors in the
environment. Some children with disabilities may not engage in complex
play with toys and objects, which may
reduce their ability to acquire knowledge about the world. Others are given
few possibilities to engage in collective
social play, resulting in reduced ability
to learn from peers (Jorup & Preisler,
2001). Other children are not engaged
for longer periods with either peers or
toys, which may result in difficulties in
developing play skills (Tamm & Skar,
2001). However, play may also contain
possibilities for developing skills and
social interaction, as it does for other
children. As articulated earlier, play,
engagement and participation can be
seen as related concepts. In two studies
of participation in school environments of
children with disability (Eriksson &
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Granlund,
accepted; Almqvist
&
Granlund, accepted) no relationships were
found between type of disability and children's conceptions of participation and
perceived degree of participation respectively. Thus, other factors than the disability per se probably influence the perceived
degree of participation in life situations of
children with disability. This is interesting
since play, which is closely related to engagement and participation, has been
widely used in interventions for children
with disabilities.
Most studies of play in children with
disabilities focus on groups of children
characterized by a specific diagnosis or
type of disability (Brodin, 1991; Jansson, 2001; Jorup & Presisler, 2001;
Tamm & Skar, 2001). Thus, an implicit
assumption is that play-experiences
have a strong relation to type of disability. Little knowledge exists on what
aspects of play experiences that are
generic and what aspects that are influenced by type of disability. In this
study, adults with disabilities affecting
different modalities and associated with
different problems in accessing the
world are involved. It may be that persons with disabilities describe niches
for play and niche restrictions related to
the type of disability they experience.
However, the case may also be that they
do not perceive the disability as a restriction in play and that other aspects
of life dominate in their memories of
play experiences.
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Aim of the study
The aim of this study was to analyze
and describe how adults with visual
disability, motor disability and Asperger syndrome retrospectively identify
and experience play experiences in their
childhood.
The following research questions were
addressed:
•

•
•

How do adults with disabilities
identify and describe play experiences from their childhood?
How do adults with disabilities
experience play?
Are there differences in play
experiences related to type of
disability?

Method
The method of analysis in this study is
content analysis and inspired by a phenomenographical approach. The aim
with phenomenographical research is to
identify and describe different ways in
which people apprehend, understand
and experience different phenomena in
the world around them (Marton, 1981,
1994; Pramling, 1994, Marton & Pang,
1999; Marton & Booth, 2000). In an
interview the responding individuals
can delimit, define and treat the contents in their own ways. The aim with
the interview is to find out how a phenomenon appears and is conceptualized
by those who participate in the inter-
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view. However, the categories delimited describe different ways in which
the group of individuals, in this case
adults with disabilities, experiences the
phenomenon of interest.
Participants
The participants were selected by the
use of purposeful convenience sampling
(Patton, 1990) and theoretical sampling
(Marton & Booth, 2000). This strategy
was selected in order to increase the
possibility to receive detailed and comprehensive descriptions, and also to
obtain a maximum of variations in the
sample which is important in phenomenographical studies. The aim was
to obtain an equal allocation between

the sexes and among persons with the
three selected types of disabilities, visual impairment, motor impairment and
Asperger syndrome. Each of these impairments has an effect on specific and
different modalities. It may be assumed
that persons with visual problems describe play which is dominated by other
types of stimulation than visual, and
that persons with motor problems depict play in which motor skills are not
so important, and that persons with
Asperger syndrome relate play experiences where social interaction is not the
main component. Another requirement
was that the disability had existed since
childhood.

Table 1. Participants in the study
Disabiblity
Female Age

Male Age

Total

Visual disability

2

33, 54 years

3

29, 65, 76 year

5

Motor disablility

3

38, 39, 61 years

2

31, 41 years

5

Aspberger syndrome

3

28, 30, 36 years

2

25, 26 years

5

Total

8
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15
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Fifteen adults (eight women and seven
men) were interviewed; five persons
with visual disability (two women and
three men), five persons with motor
disabilities (three women and two men),
and five persons with Asperger syndrome (three women and two men) (see
Table 1). Their ages varied from 25
years to 76 years. The participants with
Asperger syndrome were the youngest,
between 25 to 36 years old.
The respondents had grown up both in
the countryside and in cities. Three of
the respondents had attended boardingschools for children with visual disability during the major part of their
schooling. Several had experiences of
long stays at hospitals. One in each
group had their own children, and two
had grandchildren. Eleven of the fifteen
respondents had attended pre-schools.
Procedures
Personal connections were used to assist in the process of finding participants for the study. Initial contacts were
made through regional and national
organizations for persons with disabilities who recommended participants for
the study. Letters were distributed to
eventual participants with information
about the study's purpose and method.
Some of the participants contacted the
first author directly and some were
recommended by others to contact her.
When five persons in each group were
chosen, no more were contacted. The
interviews took place at the most convenient place for the participant, such
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as a quiet room at the university or the
home of the participant. The atmosphere was calm and friendly. The interviews lasted between 45 minutes and
two hours.
The first author conducted the semistructured interviews. Each interview
started with a description of the study
and the ethical rules in social science
research (requirements of confidentiality, consent, information and autonomy,
and an accentuation on voluntary participation in the study (HSFR, 1999). In
accordance with the study's aims, the
topics in the interview first addressed
experiences of play from childhood
starting with background information,
followed by broad question areas such
as type of play they were involved in,
interaction in play, and places for play.
In addition, questions about how play
influenced their life as a child and the
value and importance they assigned to
play. The aim of these questions was to
start a dialog with subsequent questions
to obtain an insightful description about
play at a deeper level of understanding.
The ambition was that respondents
would feel free to influence the contents
of the interview, and they were encouraged to raise issues relevant for them.
Techniques of rephrasing and followup-questions were used. No specific
questions were posed about the type
and function of play in relation to the
disabling condition. The interviews
were tape recorded and transcribed
verbatim in Swedish.
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Analysis
An assumption was that there are qualitatively different ways in which people
apprehend various aspects of the world
around them, in this particular case the
childhood play experiences of adults
with disabilities. In the first step of
analysis, each interview was read several times to obtain an overall view.
This resulted in a general picture of the
material, highlighting some surface
features of the material. After this general analysis, the main analysis inspired
by a phenomenographic approach was
performed with the initial aim of
identifying generic experiences of play,
i.e. that which is common for all
respondents. A second aim was to
identify experiences of play specific for
the types of disability, i.e. that which is
common for respondents with a specific
disability. The analysis of the material
was done in Swedish and then translated into English.
First an analysis of each individual
interview was completed. It was analyzed as a whole and in detail. Significant statements were chosen and categorized in the following order:
The first organizing question posed was
"What denotes play in the material"?
Quotations that had relevance for the
research questions were marked. In this
part of the analysis, a large number of
significant statements appeared. Categorization of quotations was then made
based on similarities and differences in
those statements.
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The contents of the significant statements
were then grouped for the total sample into
"meaning units" that were then assembled
into two super-ordinate themes.
In a phenomenographic approach one is
supposed to focus on similarities and differences in the analysis. The next step was
to study similarities and differences of the
meaning units in each super-ordinate
theme producing categories. Some categories involved sub-categories which had a
shared meaning on a lower level.
The fourth step involved repeating the
second and third steps with the data differentiated by type of disability. The basic
question in this part of the analysis was
"Do play-experiences specific to the three
types of disability appear"?
Validity and reliability
Within content analysis inspired by phenomenographic research, validity and
reliability refer to what extent the description categories correspond to the participant's conceptions. It is supported by two
criteria, i.e. the categories are illustrated
with quotation from the interviews, and a
co-examiner controls the correspondence
of the categories with statements in the
interviews (Larsson, 1986; Alexandersson,
1994; Marton, 1994). In this study quotations are used to illustrate the results and a
co-rater has controlled the correspondence
of the categorizations. The interrateragreement was 87,5%. Note that the reliability estimations are based on quotations
in Swedish.
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Results

Themes and categories of play
In the main analysis based on the
Both similarities and differences statements from all respondents, two
emerge when the respondents recall generic themes common to all responplay-experiences. Experiences of indoor dents emerged: play as participation
as well as outdoor settings, toys and and play as exclusion. The theme of
play with different animals were em- play as participation can be separated
phasized. Another general feature is the into three categories: adjustment, solisignificance of not being over-protected darity and challenge, whereas the theme
from parents in play. For the respon- of exclusion can be subdivided into
dents, it was important to experience solitary play and barriers (see Table 2).
the same demands as other children.
Peer adjustment
Adjustment
Self adjustment

Participation.

Solidarity

Emotional
Challenge

/

Physical
Playexperiences

Self-initiated

Rejection

Exploitation
Exclusion
Impairment
Barriers
Physical
environment

Table 2. Themes and categories of play common forall participants
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The structure above depicts the themes,
categories and sub-categories of the
study and is further developed in the
following section.

Play as participation
The theme "play as participation" indicates that the respondents have been
involved in play with other children and
that this has been perceived as valuable.
This refers to engagement of the persons with disability as well as with
peers. It can be divided into three different categories: adjustment, solidarity,
and challenge.
Adjustment in play
The category play as adjustment brings
out two subcategories referring, the first
that peers adapt their play to the person
with a disability, and second that the
disabled person him/herself makes adjustments in order to play.

something in return in play. It was
an assumption that the same conditions would rule. Play should not
exclude someone, not shove anyone
away. I should not have advantages
that they did not have. It was rough
stuff, bloody rough stuff. ... But I
have learned a lot, today, you know.
(Female with motor disability, 38
years)
Solidarity in play
In this category the respondents expressed that it was important to obtain
the same experiences as other children.
Part of it is the feeling of being valued
as equal to non-disabled children. The
feeling of solidarity within a group was
significant, i.e. the experience to be a
part of a group, to be like others and to
feel equally respected.
I played a lot with my sibling's girl
friends with them I played in all
possible ways... It was fun that they
wanted me to take part. (Male with
Asperger syndrome, 26 years)

Peer adjustment
And then they adapted a lot, so I
could participate in twist and skipping-rope, and then we did "cradle "
so I just could creep over, and
Then some just left, I couldn't run,,
and if everybody had been running, I
never would have had a chance.
(Female with motor disability, 39
years).

Play as challenge
In this category the respondents expressed experiences of play containing challenges. Play stimulated and gave inspiration to sensation-seeking experiences
along with friends. Two subcategories
are emphasized: emotional and physical
challenge.

Self adjustment
I could never be bossy with them.
No, no, for then they demanded

Emotional challenge
Play contains features of energy and
hardship. The respondents remembered
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the feelings of sensation that existed in
play, the expectations in for example
hide-and-seek, secret clubs, escaping
and being rowdy.
As soon as anyone left their car, my
cousin and I snuck up to the car, took
the keys and threw them away . Then
we hid and sat watching them searching for the keys...or we snuck in to
other families' houses. It was very exciting and scary to do that. What if
anyone had found out... (Female with
Asperger syndrome,28 years.)
Physical challenge
In this subcategory the respondents
expressed play in terms of physical
challenges. This is related to becoming
more independent, mobile, belonging to
the peer-group and not being restricted
by the physical environment. They
wanted to explore and ensure that they
could cope with different physical activities. For example the majority had
climbed trees.
One liked to climb in trees and one
liked to climb high and come as close
to the rock face as possible on the hill.
(Male with visual disability, 65 years.)

Play as exclusion
This theme focuses on play as exclusion; i.e. not being part of the peergroup and frequently associated with
feelings of not being approved by peers.
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Play as solitary activity
In this category the emphasis is on
playing alone and not being part of the
peer-group. Three subcategories appear:
self-initiated solitary play, being rejected, and exploitation.
Self-initiated solitary play
In this category the respondents emphasize that they chose themselves to play
alone. Many of the respondents expressed that they enjoyed playing alone,
for example to fantasize for themselves
with no-one disturbing them. They
chose solitary play because they did not
want to affiliate with other people.
As soon as we went out to the country-side, I dressed and was a red Indian the entire week or weekend. I
built cabins and a camp-site and I
played more or less just by myself
Actually, there was no one else I
wanted to include. I thought they
would just ruin it ... I could just as
well play by myself.... (Male with
motor disability, 31 years.)
Rejection
Some respondents express that they were
not a part of the other children's world of
play. They were in the peripheiy, not being allowed to be part of the play. It could
depend on different reasons, for example
that they destroyed things, could not adapt
to rules, or disturbed other children in play.
It could also be because parents of the nondisabled children did not allow their children
to play with the child with disability.
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Respondent: Breaks at school were
pure hell.
(Interviewer: In what way?)
Respondent: Everyone was outside
and I was expected to play soccer or
something.
(Interviewer: So what did you do?)
Respondent: I sat on a swing, but
sometimes I tried to join the group
and play soccer, but they pushed me
away. (Male with Asperger syndrome, 25 years.)
Exploitation
Several of the respondents were bullied
and did not participate in play during
breaks at school. The peers did not want
to include them in games. However,
sometimes they were assigned a minor
role and became exploited.
/ know a game that was repetitive
and was named "Queen and footman ". Then I was the footman that
had to fetch things. I was very good
at fetching things. If a peer told me
to fetch things, a simple task, then I
did it. But the problem was that I did
not grasp that they were exploiting
me, so I could proceed with this for
several days. (Female with Asperger
syndrome, 36 years.)
Play as barriers
In this category the respondents focused
on the ways that play involved difficulties for them, both associated with their
impairment and the physical environment.
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The impairment
In this sub-category, the respondents
expressed activity limitations related to
the impairment as barriers in play. They
had not been able to bicycle and run as
other children, for example during
breaks, playing with marbles and playing football. Other limitations relate to
not being able to follow rules.
When they hit the ball, I could not
see where the ball landed. Then my
peers had to run, and I could feel
occasionally that... that it wasn't so
good, but I was with them. (Female
with visual disability, 54 years.)
The physical environment
The respondents expressed that they
experienced a loss of freedom inside
institutions and hospitals and a lack of
possibilities to move freely in play.
Just the shock to move to one
environment from another and not to
have possibilities to go where one
wanted, not be with whom one
wanted... (Male with visual disability, 65 years.)
The respondents also spoke about the
lack of environments that were physically adapted to their individual needs.
These environments did not facilitate
possibilities to play. The respondents
expressed that to be able to play often
depended on persons in the environment:
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Yes, I went so to say to a school that would consider unusual, for example
was not adapted. But today it is. The playing in containers, or mixing toys in
teachers carried me in and carried me a food processor. Another type of play
out. When I became heavy, I just went characteristic for this group was collectout during the lunch break,because the ing, sorting and classifying small ob20 minute breaks became too short, it jects, such as small plastic animals,
took too long a time, then I was inside lego-blocks, and stamps.
during breaks... It was boring for me
to sit by myself. (Female with motor
There was a little food processor for
disability, 38 years.)
making food. I filled it with stuffed
toy-dogs and with a lot of imagination supposed that they would beTo summarize, play seems to be like two
come minced meat ...it was such
sides of a coin or two mirror images. One
things I did. I did not play with
image is associated with participation and
things as one should. I played, I
the feeling of being included. The other
played a lot, had a lot of imaginaimage is associated with exclusion, not
tion for myself. (Female with Asperbeing part of play, and being left alone or
ger syndrome, 30 years.)
choosing to be alone. These experiences
count for all three groups of respondents in
this study. However, the final analysis This adult with Asperger syndrome
where the three disability groups were remembers playing with toy animals.
compared revealed that there are also ex- As a side note, several other persons
periences unique for the respondents in with Asperger syndrome expressed that
each group.
it was easier to play with live animals
than people.
Specific types of play
A distinction among the groups became Play as movement
apparent when referring to the type of Persons with motor disability emphaplay. Persons with Asperger syndrome sized experiences of play including
typically articulated experiences of eccen- movement. They stress that through
tric play, the adults with motor disability play they have improved strength and
spoke about experiences characterized by developed musculature,
especially
movement, and adults with visual disabil- through outdoor-play. They also mainity recalled experiences from play with tain that play has increased their indesounds.
pendency, and that through play they
have developed different ways to move
ahead in life.
Eccentric play
Most apparent in this category is that
/ can say I hung on to everything...
adults with Asperger syndrome related
experiences of play and activities most
in a typical playground then, that's
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a swing, slide and climbing frame. I
have talked about group-games and
football and such things. I used the
swings and did tricks on slides, I did
it. Occasionally they helped me up
on the highest one so that I could do
tricks. To swing ... who could swing
the highest. (Female with motor disability, 39 years.)
Problems relating to such that that
physiotherapy and training takes time
from play are also highlighted by the
respondents with motor disability.
Play with sounds
Adults with visual disability emphasized play with sounds. They played
with old radios, listened to music and
radio theatres.
/ was so interested of sound of
course, and it's amusing. And we
had an old radio and it was fun, and
when one pushed the buttons for the
stations too roughly they fell off....it
was a great misery to my parents
that I used that radio, there were
many funny sounds when you pushed
the radio-buttons. It was one of the
fun games that I remember, and that
I also was scolded because the buttons fell off. (Male with visual disability, 65 years.)
To sum up, it is clear that play is highly
valued and that play experiences reflect
both participation and exclusion. Cutting across the themes and categories,
experiences seem to have personal,
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social and environmental components.
The personal components are visible
within all categories. The social component of play appears especially in the
categories of adjustment, solidarity, and
challenge. The environmental component especially appears in the categories
challenge, solitary activity, and barriers.
It seems that the impairment per se does
not have a major influence on the experiences of participation and exclusion
in play. Sometimes, however, the experiences are connected to certain play
content in niches with specific affordances or restrictions related to the type
of disability.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to describe
and analyze how adults with visual
disability, motor disability and Asperger syndrome retrospectively identify
play experiences in their childhood and
to portray how they apprehend play. An
additional question was if there were
differences in experiences of play related to type of disability. Three groups
of persons with disabilities associated
with different problems in accessing
and relating to the world were selected
with an underlying assumption that the
type of impairment may influence type
of play and niches available and used
for play.
The results show that play is depicted
as part of the subjects' everyday-life,
and not as a special educational or
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therapeutic activity. Main themes were
participation and exclusion. The respondents describe many play situations
where they were involved with other
children but also solitary play. Their
experiences of play include personal
feelings and activities as well as aspects
of both social interaction and environmental factors.
Some methodological limitations of this
study must be considered. One
limitation concerns communication. In
interviewing persons with impairments
that limit possibilities for communicative interaction, there is a risk
for communication problems, such as
misunderstanding
and
overinterpretation. However, in this study
such problems were few. Rephrasing
and probing-techniques were carefully
used to shape a dialog. Another
consideration
concerns
difficulties
translating quotations from Swedish to
English. This was especially difficult
when colloquial names of games were
mentioned. To avoid this, two of the
authors translated the quotations
independently with few resultant
differences in translation. Finally, the
wide age-span (25-76) among the
respondents needs to be considered. To
control for this fact, interviewstatements were compared between
younger and older respondents. No
specific age-related pattern was
discerned.
Is it possible to carry out retrospective
research about childhood? Is the pre-
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sented information reliable? Sommer
(1997) says that it is not meaningful to
compare today's childhood with earlier
childhoods, because the basic concept
differs, thereby ending up with different
values. Crafoord (1996) on the other
hand, points out that stories from childhood take on another character when
told later in life, and that this is due to
reinterpretation, not forgetfulness. The
stories are still true. According to Vygotsky (1979; 1995), we are all influenced by experiences from our childhood, and childhood-memories are
expressions of those experiences. However, the relationship between perception and reality in memories is not apparent. Bronfenbrenner (1999) states
that children do not react to the objective environment, but rather to the perceived subjective experience of acting
in the environment. That is, a person's
recollection of a perceived situation
may contain a more realistic description
of the cues the person acted on in that
situation than an account of "objective"
events. When recollecting memories of
play, it is not the perceived reality of
the child that emerges but the perceived
reality of the adult in retrospect. Thus
narratives from childhood may change
character when recollected later in life,
depending on redefinitions. The main
themes of the recalled events do however give information on what aspects
of events that the individual attended to
and still tends to focus on. Since an
individual does not interact with all
aspects of a situation over time, he/she
develops unique patterns of experiences
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and interaction with the environment.
Dependent on characteristics in the
settings available and characteristics of
the person, individual patterns of activity and participation develop. Wachs
(2000) refers to this as "ecological
niches", defined as "stable patterns of
activity roles and interpersonal relations
in a given face to face setting with particular material and physical features"
(p. 301). Super and Harkness (1999)
claim that these patterns, or "individual
niches", are central to development for
all human beings. The three dimensions
of niches, i.e. the physical and social
settings, the inner psychology of participants, and the cultural customs concerning care and educational practices
can be used to analyse play (Johnson,
Christie & Yawkey, 1999).
Niches evolve and change over time,
but have a tendency to stabilise with
time. That is, the niches that adults
interact in have evolved from frequently experienced patterns of interaction in childhood and can be described
as a person's "niche-potential". Most
probably, memories are affected by this
niche potential. Recollection of childhood play-experiences can be seen as
descriptions of important niches in
childhood that share features with important niches in adulthood. Every
niche contains a variety of affordances
(Gibson, 1979), i.e. significant feelings
and acts in the setting that are distinguished as important by the person.
Thus, adults' recollection of play experiences highlight events from child-
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hood with special significance. Niches
may vary from person to person within
a specific environment. Not all available niches within an environment are
equally open to all individuals participating in that environment. In this
study, the respondents describe both
possibilities and restrictions in their
play-worlds. The restrictions are related
both to personal characteristics and also to
the social and physical environments. The
respondents also report that adaptations
facilitating play were made both by themselves and also by their peers. The availability of niches seems to be both contextdependent and dependent on the subjects'
perceptions of the availability of the environment. As can be deduced from this
study, individuals with disability, similar
to non-disabled others, select niches that
are congruent with their talents, goals and
expectations - niches that provide a good
fit (Wachs, 2000). From personal choice,
barriers in the environment, or rejection
from other children, there might be a risk
that children with disability select relatively homogeneous niches, such as solitary play or interactions with adults (Jansson, 2001; Tamm & Skar, 2001). Thus, the
children will receive the same basic message from a variety of niches, which reinforces and maintains individual selfexpectancies and behavioral patterns over
time. Sometimes, this occurs to a degree
that reinforces tendencies for exclusion in
the social environment.
The data suggest that the niches for play
experiences include three components that
cut across the themes and categories: a
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personal component, a social component,
and an environmental component. This
corresponds to the three dimensions of
niches related to play mentioned by Johnson, Christie and Yawkey (1999), i.e. the
inner psychology of participants, the
physical and social settings, and cultural
customs concerning care and educational
practices. It is also consistent with
Paldanius (1999) who states that participation can exist and be observed at different
ecological levels, from the micro to the
macro-level. This study shows that the
type of disability of the respondents is one
of many aspects generating the experiences of play without its being a central
feature. The type of disability is related to
personal characteristics and preferences,
and affects the form of social interaction
and environmental requirements for participating in play. However, in relation to
participation and exclusion, few experiences typical for a specific type of disability were found.
Personal components of niches, exclusion and participation
The personal component is connected
to the person's investment in play. This
investment is related to the individual's
characteristics and responsibilities in
play, but also to self-adjustment and
emotional challenge.
In playing with other children, personal
investment is important for the
development
of
the
nichecharacteristics of play experiences.
Vygotsky (1933/1966; 1978) asserts
that children subordinate themselves to

SJDR - Volume 6, No.2 - 2004

rules in play in order to be part of the
play experience. In this study the adults
with visual and motor disability and
Asperger
syndrome
have
rich
experiences of participation in play.
They have experiences of peers adjusting
and adapting to them in play as well as
themselves adjusting to the rules in play.
The respondents also demonstrate that
they developed different strategies in order
to be included. Sometimes the cost for
participation is high. Several respondents
describe feelings of exploitation as the cost
for participating in play. In solitary play,
personal investment seems to be related
both to advantages in playing alone in selfinitiated solitary play, such as focusing on
personal fantasies and adjusting play
content to consequences of one's
disability, and also to experiences of not
being a part of other children's play world.
From the complex patterns of advantages
of playing alone as well as interacting with
others, it follows that children with
disability, proportionally seen, actively
strive to develop niches for play that
provide a good fit with playing alone to a
greater extent than other children (Jorup &
Preisler, 2001; Tamm & Skar, 2001). As a
consequence, they may with age develop a
preference for contexts that increase
participation in specific settings with a
good "fit", while decreasing participation
in some settings considered important for
persons without disability.
The social component in niches, participation and exclusion
The social component of niches for
play experiences focuses on experi-
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ences of playing with peers, that is,
social participation. This is one of the
main themes in the study, as in other
studies on play memories (Henninger,
1994; Bergen et al, 1997; Brodin &
Molosiwa, 2000; Sandberg, 2001;
Sandberg 2003; Sandberg & PramlingSamuelsson, 2003; Tammemae-Orr &
Sandberg, submitted; Wickerius &
Sandberg, submitted). This result partly
contradicts conceptions of children with
disability as restricted in cognitive and
social play (see for example Doctoroff,
1996; Pirila, Nieminen, Seppanen &
Korpela, 1996; Sheldon, 1996). In conjunction with social participation, the
respondents mention the importance of
having a feeling of "belonging to" or
"being a part o f the peer group. However, adults such as teachers and assistants are not mentioned in relation to
this phenomenon. Instead, peer adjustments as well as self-adjustment is
stressed. The results indicate that interventions aimed at increasing direct adult support to children and youth with disability
may be less effective than indirect support
aimed at increasing interaction with peers,
when the goal of intervention is to facilitate social interaction.
The importance of self-adjustment is also
emphasized in relation to the long-term
outcome of steeling oneself, i.e. selfdetermination despite social and environmental barriers (Wachs, 2000). The respondents explain that they had become
physically strong, self-confident and unafraid through their experiences in playing
with peers. This result indicates that feel-
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ings of autonomy and perceptions of control are important for participation, and/or
that feelings of autonomy and perceptions
of control are developed in interaction
with peers. Almqvist and Granlund (accepted) have studied participation in
school activities of students with disabilities, and they report a strong relationship
between student self-ratings of autonomy
and self-ratings of well-functioning peer
relationships. Regarding exclusion, respondents report lack of self-adjustment
and peer adjustment as reasons for
difficulties that seem to be partly
dependent on type of disability. For
example, respondents with visual
disabilities experienced exclusion when
they could not follow social cues due to
difficulties with nonverbal rules in social
interaction. A respondent with Asperger
syndrome experienced the absence of
peers rather as a problem perceived by
parents and expected the parent to
organize opportunities for playing with
peers.
The environmental component in
niches, participation and exclusion
The respondents' experiences of play
make it very clear that play experiences
are a part of everyday life rather than an
organized special activity. The fact that
organized activities may prevent play can
be inferred both from the respondents
descriptions of organized activities (i.e.
physiotherapy and training) as well as
from other studies of time-allocation in
pre-schools. Preschool teachers report that
children's time today is controlled by organized activities (Sandberg & PramlingSamulesson, 2003).
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The environmental component of play
experiences is important both for the quality of the experiences as well as for the
form and content of play activities. Attitudes and actions of adults in the environment have been emphasized as important
for facilitating play among peers with and
without disabilities (Farrenkopf, Howze,
& Sowell 1995; Paulsson, 1995). The
result of this study, however, points to the
fact that adults are not a central feature of
play experiences. This calls attention to the
direct support and facilitating actions provided by adults, which may interfere with
or disturb ongoing interaction between
children. This corresponds with Janson's
(2001) study of adult involvement in play
and with Sandberg's findings (2002) on
how pre-school children perceive that
adults interfere in play. The role of resource persons/assistants in supporting
children with disabilities is therefore a key
issue. It may be that an assistant providing
support in a way that interferes with activities with other children is a barrier for
participation rather than a facilitator. Skar
and Tamm (2001), after interviewing children and adolescents with disability about
their relations to personal assistants, report
that the relationship was many times seen
as asymmetrical with the assistant often
deciding over the child.
Considering the physical environment,
children with disability seem to experience a variety of environments just as
other children do. Experiences of
physical activities, outdoor play, spontaneous play, and children playing together in the neighborhood seem to be

SJDR - Volume 6, No.2 - 2004

important aspects of niches related to
play experiences. An interesting example is climbing trees, something that
was reported by respondents who could
not climb a tree unassisted. There
seems to be a special challenge in
climbing trees also for adults without
disabilities (Sandberg, 2003). The variety of environments and the frequency
of exposure to these environments are
however probably more restricted for
persons with disabilities. In this study,
the participants report barriers for participation in the form of not being able
to interact with the physical environment, for example in terms of riding a
bicycle or playing with marbles.
Conclusions
The results indicate that recalled experiences of play for persons with visual, motor disabilities and Asperger
syndrome include dimensions of both
participation and exclusion. It seems as
if play for the persons in this study is
similar to play for other persons with
reference to a general definition of play.
Play is a multidimensional concept
characterized by intrinsic motivation,
activity and participation, and is perceived as a part of everyday life.
Unique to this study is that the concepts
participation, engagement and niches
seem very useful in capturing what play
means retrospectively for persons with
disabilities. These concepts are not
mainly related to other persons taking
responsibility for the play-experiences.
It is the persons themselves who are
responsible
for
creating
niche-
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circumstances, personal, social and
environmental ones, that enhance possibilities for play and make play happen. This stands in contrast to play as a
method for development and learning
where therapists, special educators and
parents create conditions in order to
make children play. The general characteristics of the niches seem to be unrelated to the type of disability of the
person. Type of disability does however
affect specific affordances and restrictions of niches which in turn will affect
the specific content of play.
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