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STUART L. BROWN, MD, is the founder of the National Institute for Play in Carmel Valley,
California. Trained in general and internal medicine, psychiatry and clinical research, Dr.
Brown'’s years of clinical practice affirmed the importance and need for healthy play throug-
hout the human life cycle and the centrality of play in human beings’ success and well-being.
The executive producer of the three-part PBS series The Promise of Play, he has contributed his
experience as medical administrator, producer, scientific consultant, and creator to numerous
other productions on Joseph Campbell, cosmology, and animal play. Learn more at http://
www.nifplay.org/

GETTING TO THE CORE

Excerpt from Stuart Brown’s Play: How It Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination,
and Invigorates the Soul, Penguin, 2009.

The Promise of Play

After five hours of driving over the tire-melting highways of the Nevada and Utah
deserts, | am beat. My yellow Lab, Jake, shares the emotion. He is draped across the
backseat, all the air let out of him. The last ten miles of our journey is an unpaved, ratt-
ling road up to my cousin Al‘s ranch, so it is half an hour more before | shut down the
engine and the dust cloud that has been following us blankets the car.

Then something miraculous occurs. | open the door for Jake and he freezes, every sen-
se aquiver. He instantly takes in the whole scene: a bright August day, four acres of pas-
ture, a dozen horses, my cousin Al, his four kids, and two dogs. A light breeze rustles
aspen leaves, wafting scents of hay and horses across the Utah ranch. Doggie heaven.
In half a second Jake is flying out the door, a blond blur zipping toward the pasture. He
races at full gallop one way and reverses, paws tearing up the dust in a skidding turn,
then accelerates to warp speed in the opposite direction. His mouth is agape, the cor-
ners pulled back in a canine grin, his tongue lolling out one side.

Jake blasts into the maze of animals without hesitation. | worry about how the horses
will react, but they don‘t shy. In a flicker the horses are jumping and gamboling. It
seems that we all—adults, kids, dogs, horses—recognize that Jake is consumed with
the joy of play.

All of us are caught up in the moment. Jake initiates a free-for-all game of follow-the-
leader. He darts from horse, to person, to dog, to pony, to person, and back to horse in
an outstanding display of speed, athleticism, and pure exuberance.

Jake shoulder-checks another dog and sends him flying, but he doesn‘t lose a bit of
speed and the other dog is right back up and into the chase. The children squeal with
delight and run after Jake as he does figure eights. The adults are soon whooping and
running.
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Even some observing magpies get caught up in the act, swooping over the melee.

The moment is captivating, gleeful, unexpected, and short-lived. After thirty seconds
the horses scatter and the dogs lie down, panting and cooling their bellies in the grass.
All of us feel completely exuberant. We catch our breath and laugh. The tension and
fatigue of the drive has fallen from my shoulders. The kids are giggling.

The rest of the day has a lightness and ease that | hadn't felt for a long time.

On that day, Jake gave a compact demonstration of what years of academic and clinical
research has taught me about the power of play. Most obviously, it is intensely pleasu-
rable. It energizes us and enlivens us. It eases our burdens. It renews our natural sense
of optimism and opens us up to new possibilities.

Those are all wonderful, admirable, valuable qualities. But that is just the beginning of
the story. Neuroscientists, developmental biologists, psychologists, social scientists,
and researchers from every point of the scientific compass now know that play is a pro-
found biological process. It has evolved over eons in many animal species to promote
survival. It shapes the brain and makes animals smarter and more adaptable. In higher
animals, it fosters empathy and makes possible complex social groups. For us, play lies
at the core of creativity and innovation.

Of all animal species, humans are the biggest players of all. We are built to play and
built through play. When we play, we are engaged in the purest expression of our huma-
nity, the truest expression of our individuality. Is it any wonder that often the times we
feel most alive, those that make up our best memories, are moments of play?

That is something that struck me as | was reading obituaries of those who lost their
lives on September 11, 2001, stories | began collecting because they were such poig-
nant and gripping portraits. Soon | realized that what people most remembered about
those who died were play moments or play activities. The March 31, 2002, edition of
the New York Times, to take one example, has obituaries with these headlines: “A Spit-
ball-Shooting Executive,“ “A Frank Zappa Fan,“ “The Lawn King: A Practical Joker with a
Heart,“ “A Lover of Laughter.“ What dominated the profiles beneath the headlines were
remembrances of play states with loved ones, which were like joyful threads running
through their lives, weaving memories and binding them together emotionally.

| have spent a career studying play, communicating the science of play to the public,
and consulting for Fortune 500 companies on how to incorporate it into business. |
have used play therapies to help people who are clinically depressed. | frequently talk
with groups of parents who inevitably are concerned and conflicted about what con-
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stitutes healthy play for their kids. | have gathered and analyzed thousands of case
studies that | call play histories. | have found that remembering what play is all about
and making it part of our daily lives are probably the most important factors in being a
fulfilled human being. The ability to play is critical not only to being happy, but also to
sustaining social relationships and being a creative, innovative person.

If that seems to be a big claim, consider what the world would be like without play. It‘s
not just an absence of games or sports. Life without play is a life without books, wit-
hout movies, art, music, jokes, dramatic stories. Imagine a world with no flirting, no
daydreaming, no comedy, no irony. Such a world would b e a pretty grim place to live.
In a broad sense, play is what lifts people out of the mundane. | sometimes compare
play to oxygen—it‘s all around us, yet goes mostly unnoticed or unappreciated until it
is missing.

But what happens to play in our lives? Nearly every one of us starts out playing quite
naturally. As children, we don‘t need instruction in how to play. We just find what we en-
joy and do it. Whatever “rules“ there are to play, we learn from our playmates. And from
our play we learn how the world works, and how friends interact. By playing, we learn
about the mystery and excitement that the world can hold in a tree house, an old tire
swing, or a box of crayons. At some point as we get older, however, we are made to feel
guilty for playing. We are told that it is unproductive, a waste of time, even sinful. The
play that remains is, like league sports, mostly very organized, rigid, and competitive.
We strive to always be productive, and if an activity doesn‘ t teach us a skill, make us
money, or get on the boss's good side, then we feel we should not be doing it. Someti-
mes the sheer demands of daily living seem to rob us of the ability to play.

The skeptics among the audiences | talk to will say, “Well, doh. Of course you will be
happy if you play all the time. But for those of us who aren‘t rich, or retired, or both,
there's simply is no time for play.“ Or they might say that if they truly gave in to the
desire to experience the joy of free play, they would never get anything done.

This is not the case. We don‘t need to play all the time to be fulfilled.

The truth is that in most cases, play is a catalyst. The beneficial effects of getting just

a little true play can spread through our lives, actually making us more productive and
happier in everything we do. One example of this is Laurel, the CEO of a successful
commercial real estate company. During her late twenties, Laurel married and had two
children, all while establishing her business. Her relationship with her husband was
close and compatible, and she adored her four and ten-year-olds. She saw herself as
blessed and fortunate. Her days hummed like a turbocharged engine. Up at five, she
usually ran four or five miles on odd days and swam and lifted weights on even days.
She didn‘t work weekends and usually had enough steam left for “quality time* with her
supportive husband and kids, church, and her closest friends.
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She felt that she had a healthy mix of play and work, but when she passed forty she
began to dread her schedule. She didn‘t yet feel a need to quit any of her commitments
or ease off, but slowly she realized that though she had fun with her husband and kids
and a sense of enthusiasm about her work, she was missing ... joy.

So Laurel set about finding where it had gone. She remembered back to her earliest
joyful memories and realized they centered on horses. As she reconstructed her own
play history, she realized that horses had grabbed her from the first time she saw one.
As a toddler she loved bouncing on her hobbyhorse. One of her fondest memories was
befriending a local backyard horse and secretly riding it at age seven. She would entice
the horse to the fence with carrots and coax it to allow her to climb up and ride bare-
back, completely unbeknownst to the owner or her parents. As dangerous as it was for
a seven-year-old to ride this way, it gave Laurel a sense of her own power. Later she star-
ted hanging around stables, becoming an accomplished horsewoman and as a young
adult competing as a professional rider. She eventually burned out on horse shows and
settled into marriage and business.

Yet she now realized she longed “just to ride.“

Laurel decided to make this happen. She found a horse to lease and began to ride
again. The feelings of joy and exhilaration came back the first time she climbed onto
the horse. Now she makes the time to go riding once a week.

What surprises her most since she incorporated the pure play of riding back into her
life is how complete and whole she now feels in all other areas of her life. The bloom of
“irrational bliss“ she experiences in the care of her horse, from riding it regularly, and
even occasionally riding again in small local shows, has spilled over into her family and
work lives. The little chores of daily living don‘t seem so difficult anymore.

She is also surprised by the subtle shift in her relationship with her husband. “It's just
easier now. | look forward to talking more often now,“ Laurel says. Before rediscovering
her horse-based play, when she approached her husband for a discussion she was
defensively anticipating difficulties or thinking of things that needed doing. “It felt more
like job-sharing than being a couple.”

At some offices, play is becoming increasingly recognized as an important component
of success. And I‘m not just talking about Ping-Pong tables in the break room. Emplo-
yees who have engaged in play throughout their lives outside of work and bring that
emotion to the office are able to do well at work-related tasks that at first might seem to
have no connection at all to play.

An example: Cal Tech’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) has been the United States’
premier aerospace research facility for more than seven decades. The scientists and
engineers at JPL have designed and managed major components of every manned and
unmanned mission of our time, and have been completely responsible for dreaming
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up, building, and operating complex projects like the robot vehicles that landed on
Mars and explored the planet‘s surface for years. You might say that JPL invented the
Space Age. No matter how big and ambitious the goal, the researchers could always be
relied on to say, “We can do that.“

But in the late nineties, the lab‘s management was saying, “JPL, we have a problem.*
As the lab neared the new century, the group of engineers and scientists who had come
on board in the 1960s, those who put men on the moon and built robotic probes to
explore the solar system, were retiring in large numbers. And |PL was having a hard
time replacing them. Even though JPL hired the top graduates from top engineering
schools like MIT, Stanford, and even Cal Tech itself, the new hires were often missing
something. They were not very good at certain types of problem solving that are critical
to the job. The experienced managers found that the newly minted engineers might ex-
cel at grappling with theoretical, mathematical problems at the frontiers of engineering,
but they didn‘t do well with the practical difficulties of taking a complex project from
theory to practice. Unlike their elders, the young engineers couldn‘t spot the key flaw

in one of the complex systems they were working on, toss the problem around, break

it down, pick it apart, tease out its critical elements, and rearrange them in innovative
ways that led to a solution.

Why was JPL hiring the wrong sorts of engineers? The people JPL brought aboard had
earned the highest grades at the best schools, but academic excellence was obviously
not the most important measure of the graduates* problem-solving skills. Like good
engineers, |PL management analyzed the problem and concluded that when hiring they
were looking at the wrong data. Those job candidates good at problem solving and tho-
se who were not could be sorted, they believed, if they found the right metrics.

Then the head of JPL found Nate Jones. Jones ran a machine shop that specialized in
precision racing and Formula One tires, and he had noticed that many of the new kids
coming in to work at the shop were also not able to problem solve. Jones and his wife,
who is a teacher, wondered what had changed. After questioning the new kids and the
older employees, Jones found that those who had worked and played with their hands
as they were growing up were able to “see solutions“ that those who hadn‘t worked
with their hands could not. Jones wrote an article about what he had found, which is
how he came to the attention of |PL management.

The JPL managers went back to look at their own retiring engineers and found a simi-
lar pattern. They found that in their youth, their older, problem-solving employees had
taken apart clocks to see how they worked, or made soapbox derby racers, or built hi-fi
stereos, or fixed appliances. The young engineering school graduates who had also
done these things, who had played with their hands, were adept at the kinds of problem
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solving that management sought.

Those who hadn‘t, generally were not. From that point on, JPL made questions about
applicants‘ youthful projects and play a standard part of job interviews. What Laurel
discovered through experience, the |PL managers discovered through research: there is
a kind of magic in play. What might seem like a frivolous or even childish pursuit is ul-
timately beneficial. It‘s paradoxical that a little bit of “nonproductive* activity can make
one enormously more productive and invigorated in other aspects of life. When an
activity speaks to one‘s deepest truth, as horseback riding did for Laurel, it is a catalyst,
enlivening everything else.

Once people understand what play does for them, they can learn to bring a sense of
excitement and adventure back to their lives, make work an extension of their play lives,
and engage fully with the world.

| don‘t think it is too much to say that play can save your life. It certainly has salvaged
mine. Life without play is a grinding, mechanical existence organized around doing
the things necessary for survival. Play is the stick that stirs the drink. It is the basis of
all art, games, books, sports, movies, fashion, fun, and wonder—in short, the basis
of what we think of as civilization. Play is the vital essence of life. It is what makes life
lively.

When people know their core truths and live in accord with what | call their “play perso-
nality,“ the result is always a life of incredible power and grace. British educator Sir Ken
Robinson has spoken about finding such power and grace in the life of dancer Gillian
Lynne, who was the choreographer for the musicals Cats and Phantom of the Opera.
Robinson interviewed her for a book he is writing, titled Epiphany, about how people
discover their path in life. Lynne told him about growing up in 1930s Britain, about
doing terribly in school because she was always fidgeting and never paid attention to
lessons. “l suppose that now people would say she had ADHD, but people didn‘t know
you could have that then,‘ Robinson says wryly. “It wasn‘t an available diagnosis at the
time.*

Instead, school officials told Lynne‘s parents that she was mentally disabled. Lynne and
her mother went to see a specialist, who talked to Gillian about school while the girl sat
on her hands, trying not to fidget. After twenty minutes, the doctor asked to speak to
Lynne‘s mother alone in the hallway. As they were leaving the office, the doctor flipped
on the radio, and when they were shut in the hallway the doctor pointed through the
window back into the office.

“Look,“ he said, and directed the mother‘s attention to Gillian, who had gotten up and
started moving to the music as soon as they left. “Mrs. Lynne,“ said the doctor, “your
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daughter‘s not sick, she‘s a dancer. “
The doctor recommended enrolling her daughter in dance school.

When Gillian got there she was delighted to find a whole room of people like herself,
“people who had to move to think,“ as Lynne explained it. Lynne went on to become a
principal dancer in the Royal Ballet, then founded her own dance company and even-
tually began working with Andrew Lloyd Webber and other producers. “Here is a wo-
man who has helped put together some of the most successful musical productions

in history, has given pleasure to millions, and is a multimillionaire,“ Robinson says. Of
course if she were a child now, he adds, “someone would probably put her on drugs
and tell her to calm down.“

Robinson's story about Lynne was really about the strength and beauty of living in ac-
cordance with who she is—which for her meant living a life of motion and music. If her
parents and teachers tried to make her into an engineer, Lynne would have been unhap-
py and unsuccessful.

Ultimately, this book is about understanding the role of play and using it to find and
express our own core truths. It is about learning to harness a force that has been built
into us through millions of years of evolution, a force that allows us to both discover
our most essential selves and enlarge our world. We are designed to find fulfillment
and creative growth through play.

REFLECTION
“Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood”
by William Wordsworth

There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream,
The earth, and every common sight
To me did seem

Apparelled in celestial light,
The glory and the freshness of a dream.
It is not now as it hath been of yore;--

Turn wheresoe‘er | may,

By night or day,

The things which | have seen | now can see no more.

The rainbow comes and goes,
And lovely is the rose;
The moon doth with delight
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Look round her when the heavens are bare;
Waters on a starry night
Are beautiful and fair;
The sunshine is a glorious birth;
But yet | know, where‘er | go,
That there hath past away a glory from the earth.

Now, while the birds thus sing a joyous song,
And while the young lambs bound
As to the tabor‘s sound,
To me alone there came a thought of grief:
A timely utterance gave that thought relief,
And | again am strong.
The cataracts blow their trumpets from the steep,--
No more shall grief of mine the season wrong:
| hear the echoes through the mountains throng.
The winds come to me from the fields of sleep,
And all the earth is gay;
Land and sea
Give themselves up to jollity,
And with the heart of May
Doth every beast keep holiday;--
Thou child of joy,
Shout round me, let me hear thy shouts, thou happy
Shepherd-boy!

Ye blesséd Creatures, | have heard the call
Ye to each other make; | see
The heavens laugh with you in your jubilee;
My heart is at your festival,
My head hath its coronal,
The fulness of your bliss, | feel--I feel it all.
O evil day! if | were sullen
While Earth herself is adorning
This sweet May-morning;
And the children are culling
On every side
In a thousand valleys far and wide
Fresh flowers; while the sun shines warm,
And the babe leaps up on his mother‘s arm:--
| hear, | hear, with joy | hear!
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--But there's a tree, of many, one,
A single field which | have look‘d upon,
Both of them speak of something that is gone:
The pansy at my feet
Doth the same tale repeat:
Whither is fled the visionary gleam?
Where is it now, the glory and the dream?

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting;
The Soul that rises with us, our life‘s Star,
Hath had elsewhere its setting
And cometh from afar;
Not in entire forgetfulness,
And not in utter nakedness,
But trailing clouds of glory do we come
From God, who is our home:
Heaven lies about us in our infancy!
Shades of the prison-house begin to close
Upon the growing Boy,
But he beholds the light, and whence it flows,
He sees it in his joy;
The Youth, who daily farther from the east
Must travel, still is Nature's priest,
And by the vision splendid
Is on his way attended;
At length the Man perceives it die away,
And fade into the light of common day.

Earth fills her lap with pleasures of her own;
Yearnings she hath in her own natural kind,
And, even with something of a mother‘s mind,
And no unworthy aim,
The homely nurse doth all she can
To make her foster-child, her inmate, Man,
Forget the glories he hath known,
And that imperial palace whence he came.

Behold the Child among his new-born blisses,
A six years' darling of a pigmy size!

See, where ,mid work of his own hand he lies,
Fretted by sallies of his mother’s kisses,
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With light upon him from his father‘s eyes!
See, at his feet, some little plan or chart,
Some fragment from his dream of human life,
Shaped by himself with newly-learned art;
A wedding or a festival,
A mourning or a funeral;
And this hath now his heart,
And unto this he frames his song:
Then will he fit his tongue
To dialogues of business, love, or strife;
But it will not be long
Ere this be thrown aside,
And with new joy and pride
The little actor cons another part;
Filling from time to time his ,humorous stage’
With all the Persons, down to palsied Age,
That life brings with her in her equipage;
As if his whole vocation
Were endless imitation.

Thou, whose exterior semblance doth belie
Thy soul‘s immensity;
Thou best philosopher, who yet dost keep
Thy heritage, thou eye among the blind,
That, deaf and silent, read'st the eternal deep,
Haunted for ever by the eternal Mind,--
Mighty Prophet! Seer blest!
On whom those truths rest
Which we are toiling all our lives to find,
In darkness lost, the darkness of the grave;
Thou, over whom thy Immortality
Broods like the day, a master o‘er a slave,
A Presence which is not to be put by;
To whom the grave
Is but a lonely bed, without the sense of sight
Of day or the warm light,
A place of thoughts where we in waiting lie;
Thou little child, yet glorious in the might
Of heaven-born freedom on thy being's height,
Why with such earnest pains dost thou provoke
The years to bring the inevitable yoke,
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Thus blindly with thy blessedness at strife?
Full soon thy soul shall have her earthly freight,
And custom lie upon thee with a weight
Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life!
0 joy! that in our embers
Is something that doth live,
That Nature yet remembers
What was so fugitive!
The thought of our past years in me doth breed
Perpetual benediction: not indeed
For that which is most worthy to be blest,
Delight and liberty, the simple creed
Of Childhood, whether busy or at rest,
With new-fledged hope still fluttering in his breast:--
--Not for these | raise
The song of thanks and praise;

But for those obstinate questionings

Of sense and outward things,

Fallings from us, vanishings,

Blank misgivings of a creature
Moving about in worlds not realized,

High instincts, before which our mortal nature
Did tremble like a guilty thing surprised:
But for those first affections,
Those shadowy recollections,
Which, be they what they may,
Are yet the fountain-light of all our day,
Are yet a master-light of all our seeing;

Uphold us--cherish--and have power to make
Our noisy years seem moments in the being
Of the eternal Silence: truths that wake,

To perish never;
Which neither listlessness, nor mad endeavour,
Nor man nor boy,
Nor all that is at enmity with joy,
Can utterly abolish or destroy!
Hence, in a season of calm weather
Though inland far we be,
Our souls have sight of that immortal sea
Which brought us hither;
Can in a moment travel thither--
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And see the children sport upon the shore,
And hear the mighty waters rolling evermore.

Then, sing, ye birds, sing, sing a joyous song!
And let the young lambs bound
As to the tabor‘s sound!
We, in thought, will join your throng,
Ye that pipe and ye that play,
Ye that through your hearts to-day
Feel the gladness of the May!
What though the radiance which was once so bright
Be now for ever taken from my sight,
Though nothing can bring back the hour
Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower;
We will grieve not, rather find
Strength in what remains behind;
In the primal sympathy
Which having been must ever be;
In the soothing thoughts that spring
Out of human suffering;
In the faith that looks through death,
In years that bring the philosophic mind.

And 0, ye Fountains, Meadows, Hills, and Groves,
Forebode not any severing of our loves!
Yet in my heart of hearts | feel your might;
| only have relinquish‘d one delight
To live beneath your more habitual sway;
| love the brooks which down their channels fret
Even more than when | tripp‘d lightly as they;
The innocent brightness of a new-born day
Is lovely yet;
The clouds that gather round the setting sun
Do take a sober colouring from an eye
That hath kept watch o‘er man‘s mortality;
Another race hath been, and other palms are won.
Thanks to the human heart by which we live,
Thanks to its tenderness, its joys, and fears,
To me the meanest flower that blows can give
Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears.
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LESSON PLAN

He Sees it in His Joy

By Bill Yarrow, Joliet Junior College, Joliet, IL

In his book Stuart Brown argues that “Play lies at the core of creativity and innovation.”
He says humans are “built to play and built through play.” As part of his research on
play, he collects “play histories.”

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

How important has play been in your life? What specific play has been important in
your life? How has that play shaped you as an individual?

GOALS: This lesson is most suitable for English/Language Arts classes but may have
applications for almost any class.

OBJECTIVES
Students will utilize interview skills, organizational skills, editing skills, listening skills,
and written communication skills.

MATERIALS

Fellow classmates.

TIMEFRAME

This lesson will take 1-2 days to complete.

PROCESS & PROCEDURE

1. Have class break up into or divide the class into groups of two.

2. Have each person of the duo interview and collect a “play history” of the other in the
duo.

3. The play history should focus on the specific memories of play in the interviewee’s
life and how that play has shaped or impacted the interviewee’s life.

4. Each student should take the raw data of the interview and shape it into a play histo-
ry of that individual.

5. The play history should include direct quotes from the interview.

6. The interview should be proofread by another student in the class (not the interview-
ee) and then corrected by the original writer as necessary.

7. The student who was the subject of the interview should read the play history and
check it for accuracy. Any inaccuracies should be brought to the attention of the writer
and corrected.

8. The final play history should be word processed.

9. If the school has a course management system like BLACKBOARD or ANGEL, the
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instructor should create a dropbox for all the play histories of the class. Make the drop-
box available so that all members of the class can view all the submissions.

10. If no CMS is available, the instructor should solicit volunteers to share their play
histories with the rest of the class.

11. The play histories should be graded by the teacher using criteria discussed and
agreed upon by the class.Final projects should be returned to the authors of the play
histories.

ASSESSMENT

Evaluation of interview, notes from interview, proofreading, and final play history.

ABOUT THE CHICAGO HUMANITIES FESTIVAL

The Chicago Humanities Festival (CHF) creates year-round opportunities for people of
all ages, backgrounds, and economic circumstances to explore, enjoy, and support the
arts and humanities. We accomplish this by presenting programs throughout the year,
culminating in two annual Festivals of the Humanities, one in the spring specifically for
children and families and one in the fall for the general public. The CHF’s mission of
providing broad access to the humanities — at a low ticket price — depends in part on
the generosity of its most committed and enthusiastic supporters.
www.chicagohumanities.org



