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ABSTRACT 
In Scotland, the Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) provides education practitioners 
with the opportunity for transformational change through the delivery of a holistic, 
broad and general education. This paper explores the extent to which play can be 
used as a pedagogical tool in developing the capabilities of children to realise the 
ambitions of CfE. The focus here is four of the ten core capabilities identified by 
Martha Nussbaum in her version of the Capabilities Approach; one of which is play, 
the others being those with which it is intrinsically linked, i.e. affiliation, ‘senses, 
imagination and thought’, and ‘practical reason’. This conceptual analysis of play, 
autonomy and the Capabilities Approach constitutes a theoretical case for playful 
approaches in all stages of Scottish primary schools. It is argued that this would 
provide opportunities for human flourishing in the context of the CfE. 

KEYWORDS: The Capabilities Approach; Play-pedagogy; CfE; primary school 
education 

INTRODUCTION 
Play offers contexts in which to imagine and experiment, exploring outcomes both 
in imaginary worlds and in the material world in which play takes place. However, 
play is under-theorised and its definition is contested. Scholars’ debate how it 
should be defined (Eberle 2014) what its function is (Burghardt 2005) and the role 
it plays in learning (Wood 2014; Saracho 2012). Having opportunities to play is 
self-evidently important if its potential value is to be realised. This is reflected in 
Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on Rights of the Child (United Nations 
1989) and in the work of organisations who argue for more quality play experiences 
to be available in Scotland (Casey and Scott-McKie 2017; Upstart Scotland n.d.). 
The importance of play has also been embedded in wider Scottish policies such 
as Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) (Scottish Executive 2006), which 
recognised the importance of play in supporting the development of children. At a 
governmental level, this commitment to play has been further reinforced by moves 
to embed the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child into Scots law 
by 2021 (Scottish Government 2019). 
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Play has been widely endorsed in Scottish education policymaking. The 
National Play Strategy for Scotland (Scottish Government 2013) outlined the 
nation’s vision for play, making specific reference to schools and nurseries. There 
is also curricular support for play through CfE (Scottish Executive 2004); the 
Building the Curriculum (BTC) series makes specific reference to play for infant 
stages (Scottish Executive 2007), and refers to play through the language of ‘active 
learning’ and ‘personalisation and choice’ for later years in BTC3 (Scottish 
Government 2008). 

However, there is resistance to play-pedagogy in Scotland (McInnes et al. 2011; 
Martlew et al. 2011). The Scottish Government (2007) asserts that CfE will “create 
a more successful Scotland with opportunities for all to flourish through increasing 
sustainable economic growth”. Across all curricular areas, CfE aims to equip 
children and young people (aged 3-18) with capacities to allow them to become 
‘successful learners, confident individuals, effective contributors and responsible 
citizens’ (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2015). These 
idealistic goals have been critiqued (Priestley 2010; Biesta & Priestley 2013), 
although others have countered that they are consistent with the meritocratic and 
egalitarian ideologies that have long underpinned education in Scotland (Humes 
2013; Humes & Bryce 2008). CfE focuses on active learning, which applies play 
as a tool to support children’s holistic development. The Scottish Government 
asserts that active learning is central to all stages of CfE, not just the early years 
(Scottish Government 2008: 10). 

As such, educational practitioners are under increasing pressure to shift from 
traditional pedagogical models toward a more facilitative role that focuses more on 
development that learning (Sinnema and Aitken 2013). While this presents many 
challenges for practitioners, it raises the issue of the extent to which play can be 
used to translate these aspirations into practice (Martlew et al. 2011). Play has 
been linked to the development of divergent thinking (Russ 2003), social skills 
(Trawick-Smith 2006), literacy (Christie 2006) and self-regulation (Zachariou 
2015). However, the explicit focus on play within CfE is largely focused on early 
years and infant stages. This is despite policy recognition of the value of play to 
the development of older children (Scottish Government 2015). This paper utilises 
Nussbaum’s (2011) Capabilities Approach to argue for wider utilisation of play in 
Scottish primary education due to its unique ability to develop students’ capabilities 
and autonomy. 

This paper will offer a working definition of play and the role it has been surmised 
to play in primary education. An introduction to the Capability Approach and its 
philosophical roots will be offered before exploring the debate around children’s 
autonomy and the role education might play in supporting its development. The 
paper then discusses how the elements present in play can be used for capability 
development and functioning. Finally, the paper addresses the need for autonomy 
development and argues for more play in primary education, particularly in the 
stages of middle and upper primary. 

PLAY 
Play is a contested and notoriously ambiguous concept to define (Sutton-Smith 
1996; Burghardt 2005; Eberle 2014). Although play is widely recognised in action, 
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definitions have been constrained by discipline (Burghardt 2005). Eberle (2014: 
231) eloquently describes play as “an ancient, voluntary, ‘emergent’ process driven 
by pleasure that yet strengthens our muscles, instructs our social skills, tempers 
and deepens our positive emotions, and enables a state of balance that leaves us 
poised to play some more”. He further summarises this as a range of six 
(expandable) qualities: anticipation, surprise, pleasure, understanding, strength 
and poise. This recognition of emotion responds to a difficulty in defining play that 
Brown (2009: 15) identifies: “I hate to define play because it is a thing of beauty 
best appreciated by experiencing it”. Although Brown laments the problems of 
defining play, he also recognises, as we do in this paper, that a foundational 
definition is necessary in order to illuminate the discussion. Brown (2009) provides 
a useful list of identifiable traits through can be identified: apparently purposeless, 
voluntary, arising from an inherent attraction, providing a sense of freedom from a 
time where there is a diminished consciousness of self, the potential to improvise 
and a desire to continue the activity. Given that the concept of play is multifarious, 
with a range of academic and philosophical traditions adopting different lens, we 
attempt to develop a working definition of play-based on the key components of 
play as suggested by several key authors (summarised in Table 1). Each row 
highlights commonalities between the different perspectives on play. 

Table 1 illustrates that there is sufficient agreement from which to create a 
working definition of play with the majority of authors indicating identifying some 
key components. Almost all agree that there is a voluntary aspect; play is enacted 
from the volition of the individual, not from externally motivated ends. Ryan & Deci 
(2011) posit that motivation can be separated into categories along the 
intrinsic/extrinsic continuum depending on the degree to which goals are 
internalised. This distinction also explains why some strongly support a voluntary 
component in their definition of play; if self-selected, this behaviour is much more 
likely to be on the intrinsic end of a motivational continuum (Guay et al. 2008; Deci 
et al. 1991). Children also view play as being activities, which they can self-direct 
(McInnes et al. 2009). 

Similarly, there is some consensus in play behaviours being markedly non-literal 
or ‘pretend’. This allows children to take risks and experiment with behaviours and 
roles that, while similar to real-life behaviours, are qualitatively different in the 
sense that the consequences of these are not. The ‘meta-communicative’ element 
that some authors refer to (Pellegrini 2009; Sutton-Smith 1996; Bateson 1956) 
adds a dimension herein that, through these non-literal behaviours, players are 
both communicating the action of the play and, at the same time, communicating 
that this is ‘not real’. 

More generally, there is agreement among play theorists (Krasnor & Pepler 
1980; Pellegrini 2009; Rubin et al. 1983; Burghardt 2005) that the focus should be 
on the activity or actions themselves, rather than any particular outcome, a point 
with which children seem to concur (Keating et al. 2000). 
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TABLE 1: FIVE VIEWS ON THE KEY COMPONENTS OF PLAY 
Bergen (1998) Burghardt (2005) Krasnor & Pepler 

(1980) 
Pellegrini (1998) Rubin, Fein & 

Vandenberg 
(1993) 

Enjoyable 
(internally 
motivated 

 Intrinsic 
motivation, or 
Playing out of free 
choice and for its 
own sake 

Relaxed 
motivations 

Intrinsic motivation 
 

Flexible and 
elaborative 
 

Performance of the 
behaviour is not 
functional in its 
form or context 

Flexibility, or the 
degree to which 
sequences of 
behaviour vary 
from their 
functional variant 

Similar to 
functional variants 

 

 Play differs from 
“serious” behaviour 
in terms of 
sequence, 
completeness, or 
exaggeration 

Non-literality, or 
pretending 

 Nonliterally 
 

  Means/ends 
distinction, where 
Players are more 
concerned with 
the process, or 
means, than the 
ends 

More means than 
ends orientated 
 

Attention to 
process rather 
than product 

Allows risk taking 
without dire 
consequences 

  Do not have real 
consequence 

 

Requires physical 
and mental activity 

   Active involvement 

 Play is 
spontaneous, 
voluntary, 
intentional, 
pleasurable, 
rewarding, 
reinforcing, or 
autotelic  

Positive affect, or 
the present of a 
Play face, or its 
equivalent 

  

Permits creation of 
‘realities’ that are 
under child control 
and direction 

   Freedom from 
external rules 

 Performed when 
the individual is 
adequately 
provisioned, 
healthy, and safe 

   

 Performed 
repeatedly 

   

   Interrupted by 
more serious 
concerns 

 

   Characteristic of 
juveniles 

 

    Self-reference 
versus object 
reference 
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More modern play theories give greater weight to the inclusion of positive affect. 
Fromberg & Bergen (2006), like Brown (2009) highlight the importance of 
enjoyment, an aspect of play that is often omitted from scholarly writing. Untrained 
observers can reliably identify play from non-play (Pellegrini and Smith 1998) with 
key identifiers being smiling, laughing, and generally jocular animations. Although 
this might not be so obviously observed in solitary play, or for play that requires 
concentration, the enjoyment of the challenge can be evidenced from the 
contentedness of the player. Fromberg & Bergen (2006) liken this to 
Csikszenmihalyi’s (1999) concept of ‘flow’ or optimal experience, where there is a 
balance between challenge and skill, creating an optimal sensation that lies 
comfortably between boredom and anxiety. Burghardt (2005) similarly posits that 
play cannot happen when an animal is stressed or lacking basic needs. The 
inclusion of positive affect seems central to any definition of play. 

Thus, there is sufficient agreement to create a working definition of play: it is 
apparently purposeless with a focus on means rather than ends; it is intrinsically 
motivated; it exists outside of ‘real’ time, allowing for non-literality; it provides 
opportunity for flexibility in behaviours; there is a sense of pretence and freedom 
from typical concerns; it is mentally and physically engaging, and the player 
experiences a spectrum of positive emotions during the play episode.  

While it is helpful to have a working definition with which to frame the concept, 
play remains under-theorised. As teachers in Scotland aim to resolve the tensions 
around play-pedagogy (Wood 2014: 154; Moyles 2010), this paper posits that the 
Capability Approach offers a valuable framework, broadening the discussion from 
instrumental learning outcomes and academic skills to a consideration of holistic 
development through capabilities. Furthermore, it becomes clear that play has 
relevance far beyond the early years. 

THE CAPABILITY AND ‘CAPABILITIES’ APPROACH 
The Capability Approach (CA) offers a normative framework for human 
development rooted in social justice, aiming for lives of human dignity, and 
concerned with what each individual is able to do and be. It is embodied in the 
Human Development Index that uses a broad set of social indicators to measure 
wellbeing (UNDP 1994). Pioneered by Sen (1993; 1999) and further developed by 
Nussbaum (2000) the CA focuses on human flourishing and serves as an 
alternative to dominant theories of justice and the fixation with GDP as a measure 
of development. Development, according to Sen (1999: 3) should be “the process 
of expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy”. Both Sen and Nussbaum argue 
that equality cannot be achieved where measurements focus on possession of 
resources or individual aspects of wellbeing (see Rawls/ Utilitarian Approach1). 
Inequality, therefore, should be analysed within a space of capabilities and the 
extent to which society provides freedom of opportunity for human development. 
The CA provides a normative framework for evaluating the extent to which people 
are able to exercise choice and utilise resources to achieve a life of value within 
the political, environmental and societal contexts in which they live (Campbell & 
McKendrick 2017). 
                                                            
1 For further information on the theories of justice that are mentioned in this paper, but are 
not the central focus of it, refer to Capeheart & Milovanovic (2007). 
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Central to the CA are capabilities which Sen (1993: 30) defines as “the 
alternative combinations of things a person is able to do or be”. Capabilities 
constitute the freedom to achieve and are regarded as ‘opportunities for activity’ 
(Nussbaum 2011: 74). In sum, capabilities are the instruments that a person has 
at their disposal in both the personal and public spheres to create and live their life. 
Functionings are interrelated to capabilities and considered as ‘the ability to do 
valuable acts or reach valuable states of being’ (Sen 1999: 30). Functionings vary 
greatly depending on the freedoms available to any person ranging from survival 
to personal achievement; they are life goals that occur as a result of capability 
development. Evaluating the freedom and opportunities to achieve life goals 
considers how constraint on social, environmental, and political freedoms will have 
a negative impact on autonomy and as such, the opportunity to be and do (Sen 
1999). Thus, the focus shifts from what people need toward what they can or 
cannot achieve within their specific social contexts by evaluating their freedom to 
exercise agency as a tool to choose a life that they value. Consider the following 
hypothetical example concerning the capability of affiliation. Two children 
experience play-pedagogy in both nursery and primary one and move to different 
schools in primary two. The first child remains in a school where play-pedagogy is 
part of the curriculum and develops social skills (making friends, co-operation, 
collaboration) The second child attends a school where a traditional curricular 
approach is embedded. In this hypothetical case study, the teacher directs 
behaviours in the classroom to such a degree that fraternisation with peers is 
limited and as a consequence the opportunity to develop the functioning of social 
skills is significantly diminished. Proponents of a play-pedagogy might argue that 
the former child had the capability to achieve the desirable functionings (social 
skills), whereas the second child did not. Indeed, Walsh et al. (2006) explored the 
variances between traditional and play-based curriculums and found that the latter 
was instrumental to capability development. 

There are similarities between the CA approaches of Sen and Nussbaum. 
However, Nussbaum (2011), in the tradition of Aristotelian eudaimonic (wellbeing) 
approaches, firmly asserts the CA to be concerned with justice and dignity. This 
has led to her version being referred to as the ‘Capabilities Approach’ (CAN). One 
key difference between Nussbaum and Sen regards the specification of fixed 
capability lists that are central to a person’s freedom to choose a life of value. 
Nussbaum refers to internal capabilities such as health, emotional capacity, and 
intellectual ability as well as combined capabilities that are related to the 
opportunities to act within the wider context that overlap to create functionings. 
Nussbaum (2000) also advocates for a universal list of capabilities, which can be 
applied to anyone in society. She suggests a list of ten capabilities that are 
necessary for human flourishing: life expectancy, bodily health, bodily integrity, 
‘senses imagination and thought’, emotions, practical reason, affiliation, other 
species, play, and control over one’s environment. For Nussbaum, these 
capabilities are fundamental to human flourishing and a socially just society should 
work to ensure that each and every individual should attain them in order to lead a 
life of value. 

The conceptual tools offered by the CA have recently been employed in 
educational research (Campbell & McKendrick 2017; Hart 2012; 2018; Walker 
2008; Walker & Unterhalter 2007; Wilson-Strydom 2015,) as well as to children 
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and youths (Biggeri & Comin 2011; Saito 2003). However, there has been little 
work undertaken in relation to play, which is surprising given that it is one of 
Nussbaum’s central capabilities required for human flourishing. There is, however, 
a body of related work concerning the CA and children’s autonomy, which, as this 
paper aims to show, is a potential functioning to which play contributes. 

CHILDREN AND AUTONOMY 
Autonomy is understood to be a key component of the CAN. Dearden (1975: 343) 
writes of autonomy as a ‘pervasive personal ideal’, linking it to dignity and 
satisfaction. Autonomy is woven through Nussbaum’s (2000) capabilities: some 
are necessary components of autonomy (practical reason; senses, imagination 
and thought; and emotion) while, without autonomy, many others would not result 
in capability functioning (bodily health; bodily integrity; affiliation; [regard for] other 
species; play; and control over one’s environment). A life of dignity, by its very 
nature, requires some degree of autonomy (Ryan & Deci 2011). While the central 
capabilities should be universally available and supported at the political level, 
Nussbaum’s distinction between the development of capabilities and their role in 
creating functionings allows for individual self-determination in the realms of one’s 
own life: it is the role of policymakers to create the conditions under which 
capabilities may be developed, protected or enhanced. Human development 
policies, however, have been perceived as problematic in terms of addressing the 
rights or participation of children in society in addressing the issue of autonomy. 

Friedman (2003) argues for autonomy as a value that can be ‘vital and 
momentous’ for all individuals, but particularly for those lacking in power such as 
children. The reality of living a non-autonomous life - one in which most actions are 
based on the wants, views or desires of another - is one where the Self is under 
the control of another. Aspiring to autonomy would seem to accord with Dearden’s 
(1975) connection to dignity and satisfaction. This draws attention to Nussbaum’s 
(2000: 5) ‘personhood principles’ where she posits that the central capabilities 
should be pursued for every individual as 'a principle of each person's capability, 
based on a principle of each person as an end’. Nussbaum (2011: 55) advocates 
that “children should be afforded the maximum scope for decisional, freedom 
consistent with their actual—or potential—capacity for rational and reasoned forms 
of choice, or judgement”.  

Ballet et al. (2011) make three points in relation to how constraint on children’s 
autonomy can be addressed by the CAN. First, the focus should be on functionings 
when ’children’ are the actors. For adults, the CAN would frame the opportunity to 
be healthy as a potential opportunity (capability) whereas, for children, adults must 
ensure being healthy and having emotional attachments are part of their 
development (MacLeod 2010). This leads to the second point which asserts that 
ensuring that children can form childhood functionings while having weak 
autonomy will enable them to exercise agency and ‘autonomy’ in later stages of 
life. Third and last is the recognition of minimum self-determination (used 
interchangeably with autonomy) for children. It is not that children are unable to 
self-determine, but rather that there a process of development. This highlights the 
complexity of autonomy when applying the CAN to children (Ballet et al. 2011). 
What matters is taking a firm position on children’s autonomy; while we accept that 
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they have weak determination, the purpose of society is to develop this into strong 
autonomy. 

EDUCATION AND AUTONOMY 
As discussed, it is plausible to suggest that weak autonomy is most likely to be 
developed in education (Winch 2006). That is autonomy that is developed from 
choices that are made from a selection of those that society deems good and 
worthwhile. Winch (2002) stresses the need for a knowledge condition of autonomy 
that is propositional, personal, and practical. He advocates the role of rationality in 
decision-making although his ‘personal’ category of knowledge encompasses an 
understanding of what is fulfilling to the individual, hinting at some recognition of 
the value of play. 

Where the reason used to justify choices or actions is that of another, 
heteronomy rather than autonomy is exercised. However, both Friedman (2003) 
and Westlund (2009) argue for recognition of the socially rooted nature of 
autonomy and heteronomy. If there are other modes of thinking, choosing, and 
acting open to each person, then their individual choosing becomes more clearly 
autonomous. Furthermore, a person must possess the disposition to hold oneself 
answerable and defend their behaviours amongst a plethora of other options 
(Westlund 2009). This is an important consideration in the discussion of autonomy 
in schools where hierarchical structures may be seen to support heteronomy more 
than autonomy (Reeve & Assor 2011). For example, if the role of the teacher is 
such that all power and decisions over activity in the classroom are directed by 
them, even weak autonomy would be difficult to develop. By extension, if the 
culture of the school is one in which power over decision-making is allocated from 
a top-down perspective, then the culture actively works against the development 
of autonomy in all but the most powerful in the hierarchy. 

The CAN posits that education plays a role in equipping children with autonomy. 
However, self-determination is undermined by the seemingly assessment-driven 
nature of current practice (evidenced by a return to standardised testing from 
Primary 1) from which, “… it is likely that the outcome will be not autonomous 
critical thinkers, but well-drilled pupils who tend towards compliance not 
questioning.” (Hedge & MacKenzie 2016: 6). If the aim is for citizens to have a life 
of human dignity in which they can exercise their capabilities in functioning 
(Nussbaum 2011), then some degree of autonomy is necessary. Indeed, a lack of 
any sort of autonomy may well be considered a corrosive disadvantage, “… a 
deprivation that has a particularly large side effect in other areas of life” (ibid, 
pp.44). That aside, the Scottish education system has oft been described as liberal 
in that it aims to support the development of autonomy in children (Ryan 1999). It 
can be argued that this is indeed the case for more recent Scottish educational 
policies which offer a clear alignment with the capabilities approach. The CfE’s call 
for a holistic approach to development in primary education aims to provide 
children with the tools to develop autonomy in relation to inclusion, social justice, 
personalisation, and choice (Scottish Government 2008). Furthermore, the CfE’s 
four, over-arching capacities (successful learners, confident individuals, effective 
contributors and responsible citizens) can be considered as functionings which are 
dependent on the central capabilities suggested by Nussbaum. While all ten 
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capabilities are relevant to educational settings, here, it is argued that four are 
particularly important, i.e. play, affiliation, ‘senses imagination and thought’, and 
practical reason. 

The common threads between the CAN and the stated aims of Scottish 
education are significant (Scottish Government 2008). Indeed, it can be argued 
that the skills teachers are tasked with developing (Scottish Government 2009) are 
examples of the ‘functionings’ that Nussbaum promotes. Capabilities such as play, 
affiliation, ‘senses imagination and thought’, and practical reason’ are instrumental 
in the development of the CfE's four, over-arching capacities. The paper will now 
draw on the concepts of play, capabilities, and autonomy to put forth an argument 
to support play in the middle and upper years of primary education. 

THE CAPABILITIES, PLAY AND AUTONOMY 

Play as a capability 
The inclusion of ‘play’ in Nussbaum’s list of central capabilities indicates its 
centrality to human wellbeing and development, a point already recognised in the 
play literature with both animals and humans of all ages across different cultures 
(Brown 2009; Burghart 2005; Moyles 2010; Smith 1982). Nussbaum defines the 
capability of play as being able to “laugh, play, to enjoy recreational activities” 
(Nussbaum 2011: 34) to be central to a fulfilling human life. Our working definition 
strengthens the reasoning behind this capability illustrating the importance of play 
in helping children to understand the emotion of enjoyment (Fromberg & Bergen 
2006; Brown 2009). Furthermore, as our working definition shows, children 
perceive play as activities, which they can self-direct supporting the development 
of autonomy (McInnes et al. 2009). 

Education can impact on the capacity to play. There are two apparently 
paradoxical elements to consider, which were also pertinent to the discussion on 
children and autonomy, i.e. the benefit of adult guidance and the need for removal 
of adults from play. As we have noted, the CAN supports the need for children to 
develop autonomy. Some interaction with older children and adults can enrich and 
diversify play as a capability. In a mentoring role, older children can help their 
young counterparts find new uses for objects, new forms of representation, new 
ways of playing with words and humour, or new rule games with which to 
experiment all offer new contexts, which they can use to extend their repertoire of 
play behaviours and imagination. Such experiences play a role in developing the 
functioning of autonomy among children. On the other hand, if play is guided too 
strictly by adults (‘adulterated’) or older children, it may cease to become play at 
all (Sturrock & Else 1998; Thomson 2014). There are cases of adults intervening 
in play scenarios too soon, particularly in the case of rough and tumble play 
(Fromberg & Bergen 2006), imposing restrictions on object use and behaviours 
(‘not too loud!’) and imposing restrictive rules. As Wing (1995) noted, where there 
is a lack of autonomy, children begin to perceive activities less as play and more 
as something else that is adult-oriented. Thus, while education has a significant 
contribution to make to the development of this capability, there is a need for 
informed and sensitive interventions by educational practitioners if this potential is 
to be realised. 
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Capability 7: Affiliation 
Safe and appropriate social attachments and relationships are constantly 
negotiated during play. As demonstrated through the working definition, play allows 
children flexibility in their behaviours as they experiment ‘outside of time’. If it is 
also non-literal and has the freedom from more serious consequences, this can 
make a useful contribution to the development of affiliation. 
The CAN recognises that the ability to be included in a safe and respected manner 
is fundamental to living a fully human life. Nussbaum (2011: 34) divides this 
capability affiliation into two dimensions: the capability for living “with and towards 
others, to recognize and show concern for other human beings, to engage in 
various forms of social interaction, to imagine the situation of another” and the 
ability to do this in a manner that demands respect for Self and others i.e. through 
non-discriminatory means. The former is interesting when considered in relation to 
play. The very notion of play as repetitive behaviour that is both real and not real 
provides the opportunity to practice social roles within a safe, imaginative context 
(Brown 2009; Burghardt 2005; Pellegrini 1998). It is striking that Nussbaum (2011) 
includes the imagination needed to put oneself in the shoes of another as part of 
this capability, and to this degree, play is almost essential to its development. It is 
difficult to imagine another mode in which individuals interact socially on a variety 
of levels, negotiate and renegotiate their roles, and actively inhabit a variety of roles 
that require some understanding of different behaviours. 

The second dimension is less specifically linked to play, although it is 
conceivable that play can comprise situations in which social roles can be trialled 
and negotiated. Here lies some justification for play contexts which are inclusive of 
older children and adults (such as in schools): ones in which children partake of 
opportunities to feel respected and respectful; come to know that behaviours such 
as name-calling, discrimination or physically abusive acts need not be tolerated by 
the injured party and should avoid disrespecting either the Self or other where hurt 
may be caused. Furthermore, self-knowledge and self-determination can be 
developed through play. For young people, experimentation with roles, behaviours 
and scenarios is one of the ways in which a sense of a distinct and autonomous 
Self is developed. To some degree, without the experience of, for example, being 
the ‘baddie’ in a game, it is difficult to understand how that role ‘fits’ one’s internal 
perception of Self and affiliation. 

Capability 4: Senses, imagination and thought 
Nussbaum (2011) advocates for the ability to use these capacities (in whatever 
degree one possesses them innately) in a ‘truly human way’, citing examples such 
as literacy and mathematical thinking, production of artistic works, and the 
avoidance of pain that is non-beneficial. Play might be useful for the development 
of this capability, by providing space for flexible behaviours outside of ‘normal’ time; 
giving children space to create, imagine and explore. Pellegrini (2009) explicitly 
draws the distinction between ‘play and exploration’, and understands exploration 
as an antecedent to object play. Examples such as using a branch as a bat, a 
football to represent Granny’s head, a tree as a castle or jackets as kites, all portray 
ways in which the senses, imagination and thought have been utilised to develop 
ideas or find solutions to ‘problems’ in young people’s play. The role of education 
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is also made explicit in this capability as it is recognised that in order to cultivate 
these capacities fully, guidance will be required alongside adequate opportunity to 
experience one’s own innate capacities through the comparison that social 
activities provide. 

As our working definition suggests, imagination is a strong and enduring feature 
of play in which double-meanings are central and allow for expression and 
extension of individual and collective ideas. Additionally, much of the play 
undertaken in childhood is active in its use of resources and demands that the 
properties of these resources are explored before they can be fully used in play. 
Factor (2001) contends that in primary schools, children are still making meaning, 
using imagination and developing socially through their playtime behaviours and 
in middle and upper primary school, existing practices of active learning 
approaches, games-based learning and a curricular push for more personalised 
learning might be conducive to developing autonomy and individual capacity. 
Nevertheless, the teacher-directedness of these activities mean that while other 
elements of play may be evident, there is little genuine self-direction and there is 
little prospect for the individual to experience the sorts of emotions that Eberle 
(2014) attributes as play. More crucially, the ends-focus of these activities reduce 
the opportunity for imaginative roles and repetition. Yet, it is difficult to see how the 
fulfilment of the experiences and outcomes listed in a CfE are possible without 
playful exploration of objects and ideas. Furthermore, the language used in the 
curriculum seems to encourage a playful approach; ‘explore’, ‘apply’ and ‘play’ all 
appear frequently. 

Capability 6: Practical reason 
Practical reason generally refers to the capacity to make decisions about any 
aspect of life, and to reason, evaluate, judge, interpret and make decisions. In play, 
‘practical reason’ might include questions such as, ‘What will I play today?’ ‘With 
whom?’ What role will I take?’ ‘How will I respond if someone is nasty?’ ‘What will 
happen if I ask for help?’ Play, by our definition, allows a safe space to explore 
behaviours, responses and one’s own desires – central aspects to a developing 
capability for reason and autonomy. Nussbaum (2011) is staunchly practical in her 
approach, recognising that for individuals to flourish, they need the ability to 
critically reflect on the planning of their life. This is integrated with other capabilities 
as there is little substance with which to reason without the use of the senses to 
survey a situation and imagine what a change might bring. Without this, it is much 
more likely that one’s experience will be determined by paternalistic or oppressive 
forces rather than by one’s individual agency. Furthermore, if ‘practical reason’ can 
be understood as at least entailing some degree of autonomy, then playful 
experiences that promote this capacity will have many other advantages to other 
aspects of capability development. 

The capabilities of play, affiliation, ‘senses, imagination and thought’ and 
practical reason are instrumental in the development of autonomy, and given that 
these are central to human flourishing. It is of utmost importance that they are 
recognised as capabilities that can be developed through all stages of life. 
Furthermore, this paper has demonstrated that play can offer a strong contribution 
towards capability expansion and autonomy development as children grow older. 
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Our contention is that the development of capabilities and autonomy that leads to 
a life of one’s own choice would be diminished without the opportunities provided 
by play that is voluntary, flexible, focused on means over ends, allows children to 
experiment with behaviours that can be repeated and changed. The values set 
forth in the CAN provide strong grounds for extending play opportunities in middle 
and upper primary school. 

CONCLUSION 
In this paper, we have provided a working definition of play and argue that, when 
framed as such, play can make a valuable contribution to Scottish education 
through the development of capabilities such as those Nussbaum (2011) suggests. 

Learning opportunities present within a play context. The working definition of 
play provided in this paper can support teachers in the challenge of embedding a 
play ethos throughout primary stages, encouraging them to create activities that 
allow for some degree of autonomous choice and to support its development 
through play. From this, the long-term realisation of capabilities seems more likely 
to be fulfilled, and thus, the realisation of many policies underpinning Scottish 
education (Scottish Government 2013; Scottish Executive 2006; Scottish 
Executive 2004) where there is a clear and consistent aim for children to be happy 
and healthy in childhood, leading to the eventual fulfilment of four capacities: 
successful learners, responsible citizens, effective contributors and confident 
individuals. Knowledge and experiences consistent with CfE can be delivered in 
ways that allow children to choose activities that fit comfortably with their own 
wants and emerging values, challenging them in ways that satisfy developmental 
needs that may be absent in formal curricular structures. 

While we recognise that there may be difficulty in measuring impact of 
capabilities, there is a strong case for assessment not being the driver of learning 
(Bordrova et al. 2013); careful observations of behaviours over time can provide 
robust indication of the ways that development is occurring in terms of capabilities. 
We tentatively suggest that observing the dispositions of children as they 
undertake activities, and the choices that they make, are sufficient indicators of the 
value of a task or game to participants. Similarly, the trained practitioner can 
observe the level of engagement and enjoyment by participants (Laevers 2005). 
Observational assessment frameworks can be sufficiently robust for as Stenhouse 
(1975: 96) argued: “[a]ny process model relies on teacher judgement rather than 
teacher direction”. Furthermore, moderation processes within learning 
communities and learning from the experiences of early years practitioners where 
such approaches are already well established, will help ensure the utility and 
validity of observation-based assessment tools. 

As teachers grapple with the challenges of play-pedagogy and aim to find 
coherence with this in CfE across levels, perhaps the CA offers an alternative lens 
through which to gauge the success of these initiatives. 
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