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Overview

Introducing the Play Observatory

Archives of play: things worth knowing

Learning from previous projects

Methodological issues in documenting ‘the 
everyday’ in challenging times

Case Studies / Interviews / Films

Theorising play as part of the everyday ‘network 
of relations’*: Bodies, texts, artefacts, events

John Potter & Kate Cowan 
for ARC Centre of

[*Thank you: Burnett & Merchant 
2021]



A National Observatory of Children’s Play Experiences 
During Covid-19: Oct 2020 – Jan 2022: The Team 

John Potter & Kate Cowan 
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The Play Observatory

Multi-disciplinary project
Social sciences, Arts and 
Digital Humanities
Synchronic and Diachronic
Placing these fields and modes of 
enquiry in conversation with one 
another
Recording and valuing play and what 
children tell us about play

www.play-observatory.com
@PlayObservatory

John Potter & Kate Cowan 
for ARC Centre of Excellence for the Digital Child

http://www.play-observatory.com/


Children’s playground games 
and songs in the new media 
age [AHRC 2009-2011] IOE & 
Sheffield Uni, British Library
bl.uk/playtimes 

Playing the Archive: memory 
community and mixed reality play
[EPSRC 2017-2019] UCL-IOE, CASA & 
Sheffield Uni and partners
playingthearchive.net

A National Observatory of 
Children’s Play during COVID-19 
[ESRC 2020-2022] UCL-IOE, CASA 
& Sheffield Uni and partners
play-observatory.com

2009-2011 2017-2019 2020-2022

John Potter & Kate Cowan for ARC Centre of Excellence for the 
Digital Child
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John Potter & Kate Cowan for ARC Centre of Excellence for the 
Digital Child

Survey and archival work

Interviews and case studies

Children’s filmmaking

Symposium in January 2022 online

Exhibition from March 2022

Publications are ongoing

Activities and key outputs from October 
2020 onwards



Learning from previous projects:
Transformative and affective components 
of play

• Play allows for the emergence of practices, 
identities and conceptual building that are potentially 
transformative.
• Play is constantly constructed through action that 
derives from human agency.
• Play has an affective component which links to 
identity development. 

What changes or becomes more amplified in 
lockdown?

John Potter & Kate Cowan for ARC Centre of Excellence for the 
Digital Child



Previous findings: 
Laminates of Play: 
Lifeworlds, Folkloric imagination, 
Media, Community
There is sophisticated and playful orality in our data 
which are neither exclusively part of the wider 
community nor of the school alone, but which draw 
on resources from children’s own lifeworlds, folkloric 
and site-specific imagination, alongside transmitted 
game forms from the past, and their pleasure and 
affective response to contemporary media and 
popular culture. 
The playground is a dynamic site for making and re-
making through talk and interaction. 
But when the playground is no longer available…?

John Potter & Kate Cowan for ARC Centre of Excellence for the 
Digital Child



How have children been playing 
during the pandemic (both 
offline and online, analogue and 
digital), from the initial 
outbreak of the virus, 
throughout lockdown, and 
during ongoing social 
distancing?

How has the COVID-19 
pandemic featured as a point of 
reference in play and peer 
culture, and what insights does 
this give into children’s unique 
experiences of it?

Research 
Questions

What continuities and 
discontinuities does this play 
and peer culture have 
compared to those of the past, 
and between different 
communities?

How can interdisciplinary 
perspectives from cultural 
studies, folklore studies, 
history of childhood, media 
literacies, multimodality and 
education help us better 
understand the role and value 
of play for wellbeing during 
times of crisis? 



Research 
Design Ethnographic

Participatory Multimodal

Potter, J. and Cowan, K. (2020). Playground as meaning-making space: Multimodal making and re-making of 
meaning in the (virtual) playground. Global Studies of Childhood, 10 (3) 1-16.



Research Design

Ethnographic

Participatory Multimodal

ONLINE
survey 

+ 
case studies



Social Research During the Pandemic

• Changing the methods, not the aim (Herbert, 2020)
• Keeping the essence of methods alive (Barker, 2021)
• Thinking ethnographically (DeHart, 2020)

à Adapting and applying methods to meet project aims and maintain 
ethos in new context
à Recognising the specific features of online research with children
à Acknowledging limitations, whilst being open to new possibilities



Online Survey

- Qualitative survey, aimed at both 
child and adult contributors

- Demographic and collecting 
instruments

- Option to upload media files (e.g. 
photos, drawings, video, audio)

- See www.play-observatory.com/play-
your-part

http://www.play-observatory.com/play-your-part




Online Ethnographic Case Studies

Building on online survey, adding 
greater depth to data and offering 
children further participation through:
- Zoom interviews
- Drawing/mapping
- Film-making



Some Challenges
• Digital inequalities
• Face-to-face rapport
• Spatial, embodied, sensory 

experiences
• Zoom transcription issues

Some Potentials
• Safety of families and researchers
• Overcoming geographical barriers
• Avoiding travel and environmental 

costs
• Convenient for families/researchers
• Lens on researchers
• Changes to child-researcher power 

dynamics?

Online Ethnographic Research with Children

Cowan, K., Potter, J. and Cannon, M. (Forthcoming) Researching Children’s Play Using Online Ethnographic 
Case Studies: Insights from the Play Observatory. SAGE Research Methods: Doing Research Online.

Olusoga, Y., Bannister, C., Bishop, J. and Signorelli, V. (Forthcoming) Preserving the Present: Designing a Child-
centred Qualitative Survey for a National Observatory of Children’s Play. SAGE Research Methods: Doing 
Research Online.



Examples in the Survey Data:

Play surviving the pandemic
Play referencing the pandemic
Play adapting to the pandemic



‘I have been doing lots of reading, playing video games such as Minecraft, 
and playing in the garden.’
10-year-old, Sheffield, UK

‘Building and painting Warhammer
models (and playing the battles 
afterwards).’
Parent, Ashtead, UK

‘Riding bikes to the lake and then 
making sandcastles and digging 
holes.’
Parent, Penrith, UK

‘Exploring the local environment of 
woods, parks and playgrounds together 
with mom and dad.’
Parent, Stockholm, Sweden

‘Last summer it was fun going in 
the paddling pool.’
7-year-old, North Anston, UK

‘Regular trips to the park. Made dens in the 
garden. Did a jigsaw.
11-year-old, Nottingham, UK

Play Surviving the Pandemic

I have been outside practicing tennis in the garden. I have 
also been learning to roller skate and going for bike rides.
8-year-old, Durham, UK

‘Flying a kite, as a family or with 
another friend from kindergarten.’
Parent, Kusterdingen, Germany



Play Referencing the Pandemic

‘Kids playing Harry Potter during the first lockdown and 
conjuring spells to defeat Corona. “Potion-making” in the 
bath and making a magic or protective cure for Corona.’
Parent, Berlin, Germany

‘Playing "cafe" outdoors with my 4 year old grandson, I 
put out the small plastic chairs as we would normally 
do. He rearranged them so make sure they were 2 
metres apart, saying it was not allowed to be close 
together now. At home he also asked his parents one 
day if he could have the washing up gloves. When they 
turned to talk to him, he was wearing a long apron and 
had put his sun visor down over his face to mimic PPE. 
He needed the gloves to complete the outfit’.
Grandparent, Dronfield, UK

My children have been taking on the roles of members of 
parliament, imitating Boris Johnson in their play. Donald 
Trump also features! They use these figures to impose 
rules and authority on each other and their toys.’
Parent, Cheltenham, UK

‘My son age 9 made a 
model of a coronavirus 
molecule with an orange 
and wooden kebab sticks.’
Parent, Oxford, UK

‘She told me the characters were going for COVID-19 
vaccination’
Parent, Singapore



‘I have been drawing pictures of 
germs and hand sanitiser. I love 
drawing. I have also been drawing 
lots of rainbows since last year and 
colouring in lots of pictures in 
rainbow colours’. 
4-year-old, Pontarddulais, Wales ‘Lots of marble runs, trains, chalking on 

pavement, crazy Lego’
4-year-old, Maastricht, the Netherlands

‘7 year old daughter 
played a lot with Barbie. 
She had Barbie joining 
in with PE with Joe and 
the rest of the family. 
She also made a Barbie 
house out of boxes and 
the dolls all had to wear 
masks to stop them 
getting ill.’
Parent, London, UK

‘Everything has corona 
virus because it's been 
outside, apart from the 
medium tree because it 
stayed inside. The tiny 
tree is crying because it 
doesn't understand 
what's happening.’
5-year-old, 
Peterborough, UK



Play Adapting to the Pandemic

‘Covid Tiggy - chasing game where the person 
who is 'it' tags other children with their elbows. 
The person who is 'it' has coronavirus.’
Parent, Melbourne, Australia

‘My daughter age 7 told me that at school as they now can't 
touch each other when they play tag, they tag one another's 
shadows.’
Parent, Oxford, UK

‘i (9 yrs), her brother E (8yrs) and their sister N (4 
yrs) on our daily walk in April 2020. This was a 
little recreation space behind our house that no -
one seems to use. We were shielding for N during 
lockdown #1 so empty spaces like this were a 
godsend for letting off steam.’
Parent, Ipswich, UK

‘Dancing in the shower! This was during hotel quarantine, it was their favourite activity during the long days, and the 
best part, they invented it themselves!’
Parent, London, UK

‘Stone painting and the 
creation of Covid snakes of 
painted stones … depositing 
them in public places for 
others to find (usually 
children finding, both 
adults/children painting)’
Parent, Sheffield, UK



‘Online quizzes via Zoom. Group of school friends took 
turns every week to make general knowledge quizzes, 
usually on a Powerpoint on laptops. We kept a record of 
scores every week so we could decide an overall winner 
at the end.’
17-year-old, Newcastle, UK

‘I have been doing Roblox with a friend in Singapore … It made 
me feel happy because I can connect with my friend through a 
game.’
8-year-old, Taunton, UK

‘My son (then 4 years old) and I built a dolls house from 
cardboard boxes back in March 2020 (first lockdown) … My 
eldest played with it virtually with his grandma. On Skype they 
would set up so one or the other had their dolls house and they 
would instruct each other where to put the different figures etc. 
Often a cat was stuck on a roof.’
Parent, Kusterdingen, Germany

‘Both my children had lock down birthdays that involved 
family members making party food at their houses and 
Zoom calls to celebrate.’
Parent, Auckland, New Zealand

‘Started playing Among Us this year- and over Zoom at the same 
time with friends. Played online Board Game Arena at the 
beginning of lockdown with friends and grandparents online.’
11-year-old, Nottingham, UK



Zoom Interviews
- Purposive sampling from survey 

responses (to represent range of ages, 
geographical locations throughout UK 
etc.). 

- 8 children aged 1-13 (so far)
- Parents approached via email, with 

permission
- Informed consent: parent and child 

information sheets and consent forms 
via email

- Pre-interview background questions for 
parents

- Semi-structured Zoom interview with 
child/children, led by two researchers, 
with parent present, approx. 30 minutes

- Recorded in Zoom, initially to cloud then 
stored within RDS

- Transcript automatically generated then 
edited

John Potter & Kate Cowan for ARC Centre of Excellence for the 
Digital Child



John Potter & Kate Cowan for ARC Centre of Excellence for the 
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“I’ll get my toys … he’s asleep” “It’s a bear cave”

“Climbing and … look at me!” “My special snake house”

N, age 5 B, age 3 and R, age 1

John Potter & Kate Cowan for ARC Centre of Excellence for the 
Digital Child



Drawing/Mapping

Invited to produce:
A picture of themselves playing during the 
pandemic
OR
A map showing the places they have been 
playing during the pandemic (e.g. home, 
school playground, important places in the 
local area or even places in online games)

Encouraged to make this any size and with 
any materials or media (e.g. pencils, crayons, 
paints, drawn on screen, a photomontage, 
3D map)

Optional activity, aiming to offer children 
multiple modes of expression beyond 
language

John Potter & Kate Cowan for ARC Centre of Excellence for the 
Digital Child



Feeding the 
ducks

Minecraft Baking

Time with family
Scoring goals 

in the park

Football in 
the garden

Watching TV

Cycling along the river

Playspaces as ‘third spaces’ with networks of shifting 
nodes and not ‘hub and spoke’

John Potter & Kate Cowan for ARC Centre of Excellence for the 
Digital Child



Research Design

Ethnographic

Participatory Multimodal

ONLINE
survey 

+ 
case 

studies

Practices

Networks Identities

Critical Literacy Frames

From Burnett & Merchant 
(2021)

John Potter & Kate Cowan for ARC Centre of Excellence for the 
Digital Child



ØWe are the beginnings of exploring the ‘network of relations’ (Burnett & Merchant 2021) in third 
spaces of play, before and during COVID -19, the interconnectedness of the nodes but essentially 
the relational value of them, not privileging one over another

ØThe evidence we are collecting speaks back to power and allows us to ascribe value to the 
moments of play during the pandemic, to the apparently ephemeral; there is much more than 
‘educational catch up’ in what we are seeing here

ØWith reference to the above, Harmey and Moss (2021) are suggesting for schools that ‘disruption’ 
rather than ‘loss’ is a better way to frame the debate and research into COVID-19, children and 
formal education

ØThe artefacts, texts and practices we see in play are digital ‘inventories of traces’ (after, Pahl 2006) 
and are also evidence of dynamic literacies, responsive to changing circumstances and discourses

ØWe hold central the value of the child’s knowledge of themselves, their communities, their worlds 
as a fact of both being and becoming held in trust for whoever is watching and reading in the 
future. This is our connection to archives and histories of childhood.

ØWe are working on what happens next, the ‘hovering low’ over the data, the conversations and 
themes as they emerge… it still feels very much like the beginning…

Playspaces as ‘third spaces’ with networks of shifting 
nodes and not ‘hub and spoke’

John Potter & Kate Cowan for ARC Centre of Excellence for the 
Digital Child



John Potter & Kate Cowan for ARC Centre of Excellence for the 
Digital Child

Ø We have collected evidence of many forms of play, many of which exhibit strong continuities, as well points 
of discontinuity with the past, in examples such as: Physical Play, Play with Objects, Symbolic Play, Pretend 
Play, Games with Rules (from a typology by Whitebread, 2012)

Ø In working with the V&A curator, themes have emerged from collected artefacts which will be grouped 
under four main areas in the ‘message hierarchy’ for the exhibition, namely: Constructing, Imagining, 
Exploring, Innovating. Across all these domains of activity we have direct evidence of the power of play in 
times of crisis and uncertainty

Ø We have begun to explore the nature of ‘hybrid play’ in the uses of the digital in the evidence, suggesting 
nuanced uses of screens and media beyond simple binaries of ‘good’ and ‘bad’

Ø We have collected an impressive range of films from single shots to edited productions, many of them 
acting as direct personal testimony of complex emotions and issues, highlighting the potential of digital 
media in children’s multimodal meaning-making

Ø Our research has involved evaluating the impacts on methodology of online interviewing, including on 
power relations in interviews and the potential reducing of interviewer hierarchies in the space of the 
screen 

Concluding thoughts on emergent findings
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