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PLAY AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT: PERSPECTIVES AND PRACTICES

The goal  of human development endeavours is to enable flourishing lives; lives that are
valued, lives within which the possibilities of what people can do and be are enabled; lives
where one’s capabilities and agency are enhanced. Many theorists have tried to capture the
multi-dimensions of human development through various perspectives.  Even though it is
not  definitive,  Martha  Nussbaum’s  list  of  aspects  crucial  to  enabling  this  quality  of  life
include  Life,  Bodily  health, Bodily  integrity,  Senses,  imagination  and  thought,  Emotions,
Practical reason, Affiliation,  Being able to live with concern for and in relation to animals,
plants, and the world of nature,  Play, and Control over one's environment, politically and
materially (Nussbaum, 1999). Of these, most are inherent to the context of play. Indeed, as
play researcher Stuart Brown has posited through his research, play is not just joyful and
energising but is deeply involved with human development and intelligence.  (Brown, 2008).

Play is engagement that is freely chosen, intrinsically motivated and self-directed. Several
hundred studies over the last couple of decades emphasize that the approach of play is an
essential  catalyst  of  psychosocial  well-being.  The  play  approach  enables  effective  and
optimal  learning,  unlearning  and  re-learning,  that  are  so  crucial  to  the  formative,
transformative and reformative change we need to see, to reach a place of growth and
wellness. For in a playspace, a person can re-enact aspects of their lives that they seek
meaning for. It is also a space where a person can experiment that which may be considered
risky as s/he searches for solutions. In a context of play, people choose and internalize social
roles, embark on cognitive adventures and journey towards emotional equilibriums. This has
been found to be true not only of kindergarten children. The far reaching positives of the
play approach have been documented across age groups,  abilities and nationalities.  The
over-arching  theme  from  the  extensive  literature  on  play  is  the  link  between  holistic
learning and change unfolding dynamically in the context of play. 

Therefore, making and sustaining a positive change requires a process that holds the play
approach at its core. This enables relooking at learning systems, methodologies, and existing
systems so that change is possible (if so chosen). It means the facilitator and the learner
both own the process, that motivation to learn becomes intrinsic and propelled by passion,
the facilitator embodies humility at every stage and the learning process is autonomous. By
its very nature, the play approach is learner-led.  The use of various forms and techniques of
art – visual, theatre, sound, movement and craft –  as media of play enriches a playspace
and  allows deepening of expression, compassion, empathy, reflection, joy and meaning in
the course of learning and healing. Change emerges from such creative playspaces and may
give rise to changemakers – or play facilitators – who take this forward to the world, with
the freedom, skills, discipline and accountability that it entails.
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Unfortunately, playspaces are shrinking and the idea of play is being increasingly relegated
to  the  trivial  and  frivolous.  Once  again,  this  is  reality  not  only  of  early  childhood,  but
throughout  human  lifespans,  everywhere.  Choices,  self-directed  learning,  intrinsically
motivated  change  and  holistic  well-being  are  all  at  stake.  It  is  in  such  a  scenario  that
headstreams offers the academic course in perspectives and practices of play and human
development.  This  course  offers  a  safe, exploratory,  and  experimental  space  using  play
techniques  of  creative  arts  and  games.  The  space  is  undergirded  with  values  that
Headstreams holds as core directions to desired change: empathy, confidentiality, honesty,
trust and respect.

In the process of doing the course, we envision a crucial personal process that will  take
place within the students themselves. This is the process of discovering hidden biases and
strengths that may hinder or help in one’s own growth in capabilities and enablement. The
effective use of both multi-arts and games is possible only when the facilitators are open to
challenging their own biases and judgments, becoming aware of their conditionings, being
open  to  unlearning  what  is  hindering  and  learning  anew  what  helps.  Only  when  the
facilitators themselves can do this, can they become proficient at providing similar spaces
for the groups that they will work with. Thus we see the course itself as a learning device to
enable other learning spaces.  

Assimilating the Approach of Play
Generically,  play is used to describe activities that are recreational,  enjoyable, seemingly
without a specific purpose and without lasting impact. Popularly, play is often denigrated as
being part of the “child’s world.” In fact, play is an activity that is intrinsically motivated,
freely chosen, and self-directed, and is valuable for the all-round development of not only
children but adults as well. Over the past few decades, several studies have now found that
play is crucial for physical, cognitive and emotional health of a person. 

In this course, we will learn:
1. What is play and various forms of play
2.  How play is critical to human development and growth
3.  Play theories and how these connect to human development
4. How play can best be facilitated
5. The unique situations of facilitating play in the Indian context
6. To envision and plan play environments relevant to various contexts

Deepening the Playspace: Multi-Arts And Games
Artistic tools such as Theatre and Drama, Stories-sharing and creating, Puppetry and role-
plays, Directive and Non Directive Play, Voice and Rhythm, Dance and Movement and games
help  enrich  the  playspace  and enable  the  process  of  learning.  Through  the course,  the
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students will comprehend the practice of various creative techniques of play and how play
can be facilitated using these.

The path the students would follow would be three-fold.
o To expand one’s own consciousness through realizing capabilities of self and

exploring a realm of learning possibilities 
 Using the Arts as a medium of communication, expression, respecting 

others, looking at the larger picture,  understand patterns, connect 
with the receiver, understand perspective, shed inhibitions, 
judgements, stereotypes, thoughts, realities, problem solving, 
thinking out of the box, making sense in randomness, understanding 
leadership 

o To facilitate this learning for others through skills that encourage the learner
towards  self-exploration and dialogue enabling them to take onus of their
own learning

 Holding our roles lightly as facilitators and yet look deep into the 
process. Understanding our mind, body and voice and employing 
them effectively to hone our craft of facilitation

 Acquiring the skills of observation, listening, enquiry. Encouraging 
sharing of perspectives and integrating  shared experiences in a safe 
environment that fosters cooperation and empathetic exploration

o To comprehend the theory of various forms of art and games and how these
can aid healing, to create an artistic space that enables the practise of this
theory.

 With  many  creative  assignments  and  personal  exercises  that
encourage  contemplation  and  reflection,  the  course  intends  to
expand the creative vocabulary of educators and young adults to co-
create uninhibited, non-threatening learning spaces. The course is a
dynamic combination of traditional and modern artistic material, with
an  interdisciplinary  basis  of  Indian  Psychology,  Philosophy  and
Modern Science. It aims at enabling the group to acquire a generic
vocabulary  of  stories,  songs,  roles,  rhythms,  drawings  and  colours,
and use appropriate  combinations to address specific  needs across
groups.

Since ancient times, the arts have been used to promote well-being and health, which is
integral  to human development.  In this  certificate course,  we will  explore these various
media while seeing how they contribute to:
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 Creative expression – verbal and non-verbal communication
 Body and spatial awareness; breaking inhibitions
 Increasing awareness of self and the world we live in
 Group dynamics, creating openness within group settings and empathy
 Freedom, discipline and accountability 
 Abstract reasoning and risk-taking
 Understanding aspirations – personal and professional

Course Plan
90 hours spread over two semesters

 Theory:  (15 sessions of 2 hours each) 30 hours
 Workshops: (3 sessions of 3 hours each) 9 hours
 Assignments (as part of continuous internal assessment): (6 nos. of 1 hour 
each): 6 hours
 Field practise (community engagement and reporting): (9 sessions of 4 hours 
each): 36 hours
 Field report (reporting of field practise sessions): (9 nos. of 1 hour each): 9 
hours

Field practise
It  will  be  mandatory  for  all  who  enrol  in  this  certificate  course  to  intern  on  Saturday
afternoons in the Tackle Caravan Programme that Headstreams conducts in government
schools. This practical component is crucial for in-depth understanding of the principles and
the importance of the play approach. It is also important for the acquisition of skills that will
be discussed in the theory classes. Through participation in the Tackle Caravan, the students
will  learn how a safe and empathic play environment enabled by trustworthy facilitators
help children find a place where they can be themselves. This enables the children to find
courage and new ways to face complex psychosocial challenges that are inherent in their
world.

Assignments 

Play

What is Play: Selfie with you playing a game, with someone you don’t know (so no friends, 

flatmates, friends’ friends, family, etc.) 

Play Deprivation: Plot another adult’s play history. Interview another adult and find out: 

What do they think play is? What game they most enjoyed and why? When did they stop 

playing? Why did they stop playing? Did stopping play have any consequence in their life? If 
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they had a chance, would they like it back? Why? If they are still playing, how has their play 

changed from when they were children? Plot this interview in as creative a manner as you 

can and bring it to class for the next session.

Play Theory and Human Development: Read the theories  and briefly apply it to play as you 

see in the caravan. Do you agree with the theories? Why? Why not? Explain with examples.

Human Development and well-being: Choose any one child from the caravan that you are 

part of. Explain if there were factors that hindered the well-being of the child in the past and

in the present. In your opinion, what enhances the well-being of this child? Is there anything

more that could lend to enhancing the well-being of this child? What would that be? How 

can we help it happen?

Facilitation of Play: Plan and execute a session of play in a group, for the rest of class, for 15

minutes. Clearly document and explain objectives, process, outcome and learnings, and 

submit this. 

Introduction to Literature and Research on Play: Look up any 5 primary research articles 

from the American Journal of Play and create a table with the following heads in a 

Spreadsheet (like MS Excel): Title of article, Author(s), Journal name, vol (no) , Date, Page 

nos., Key words, Theories/ concepts referenced, Research method, No. of participants, 

Sampling, Results. (Note: If any student has more than 1 matching article with another 

person, then both have to submit another article)

Multi-Arts

 Book Review

 Book Title: The Little Prince by  Antoine de Saint-Exupery,  Katherine

Woods, Harcourt, Brace & World (1943). New York: Harcourt, Brace & World.
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 In no more than 2 typed pages, write:

a) Your understanding of the book

b) Some things form there which you found relevant and could relate to

 Water Colour or Acrylic 

 Create 1 structured expression

 1 abstract expression on any theme

 Select an article - something functional - it could be a mug, tray, tile,

frame, etc. Decorate it using acrylic colours.

 The Journey you want to make

 Think of a change you want to make in yourself that will transform the

quality of your life.

 Plan a solo performance of 2 mins of this  transformation that you

want. 

 Ensure that the piece has clear structure - with dialogues, emotions,

movements,  sounds,  expressions,  transitions  ...  whatever  you  choose  as

elements of  the performance. You must rehearse it.  The full  120 seconds

must be used – it  cannot be shorter  or  longer.  So rehearsal  is  a must to

perfect the timing.

  You can experiment with form i.e. it can be a monologue, a poem in

movement, a play using masks puppets or symbolic objects, a TV interview of

yourself, use dream scene or a metaphor. You could do this in a language of

your choice or in gibberish or only with sound.

Attendance requirements 

 75% attendance for theory classes

 75% attendance for field sessions

 100% submission of all assignments 
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Journals

The American Journal of Play is an interdisciplinary publication of The Strong. The American
Journal  of  Play  is  intended  for  educators,  psychologists,  play  therapists,  sociologists,
anthropologists,  folklorists,  historians,  museum  professionals,  toy  and  game  designers,
policy makers, and others interested in children and the importance of play.

The International Journal of Play published by Routledge, is an inter-disciplinary publication
focusing on all facets of play. It aims to provide an international forum for mono- and multi-
disciplinary papers and scholarly debate on all aspects of play theory, policy and practice
from  across  the  globe  and  across  the  lifespan,  and  in  all  kinds  of  cultural  settings,
institutions  and  communities.  The  journal  will  be  of  interest  to  anthropologists,
educationalists,  folklorists,  historians,  linguists,  philosophers, play workers,  psychologists,
sociologists, therapists and zoologists.

Journal  of  Playwork  Practice  (JPP),  published  by  Policy  press,  University  of  Bristol  in
association with Common Threads, UK is the first academic journal in the playwork field and
provides  an  international  platform  for  the  publication  and  dissemination  of  scholarship
relevant to playwork practice. It aims to advance playwork research and practice by and
bridge the playwork  theory-practice  divide by facilitating  practitioner access  to research
relevant  to  their  practice,  and  enables  researchers  interested  in  ‘playwork’  to  access  a
hitherto inaccessible field of practice and its literature.

11 | P a g e



Profile of Core Facilitators

GITANJALI SARANGAN
Gitanjali is an Arts Based Therapy (ABT) practitioner, certified by the World Centre for 
Creative Learning (WCCL) Foundation, Pune. She uses multi arts forms while working with 
children and adults with special needs. While working with children in learning centres and 
with youth in colleges, she found the strength of integrating creative processes into 
learning. Gitanjali worked with an inclusive set-up, taking care of special children in inclusive
environments. She set-up Snehadhara Foundation, the first ABT Centre for special needs 
children in Bangalore.  She is an Internship guide at the Indian Society for Training and 
Development and an ABT Guide for Bangalore and South India. Gitanjali is one among two 
artists to be awarded the Artist’s Grant 2014 for the ‘Art in Education Program’ by the India 
Foundation for the Arts. At the Global Ethics Forum's 'My Choice for Equality' Recognition 
2014, she has been recognised by Global Ethics Forum and Indian Institute of Management, 
for being an individual who has stood up against inequality and taken action towards 
establishing a more equal, impartial and fair world.

Dr. Naveen I. Thomas

Naveen is a trained social worker with specialisation in Medical & Psychiatric Social Work.
He has completed his doctoral studies from Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS), Mumbai.
His doctoral thesis examines vulnerability in the process of disaster recovery. He currently
leads Headstreams, an organisation that works on promoting human development through
play. Naveen has previously been involved in health research and policy issues on health as
part of Community Health Cell, Bangalore. He was also part of the WHO Watch team of the
People's Health Movement. Naveen has completed a specialised course in Medical Law and
Ethics  from  National  Law  School  of  India  University,  Bengaluru.  Naveen's  intervention
experience  includes  disaster  response  in  the  aftermath  of  the  super-cyclone  in  Orissa,
drought in Western Rajasthan, tsunami in Kanyakumari and floods in the northern part of
Karnataka.  He has  served as  an independent  consultant  with Oxfam on a  project  titled
health and disasters,  and was the lead consultant for evaluating the permanent housing
programme in  tsunami-hit  areas  of  Tamil  Nadu  and Kerala.  Naveen is  passionate  about
integrating theory and practice and serves on the Board of Studies of Social Work in Christ
University, Bengaluru.
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About Headstreams

HEADSTREAMS started  in  2008.  It  was  founded by  a  team of  community  development
experts,  educationists  and  mental  health  professionals.  It  focuses  on  promoting  self-
reliance and facilitating community development through promotion of creative learning
skills to enhance positive mental health. Headstreams has been recognised as one of the
leading pioneers in re-imagining learning and innovative education practices.

Headstreams  creates  safe  play  spaces  within  low-income  communities  with  the
participation of trained youth volunteers. Using principles of play, the youth are trained to
be co-creators  and facilitators  in  a  play  environment  that  provides  security  and  fosters
cooperation  and  empathetic  exploration,  through  creative  means  and  healthy  social
interactions.  The youth volunteers,  who often become role models for the children,  are
equipped with skills to engage the children creatively through play,  using media such as
games, theatre, art and craft, music, dance, story-telling and reading. These media provide
avenues  for  meaningful  interaction  between the  children  and  the  volunteers,  to  jointly
explore relevant psycho-social challenges.

***
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