
Marie Winn, a regular contributor to the New York Times Magazine, is the author of numerous 
books for both adults and children.  The following passage was adapted from her book Children 
without Childhood (1983). 
 
 

The End of Play 
 

 Of all the changes that have altered the topography of childhood, the most dramatic has 
been the disappearance of childhood play.  Whereas a decade or two ago children were easily 
distinguished from the adult world by the very nature of their play, today children's occupations 
do not differ greatly from adult diversions. 
 
 Infants and toddlers, to be sure, continue to follow certain timeless patterns of 
manipulation and exploration; adolescents, too, have not changed their free-time habits so very 
much, turning as they ever have towards adult pastimes and amusements in their drive for 
autonomy, self-mastery, and sexual discovery.  It is among the ranks of school-age children, those 
six-to-twelve-year-olds who once avidly filled their free moments with childhood play, that the 
greatest change is evident.  In the place of traditional, sometimes ancient childhood games that 
were still popular a generation ago, in the place of fantasy and make-believe play--"You be the 
mommy and I'll be the daddy," doll player toy-soldier play, jump-rope play, ball-bouncing play--
today's children have substituted television viewing and, most recently, video games.  Many 
parents sense that a steady and time-consuming exposure to passive entertainment might damage 
the ability to play imaginatively and resourcefully, or prevent this ability from developing in the 
first place.  A mother of two school-age children recalls:  "When I was growing up, we used to go 
out into the vacant lots and make up week-long dramas and sagas.  This was during third, fourth, 
fifth grades.  But my own kids have never done that sort of thing, and somehow it bothers me." 
 
 Children themselves sometimes recognize the link between play and their own special 
definition as children.  In an interview about children's books with four ten-year-old girls, one of 
them said:  "I read this story about a girl my age growing up twenty years ago--you know, in 1960 
or so--and she seemed to be much younger than me in her behavior.  Like she might be playing 
with dolls, or playing all sorts of children's games, or jump-roping or something."  The other girls 
all agreed that they had noticed a similar discrepancy between themselves and fictional children in 
books of the past:  those children seemed more like children.  "So what do you do in your spare 
time, if  you don't play with dolls or play make-believe games or jump rope or do things kids did 
twenty years ago?" they were asked.  They laughed and answered, "We watch TV." 
 
 What seems to have replaced play in the lives of great numbers of preadolescents these 
days, starting as early as fourth grade, is a burgeoning interest in boy-girl interactions--"going 
out" or "going together."  These activities do not necessarily involve going anywhere or doing 
anything sexual, but nevertheless are the first stage of a sexual process that used to commence at 
puberty or even later.  Those more sophisticated children who are already involved in such 
manifestly unchildlike interests make plain their low opinion of their peers who still play.  "Some 
of the kids in the class are real weird," a fifth-grade boy states.  "They're not interested in going 
out, just in trucks and stuff, or games pretending they're monsters.  Some of them don't even try to 
be cool." 



 
 Not all children have lost the desire to engage in the old-style childhood play.  But so long 
as the most popular, most dominant members of the peer group, who are often the most socially 
precocious, are "beyond" playing, then a common desire to conform makes it harder for those 
children who still have the drive to play to go ahead and do so.  Parents often report that their 
children seem ashamed of previously common forms of play and hide their involvement with 
such play from their peers.  "My fifth-grader still plays with dolls," a mother tells, "but she keeps 
them hidden in the basement where nobody will see them."  This social check on the play instinct 
serves to hasten the end of childhood. 
 
 For centuries children have endured a prolonged period of dependence long after the 
helplessness of early childhood is over.  But until recent years children remained childlike and 
playful longer than they do today.  Kept isolated from the adult world, they continued to find 
pleasure in socially sanctioned childish activities until the imperatives of adolescence led them to 
strike out for independence and self-sufficiency.  Today, however, the old forms of play no longer 
seem to provide children with enough excitement and stimulation. 
 
 
 
 
 
ESSAY TOPIC:  What kinds of activities has Marie Winn defined as children's play?  
Remembering that you are a member of the generation whose experience Winn was describing, 
how do you respond to her claims?  How well do you think her definition describes what you 
understand or have experienced as play?  To develop your essay you should discuss specific 
examples drawn from your own experience, your observation of others, or your reading--
including "The End of Play" itself. 


