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Running and climbing, imagining different worlds, romping on swing sets… these all 

come naturally to children, right?  

 

Not necessarily, according to a University of Queensland researcher, who recently 

completed a PhD into helping children develop “play skills”.  

 

Jennifer Sturgess’ study examined playing behaviour in children aged between five 

and 10 years, a group she said was under-represented in research on play.  

 

Play, especially in older children, was under threat in today’s society, Dr Sturgess 

said.  

 

She pointed to diminished play space, such as smaller backyards and more roads, an 

obsession with safety leading to boring play equipment and increased supervision, and 

more structured out-of-school activities as encroaching on children’s independent 

play.  

 

Dr Sturgess said play skills were important to assess in children because many factors 

could get in the way of children learning to play.  

 

“Children who could benefit from help with play skills are many of those referred to 

occupational therapy for developmental concerns, or for rehabilitation after burns, or 

cancer, or children who have had a lot of stresses or abuse in their lives and don't 

relate or interact very well with other children,” she said.  

 

Dr Sturgess’ model for assessing play skills involves asking children to rate 

themselves on how good they are at different types of play. The child’s parent or carer 

also rates the child’s playing skills based on their observations.  

 

Together, the ratings point towards the play skills the child should be encouraged to 

develop and are likely to be motivated to work on.  

 

Dr Sturgess said allowing children to rate themselves gave a more accurate view of 

their skills, as parents and teachers cannot always be observing and may not always 

judge the child’s play in the same way that the child him/herself does.  

 

The play skills assessed included items such as “running, climbing and moving when 

you play” and “making things when you play”.  

 

Cont… 



 2 

Media: Dr Sturgess (0407 764 464 or jenny.sturgess@gmail.com) or Tegan 

Taylor at UQ Communications (07 3365 2339) 

Hi-res photos are available for this story. To view proofs of these images,  

click here.  

To order full-sized images, contact Jeremy Patten on 07 3346 7685 or email 

j.patten@uq.edu.au  
 

 

Looking for an expert? Contact details for more than 1500 UQ academics and 

researchers who can provide media with expert comment are available online at 

www.uq.edu.au/uqexperts. 

 

The print version, UQ Experts Directory, is available free to media. Call 07 3365 

2339 or email communications@uq.edu.au  

 

 

This news release is provided as an information service to the media.  

If you do not wish to receive further releases, please reply and indicate "unsubscribe" 

in the subject heading. 
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