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 Play is important for brain development at all ages.  It is a pleasurable, universal way to 

explore the unknown, to confirm the familiar and to stimulate memory in the elderly.  I contend 

play should underpin activities children and elders engage in together during intergenerational 

programs.  In agreement with Gelb and Howell (2012, p. 47) and Anaka (2010, pp. 161-162) 

play stimulates growth in the brain developing numerous pathways for learning.  This benefits all 

participants. 

 As an elder myself – at the age of fifty-six – I am able to appreciate the value of play.  I 

consider myself lucky to have a job in which I play daily.  Recent participation in a gnome-

making workshop allowed me to witness adults engaging in the playful creation of an imaginary 

world.  Each week – when I take my kindergarten class to an assisted living facility – I see 

firsthand how elders and staff engage in playful activities as readily as children.  These life 

examples are testaments we are never too old to play.  

 Ownership of play is important for both elders and children; play should be open ended 

and involve choice directed by participants.  Era and cultural experience of elders should be 

considered when selecting play artifacts.  Toys that provoke memory will lead to connections 

and historical stories – and opportunity for the elder’s to impart personal wisdom and knowledge 

to the young.  Consideration should be given to size/ease of manipulation of toys and to artifacts 

that provoke engagement, curiosity, and pleasure.  Wooden blocks, dolls, puppets and bubble 

catchers are intergenerational toys suggested by Davis, Larkin, and Graves (2002, p. 42). 

Puzzles, traditional board and card games, trains, play dough and balls are also toys and games 

that many elders would be familiar with.  

Cultural appropriateness of play artifacts could be an issue; tolerance of gender and 

cultural perspectives has changed from the era of elders’ childhood to now.  Neutral toy artifacts 
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might be the safest choice when trying to blend the past and the present.  Letting the players 

choose how to play with gender/cultural neutral toys allows for player choice without using 

artifacts that might be considered inappropriate today. 

Engagement with modern toys also stimulates play and conversation.  I endorse the 

inclusion of modern toys as I have witnessed the delight elders take in learning from the 

children.  Light tables, modern blocks, tangrams, and technology are a few curios that might 

intrigue elders and inspire children to be mentors. 

Persons can be playthings.  Joking, being silly, making things up and acting are playful 

behaviors in which every age can participate.  George and Sedena Cappannelli (2013, p. 167) 

argue necessity of freedom from judgment and ridicule when we enact such in-the-moment 

experiences.  Williams, Renehan, Cramer, Lin, and Haralambous (2012, p. 257) note residents 

need time and space for development of relationships alongside choice in how they will 

participate.  Trusting relationships should be developed before these playful behaviors become 

evident. 

Playful behavior can be experienced through multiple activities.  Cooking, juggling, 

music and dance, movement, story, collage, painting, drawing and colouring, gardening, bringing 

the outside in and playing with natural objects (sand, leaves, pinecones, sticks, rocks, water…) 

are just a few of many possibilities.  These activities provoke shared curiosity, thought, 

manipulation, and conversation, stimulating the mind and the soul. 

Interviewing both elders and children for preferences around play gives organizers 

direction.  Toys, space, duration, support staff, and child-elder groupings are all considerations 

that should be factored into the intergenerational play set up.  It is important that play based 
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activities are open-ended, and that process is more important than product; final products should 

be created by the players.  Play becomes the joint responsibility of participants.  

Prior knowledge of upcoming play activities helps elders and children prepare for their 

time together.  In a study on the effects of intergenerational program on elders, Underwood and 

Dorfman (2006, p. 50) note elders sometimes feel unprepared for student visits.  Responding to 

this, I acknowledge importance of telling elders about the activity prior to arrival with the 

children.  I am able to do this as I set up in the dining room during their lunch hour. This 

information reminds the elders we will be attending that afternoon and lets them chose to attend 

based on personal interest in the activity as well as the program.  The children learn about the 

activity in the classroom prior to walking to the facility; they arrive ready, knowing what to do.  

Pre-teaching increases comfort and success for all participants. 

Both personal experience and research reveals the loss felt by participants when programs 

are interrupted for school holidays.  ‘Magic Box’ activities (Davis, Vetere, Francis, Gibbs & 

Howard, 2008; Davis, Vetere, Gibbs & Francis, 2011; Vetere, Davis, Gibbs, Francis & Howard, 

2006) study the impact of a physical box filled with artifacts delivered between grandchildren 

and grandparents.  A magic box delivered between the elder’s care facility and the children – 

implemented by families that volunteer – might be a viable way to keep the intergenerational 

program alive during school holidays.  Staff and elders report how much they miss the children 

during these breaks.  The delivery of a ‘Magic Box’ provides opportunity for interaction during 

the delivery as well as for playful behavior and creativity when filling and emptying the box. 

Play is a beneficial activity for intergenerational programs focused on lifelong learning.  

Play encourages social participation of all ages by transcending boundaries and promoting 

interaction.  The informal, natural quality of play provides non-threatening reciprocal learning 
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between generations.  Expanding on Whiteland’s (2013, p. 26) premise that intergenerational 

learning through the arts transforms prejudicial attitudes among generations, I contend play also 

provides situations that foster understanding, compassion, and empathy.  George Bernard Shaw’s 

statement, “We don’t stop playing because we grow old; we grow old because we stop playing” 

(as cited in Gelb and Howell, 2012, p. 47) defies the social misconception that play is for the 

young.  Through play generations are able to unite and build positive relationships. 
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