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Report from the International Play Association Conference (IPA) Hong Kong 8-11 

January 2008 

 

The Conference was organized by Playright a voluntary play association based in Hong 

Kong and was based at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University in Kowloon. The IPA run 

a conference every three years and bring together a range of speakers from around the 

world who are involved in children’s play. The opening ceremony took place at 9.00 am 

on the 8
th
 January the event was attended by representatives of the Hong Kong 

government and the sponsors of the conference. The delegates were entertained by 

children, a group of drummers and children from local kindergardens. The impressive 

Masters of Ceremonies were two young people from Hong Kong. 

The conference was attended by approximately 500 delegates from over 40 different 

countries. It was organized with a main presentation each day, followed by a plenary 

session the afternoon contained a series of workshops with a very wide range of topics 

covered each day.  

The overall theme for the conference was Play in a Changing World and each day 

addressed a particular key issue. One of the key learning points from the conference was 

over and over again the same issues and challenges occur all over the world. For example 

obesity is a problem for children in Hong Kong, Japan, USA, Australia as well as Europe. 

Also a child’s right to play has to be championed in every country as the pressures of 

modernization such increased urbanization, rise in screen entertainment and fear of 

children playing outside, continue to reduce children’s opportunities to play all over the 

world. 

 

                    
The opening ceremony The venue Polytechnic 

University of Hong Kong 

 

 

Day One; Children’s Right To Play 

 

Main Speaker Prof. Jakob Egbert Doek former Chair U% Committee on the Rights 

of the Child which monitors implementation of the Convention of the Rights of the 

Child. 

 

Prof. Doek described his own childhood growing up in the Netherlands over 60 years ago 

and compared it with a child’s experience today in the same village. The changing world 

has led to play being in fixed locations e.g. playgrounds instead of the child’s 

environment, play is organized, free and explorative play are disappearing. He detailed 

his understanding of play and how it is a natural behavior in children all over the world.  
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Prof Doek then addressed ‘Why do we need rights if play is so natural? The United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child in Article 31 gives a child the right to rest 

and leisure and to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to their age and 

participate freely in cultural life. 

 

Prof Doek reported that many countries neglected Article 31 when they reported to the 

committee of the CRC. He gave two main reasons for this, firstly, countries are too busy 

and secondly they view Article 31 as a luxury compared to other rights and needs. In 

addition in section 2 of the Article countries have to report on children’s participation in 

cultural and artistic life. There is no direct reference to play (the original drafters of the 

Convention probably thought that the need to reference play was not needed and would 

be included in comments of participation in cultural life. 

 

Prof Doek went on to say that the Committee of the CRC could ask for further 

information on play or they could issue general comment on reporting on Article 31( the 

Committee regularly issues general comments see Comment on Early Years Education) 

to all states asking them to include information on a child’s right to play. He also 

suggested that NGO’s in their alternative reports could make reference to progress on a 

child’s right to play. He also suggested that NGO’s could push for a consideration of 

children’s play to be included in grant and development aid made available to countries. 

 

 

Plenary Session Prof  Yan Lui, China 

%ature and protection of a child’s right to play for preschool children. 

 

Prof Lui is a professor of education in Beijing. She talked about early childhood 

education in China. It is Government policy that the curriculum for young children 

should be delivered through play. However the current practice in China is that 

competitive parents want schools to sacrifice playtime for other more academic activities 

and ‘hot-housing’ is very popular and common in China. It is difficult for schools in 

China to do anything different; because of the competitive nature of education, the lack 

of facilities especially outside areas and a reduction in the number of teachers leading to 

large class sizes where classes with over 30 children are common. In addition in studies 

when children’s are asked what they prefer the majority say they prefer classroom 

activities.   

However Prof Lui emphasised the importance of play for this age group it being the time 

when children learn the skills of life. They must have the right to play. The CRC may not 

be relevant or helpful for preschool children as for this age group as play is for 

development and not for rest and leisure. 

 

Prof Lui described some ideas of how to promote play in early childhood education. She 

said we need to: 

 

Promote the need to play, humans have the longest childhood of all species, it takes this 

time for children to mature. Pressure for children to mature early should be resisted. 
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The Chinese believe learning is more important than play we need to emphasise that 

children learn through play.  

 

Play is spontaneous learning and this is in conflict with many of the aims of schools 

particularly the need for schools to teach and impart the culture of their country or race. 

 

Teacher training should include elements on a child’s right to play and how to structure 

play in the curriculum 

 

In conclusion even with Government support for play in the preschool there are many 

structural barriers that lead to a narrow academic experience for children at kindergarden. 

 

 

 

Plenary Session 2 Dr. Chok-wan CHA%, President, The International Paediatric 

Association (IPA). 

 The Biology of Play 

 

Dr Chan gave a wide ranging talk of the biology of play and the benefits of playing on 

the development of the brain. His presentation is available from the NPRC. Contact 

sgoode@ippa.ie.  

 

 

Workshops  

 

Play and Real Fighting at School. What Children Say. 

Amalia Rebolo Margues, Portugal 

 

A study at a school in Portugal was presented.  In this school play and real fights were 

very common especially between boys. However teachers were finding it difficult to tell 

the difference and tended stop all behaviour of this kind. Children were filmed during 

play sessions in the yard, if there was an incident of fighting in the yard then the children 

involved were interviewed later as to their views of the incident. 

 

The vast majority of the incidences were described by the children as playing. When 

there was a real fight it had some logical reason to the protagonists’, reasons given 

included conflict during football games, fighting over an object, helping friends and in 

response to a physical offence or intimidation. 

A very small number of play fights changed to real fights. 

 

Some examples from the school were given: 

 

A situation involving a real fight during a football game this was due to an earlier 

provocation and the attack was in revenge for this. 

 

In another incident a child went around kicking and pushing other children and when he 

was asked why he did this he said that he was trying to provoke the other children and to 

annoy them. 
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The play fighting of girls and younger children involves stories. With girls it often 

involves princesses and monsters. Younger child will act out stories such as power 

rangers and other super heroes. 

 

An example of a very rough game was ‘trip up’ with just one rule, to make someone else 

fall down. This was only played by boys. The teachers found it very hard to understand 

this very rough game which was a good example of play fighting and tried to stop it but 

the children carried on when the teacher went away. 

 

Generally girls did not like rough games they prefer quieter activities and do not like to 

get hurt. On the other hand boys very much enjoyed rough games and played them often. 

 

 

Work shop session. Evidence Based Approach to Teen Play %eeds, Jeanette 

Jespersen, Kompan Institute, Denmark 

 

What do teenagers say? 

 

Focus groups were held in UK, Denmark and the Netherlands and included children 13-

14 years and 15-16 years and an equal number of boys and girls. 

 

The results indicated that there are differences in age and gender; 13 and 14 year old boys 

were more positive about outside play. 15 and 16 years olds were more interested in 

meeting places. The main drive for children to be outside was for social activity they 

wanted places to meet that could be ‘their’ places.  

 

In addition to the focus groups a survey was undertaken with 1040 young people. 

 

Results. 

 

What do you like to do outside? 

 

65% were more active than the recommended 1 hour a day and 13year olds were more 

active than 16 years olds. Girls were less active than boys and girls take little part in 

sport. 

 

Boys take part in ball games for fun while girls go for a walk and shopping. 

 

These confirm results from other studies of teenagers. 

 

The young people were asked, “What are the characteristics of good outdoor space for 

your age group?” 

 

The answers in order of importance were: 

 

A large number of activities available (702) 

Many other teens present (671) 
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Safe and tidy {more important for girls} (577) 

Biking distance from home (426) 

Place offers some form of shelter (399) 

No adults keeping an eye on play (266) 

Adults keeping an eye on play (177)   

 

In conclusion; children want to ‘hang out’ in a place; with many activities, lots of users 

and is safe and tidy. The preferred activities included agility/adventure equipment, 

swings (mainly girls), climbing frames and ball playing areas (mainly boys). 

 

 

 Children Play Ambassadors 

 
Children from a play project run by Playright joined the conference each lunch time and 

played games with the participants here are two examples of games that they introduced 

us to. 

 

          
 

 

In the first games after choosing, whose go it is with paper rock and scissors, you have to 

put a peg on to the string. If your peg line breaks you loose and the game starts again.  In 

the second game a group of chop sticks are held together by a ring and you have to 

remove one stick at a time in turn. If they all fall down you loose. 

 

Day 2 Main Speaker Sue Palmer, Scotland. 

 

Sue is the author of “Toxic Childhood, How the modern world is damaging children and 

what we can do about it” and “Detoxing Childhood”. Sue talked about the research that 

led up to and was included in Toxic Childhood for example she quoted the increase in 

mental health problems and behavioural and developmental disorders in children and 

young people over the last twenty years. 

 

Sue linked this increase to the major social and technological changes in the world. She 

described the ‘electric village’ where everything moves at great speed. We expect every 

thing to happen fast – we can get annoyed at the computer taking a long time to boot. She 

compared the way time is viewed in the electric village with the biological time clock. It 

is the biological time clock that children’s development runs to and it can’t be speeded 

up. To grow and develop we have to do certain things at certain times and take the 
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necessary time for the change to happen. We cannot rush development or make it happen 

more quickly. 

 

The side effects of this technological and social change are many, for example 

 

Unhealthy food    Couch potato lifestyle    

Lack of play     Lack of sleep   

Lack of first hand experiences  Consumerism 

Inadequate emotional bonding  Emotional instability    

Manipulative marketing   Moral relative society 

Competitive education ethos   Lack of interaction and communications 

 

Many researchers from over the world are looking at one of these factors but very few 

people are putting all the facts together to look at the effect on children from a holistic 

viewpoint. 

  

In her book Toxic Childhood Sue looks at ten areas that need changing if childhood is to 

be different. 

These are; 

Food and diet   Play   Lack of sleep  

Communications  Family life  Childcare   

Education   Marketing  Technology 

Parenting and society. 

 

Sue described the ‘toxic’ nature of each of these areas. For example in the area of play 

the following facts are presented 

 

• This is the least physically active generation ever for example a two year old is as 

sedentary as an office worker.  

• Parents are frightened to let their children go out to play. One reason for this is the 

rise in fear of child abductions. In fact there has been no increase in the number of 

children abducted by strangers in the past thirty years but what has changed is the 

reporting of these events in the media. The media reporting of these events are 

visually unsettling and stimulate the emotional centres of the brain which then 

over ride the logical thinking processes.  

• The rise and attraction of screen based entertainment. 

• Letting your children play out unsupervised has become unacceptable in our 

society. 

• A recent survey by the Children’s Society in the UK found that adults believe that 

children should be allowed out unsupervised at 14 years of age. 

 

A copy of Sue Palmer’s presentation is valuable from the Play Resource Centre contact 

sgoode@ippa.ie. 
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Plenary Session, Mr Ouro Tchatchedre from Africa Play, from Togo, West Africa. 

 

Ouro described the difficulties for children in Togo from the effects of poverty,  for 

example 50% of children in Central Togo are taken by child traffickers. Some are taken 

against their will but many go voluntarily lured by the promise of money, bicycles, games 

and adventure. The aim of Africa Play set up in Togo in 2006 is to  

“Consider how child centred community development and creative strategies for play 

could contribute to a reduction in child trafficking and child labour.” 

 

The organization has set up playgrounds and is supporting communities to build 

playgrounds and provide other opportunities for children to play. 

 

Africa Play calls on policy makers to ensure that children have the right to play. Togo is a 

signatory to the UNCRC. 

 

Africa Play is also raising funds to allow communities to provide children’s play 

opportunities and the time to let children play. If children get the chance to play maybe 

the lure of child traffickers will be lessened. 
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Africa Play Images 2007 

 

 

 
 

Children’s Playground Kings Park, Kowloon, Hong Kong
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Children’s Playday 

 

A Playday for children from Hong Kong was held on the universities sports ground. The 

Playday had the theme of play from around the world. A PowerPoint presentation of the 

activities is included with this report. 

 

 

Workshop Sessions 

The Power of Games, Texas USA 

 

A project from a middle school in Texas was reported. In the USA education policy is 

driven by the “No Child Left Behind” agenda which has led to an increase of in-school 

testing. Children who fail at these standardised tests are provided with after school study 

programmes. Approximately 25% of pupils (11-12 years old) fail a reading test; after 

tutoring 85% passed. One teacher in one of these programmes decided to use a games 

based approach and following this approach only one child failed both tests.  

 

This suggests that there are a significant number of children who are failing in school and 

they can be helped by introducing a more ‘playful’ approach. It was believed that this 

approached increased children’s enjoyment and improved their motivation and ability to 

learn.  

 

 

Day Three  

Main Speaker. Prof. Isami Kinoshita, Japan 

 

Four Generation Play Maps 

 

Professor Hinoshita and his team have been involved in an area of Central Tokyo for the 

past 25 years. In the early eighties they were able to engage with children and produce a 

map of where children played. At the same time they were able to speak with the 

children’s parents and with older members of the community to draw up maps of where 

the two previous generations had played and what they had played. This work was linked 

to a community development project to provide play space for the children in 1980.  

 

Professor Hinoshita gave an example of a Creek that flowed through the area (see photos 

below). In the 1920’s the creek was used by children to play in and around, by the 1960’s 

the creek was polluted and built around  and in 1975 it was covered over. Initially 

children were able to play games on the footpath however this changed after complaints 

and children were banned from using the space. Currently after a very long campaign 

sections of the creek have been opened up and can now be used. 

 

The area was revisited in 2006 and he noted many changes over the generations 

 

The 1
st
 generation played mainly in the streets and in the natural surroundings 

The 2
nd
 generation played in the streets 

The 3
rd
 generation played mainly at school and in the streets 

The 4
th
 generation plays mainly at home or school and little in the streets.  
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In the 1920’s there was a mixing of age groups in the play. In 1960’s children played 

mainly with their own age group. 

Today the number of friends that a child reports is greatly decreased. 

 

Professor Hinoshita gave a list of some of the challenges facing Japanese society. We 

face many similar issues in the West.  

1. Frequent occurrence of crime makes it difficult to interview children on the street, and 

furthermore there are far less children playing on street. 

2. The decrease in birthrate has reduced human communication among children, 

furthermore the information technology has changed the style of communication of them. 

3. Nuclear families have become more closed and isolated in the neighborhood, further 

reducing communication between children. 

4. The importance of play is no longer recognized by people in general, which has made a 

barrier for us doing research about play. 

5. Children are now living in a semiotic world based on mass media and commercialism. 

The real, closest world to children, home and neighborhood, have become so fragmented 

that the issues around children are difficult to deal with. 

To overcome these obstacles, we need a communicative process that includes different 

organizational networks. 
Note semiotics is a science which studies the role of signs as part of social life. For more information 

http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/S4B/sem01.html 

 
Professor Hinoshita’s presentation is available from the NPRC. sgoode@ippa.ie.  

 

 
 

Nathan Rd., Kowloon, Hong Kong 
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Workshop Session. Snug: a Series of Loose Parts for Primary School Playgrounds. 

Robin Sutcliffe 

 

Robin introduced a modular play system designed by Hattie Coppard from Snug 

Outdoors. The play equipment can be moved around to make a range of different play 

structures. They are light and easy to move. 

For further information go to http://www.snugplay.co.uk/  

 

City Maps for Children and Families. Evelyn Knecht. Germany 

 

In the city of Munich there is a project for city maps to be made by and for children. Each 

year a new district is mapped. Children investigate their areas and interview people. They 

are concerned with where children play and the facilities in the area. They also interview 

adults as to where they played as children. Approximately 2-500 children are involved in 

the mapping exercise. 

For more information go to 

http://www.kids.muc.kobis.de/kinderstadtplan/stadtplaene.htm  

 

 

Project Visits. 

 

A series of project visits were arranged. I chose to visit a Youth Project. The Youth 

Outreach Hang Out. 

This project is housed in a tower block on Hong Kong Island and serves the whole of 

Hong Kong. Its aim is to provide a service for young people that can prevent them from 

joining the ‘Tongs’ or criminal gangs. The centre provides a meeting place during the day 

for young people with a range of activities on offer, for example sports, swimming pool, 

music, dancing, study, climbing wall, TV, videos and computers. The centre also has an 

outreach project that runs each night to support street children many of whom have left 

home after a dispute with their parents. The organization believes that there are 70,000 

children living on the streets in Hong Kong. The centre has picked up children as young 

as six years on the street. The centre also has emergency accommodation for young 

people who are unable to return home. 

 

The centre is open 24 hours a day 7 days a week and all year round.  

 

Children’s Forum 

 

A group of eight children were interviewed in front of the conference as to what and how 

they played. It was informative that all but one child said their favorite activity was to 

play some form of computer games, often online. None of the children were allowed out 

to play on their own and for most of them they had organized activities every day after 

school and on Saturdays. Overall the children had lives organized by their parents and 

had little free time for their own activities and if they did they chose to play computer 

games at home.
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The Climbing Wall at the Hang Out Centre 

 

 

 
 

 

Adventure activities on the roof of the centre. 
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Conclusion 

 

This was very exciting conference and the issues raised were of great relevance to 

children’s lives in Ireland. It was very important to understand that the problems in 

promoting a child’s right to play are similar around the world. In addition it was very 

moving to hear of an example from Africa where the opportunities to play could be the 

difference of life and death for many children. 

 

The Conference was very well organized and it was impressive how children were 

involved in many parts of the conference. The Masters of Ceremonies for both the 

opening and closing were young people from Hong Kong. The entertainment was also 

provided by children and young people. Children were involved in the Playday and as 

ambassadors of play at each lunch time.  

 

The next Conference will be in Cardiff in 2011 to be run by Play Wales who were 

selected at the conference by the members of the IPA. 

 

 

 

 

 
A Chinese Opera 

 


