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The article describes the possible application of the principles of cultural-historical approach and 
activity theory to the evaluation of toys and play environments. A children’s playground is treated as 
cultural means or artifact created by adults for starting a child’s activity. In terms of cultural-histori-
cal psychology, psycho-pedagogical analysis of a playground is based on the identification of the play 
value level and the compliance with the objectives peculiar to the age. Analysis and design are based 
on the understanding of the playground as a single space, where each element has the potential for any 
children’s development activity — play, communication, experimentation, etc. The following criteria of 
psychological and pedagogical inspection are identified and well-grounded: the principle of orientation 
to age-related peculiarities, the principle of high play value, the principle of transparency of objects, the 
principle of supporting acceptable risk, the principle of taking account of visitors’ activity levels, invita-
tion to dialogue — the principle of dialogueness. The use of these principles in the course of designing 
playgrounds is illustrated by examples. These show that the conceptual apparatus of cultural-historical 
psychology may be used not only to explain the mechanisms and forms of mental development, but also 
for the analysis of particular conditions of a child’s mental development and design of play environments.
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The key issue for L.S. Vygotsky and his followers was 
the way a child can take his place in society, i.e., be-

come an adult. B.D. Elkonin proposes to add to this issue 
the opposite one: “... how can society (“adults”) take a place 
in the formation of the elements of activity of a human (“a 
child”)?” [13]. And this “wedging-in” of society into chil-
dren’s spontaneous activity should not displace or sub-
stitute it, but rather convert it into “its own actions”. By 
discussing the ways of including society into a child’s life, 
B.D. Elkonin considers the demand for “relevance”, i.e. “...
finding a place for one person in the development of the ac-
tivity of another one” [ibidem]. However, direct interaction 
with an adult is not the only way to include society (and 
finding its place) in a child’s activity. Adults (society) have 
created and continue to create a lot of special means and 
tools aimed at transforming a child’s spontaneous activity, 
to put it into the cultural form of its own actions. These 
means and tools include the products of the so-called chil-
dren’s sub-culture — first of all, toys, cartoons, children’s 
books, etc. These products stimulate specific modes of ac-
tion and form the attitude towards the world. Over the past 
century and a half, a special “children’s” area has been sin-
gled out in the world culture — toys and games, children’s 
literature, music, theatre, animated films for children, etc. 
All these products can be considered as “cultural artifacts”, 
i.e. the cultural means addressed to adults and children for 
their cultural development and for socialization.

Nowadays, products of children’s subculture are not 
only means of cultural development, but also a “commod-
ity”, i.e. objects for selling in a rather saturated and com-
petitive market of goods and services. Accordingly, they are 
subject to marketing. Marketing techniques often ignore a 
child’s development patterns. Attention is focused on at-
tracting buyers, the need to surprise, amaze them, to distin-
guish themselves from competitors. Manufacturers of toys, 
books and films are not always focused on their products’ 
development potential and, as a rule, do not take into ac-
count the peculiarities of the age of children for whom their 
goods are intended. The analysis of the market of modern 
toys shows that the majority of them are no longer intend-
ed for children’s games. The predominant toys in shops are 
those which are not meant for playing with, but just to be 
watched singing, jumping, giving instructions, etc., which 
results in a child’s game often turning into manipulation 
and enjoying the features of technically elaborate toys. 
Many books for children are overloaded with teaching 
tasks, audio- and gaming effects, which detract a child from 
a meaningful perception of literature. Cartoons watched by 
children, in terms of their images, vocabulary and content, 
are addressed not to pre-schoolers and sometimes are dif-
ficult to understand even for adults.

In this regard, the task of psycho-pedagogical inspec-
tion comes to the fore, aimed at determining the develop-
ment potential of the products of children’s subculture.

For over ten years, at the Centre for psychological and 
pedagogical inspection of toys and games of the Federal 
State Budgetary Educational Institution of Higher Edu-
cation Moscow Psychological and Pedagogical Univer-
sity (hereinafter — the “Centre for toys and games”) psy-
chological and pedagogical toys and game materials have 
undergone a formal inspection, the purpose of which is to 

assess a specific toy from the point of view of its role in the 
development of a child and its appropriateness for the age 
for which it is intended [12]. The theoretical basis of this 
work is cultural-historical approach and activity theory.

From the perspective of a cultural-historical ap-
proach, a toy should be means of familiarization with 
cultural background. It should guide a child to exer-
cise the capacity it has, i.e. contain guidelines for spe-
cific, culture-consistent actions. At the same time, a toy 
should be the subject of a child’s independent activity 
and encourage it to act proactively. The most important 
requirement for a toy is that it should give a child the 
opportunity for creative, meaningful activity. These 
two requirements are inseparable and mutually depen-
dent, because the most effective cultural background 
is assimilated not in a detachedverbal form, but in the 
process of the actions themselves. On the other hand, a 
toy can (should) guide a child’s spontaneous activity in 
a certain direction, give it a cultural sense that is born 
in the course of its own actions. It should be emphasized 
that the development value refers not to transmission of 
information or teaching but to stimulation of a child’s 
independent, meaningful activity in a variety of fields: 
imagination, thinking, communication, empathy, etc.

Thus, the development of the potential of a toy in-
volves, on the one hand, the orienting basis of playing 
action setting the child’s path, and on the other hand, 
the openness of a toy for a child’s own actions (emotions, 
ideas, appealing).

These requirements apply to all products of children’s 
sub-culture; at the same time, they vary and become con-
crete depending on the object of inspection.

Over recent years, a special “item” — children’s play-
ground — has become the object of psychological and 
pedagogical inspection at the Centre for toys and games.

The emergence of children’s playgrounds at the turn of 
twentieth century was due to the changes in a child’s place 
within the society. During this period, a system of special in-
stitutions, kindergartens, appeared, where special time and 
place were allocated for children to be in the open air. At the 
same time, rapid growth of cities was observed, the increase 
and acceleration in traffic flow in the streets and, as a con-
sequence, there were fewer open safe places for children to 
play and moveme freely. This explains the dual nature of a 
playground. On the one hand, it is a kind of compromise be-
tween a city environment and children’s needs and, on the 
other hand, it is a space for a child’s development.

At the turn of the twentieth century, typical play-
grounds consisted mainly of special equipment for physi-
cal activity — bars, structures for balancing, and swings. 
Actually, there was no place for games on such play-
grounds, only a space for exercising. By and large, until 
the 1950s, in fact, there were no special places for chil-
dren playing in the street. Only during the 1960s, did the 
situation begin to change: in the major US and European 
industrial cities separate areas were created for children’s 
activities in the streets. The first to appear were fenced-
off areas with metal equipment of the same type (swings, 
slides, horizontal bars, and sand-pits). Later, production 
of more complex equipment began to appear, for exam-
ple, climbing equipment– houses, slides and intercon-
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nections between them. On the playgrounds, in addition 
to this equipment, objects from nature were placed, such 
as bushes, rocks, logs, stumps, not only for their appear-
ance, but also for the purpose of playing. Since the mid-
twentieth century, children’s playgrounds in Europe 
and America became a mass phenomenon and an inte-
gral part of the urban environment. At first they were 
equipped with traditional standardized equipment with 
a minimum of natural elements on them; and by the 70s 
of the last century, original playgrounds began to appear 
with more attention given to uniquely designed equip-
ment, landscaping, natural materials. The beginning of 
the twenty-first century is characterized by the growing 
interest in children’s spaces using natural materials [7].

Since the second half of the twentieth century, the 
so-called adventure playgrounds started to develop in 
many industrial cities [6]. On these grounds, children 
not only use ready-made equipment created for them by 
adults, but also build their own playing space. This form 
of organization of children’s activities meets children’s 
need for a game, experimentation, communication and 
free movement in the best way.

In Russia, the recent decade has been marked with 
the transition from traditional standardized metal 
equipment to bright, plastic equipment and artificial 
turf. There is also growing interest in wooden, ecological 
equipment with natural elements and landscaping.

Children’s playgrounds appear in the studies carried 
out by architects and urbanists as a special item, but less 
often in the studies carried out by the representatives of 
psychological and pedagogical studies [5; 7].

For a long time, the design of children’s playgrounds 
had involved landscape architects and designers focused 
on the works by J. Gibson and the ecological approach 
developed by him and his followers [3]. Over the past 
decade, psychologists have become more active in the 
analysis and design of children’s playgrounds.

Over the past 40 years, much empirical data have 
been collected describing the characteristics of children’s 
behaviour on the playgrounds. For example, primary 
school children and adolescents often play on the so-
called “boundary” grounds — at the crossroads, near the 
entrances to the houses, where the situation is constantly 
changing, new people appear, etc. [2]. Zoning space, di-
viding a playground into play areas, arranging for fences 
stimulate the children’s creativity and increase the dura-
tion of a game. A variety of children’s play equipment in-
fluences the type, quality and variety of children’s games.

Many studies were focused on the relation between 
the type of playground and the children’s behaviour; 
some common characteristics affecting the value of the 
play equipment and playgrounds as a whole were distin-
guished; a relationship between a particular children’s ac-
tivity and the features of the playground was identified.

It was found out that traditional playgrounds stimu-
late competitiveness rather than cooperation, and encour-
age individual games, while larger adventure playgrounds 
stimulate construction and role-playing games that have 
a plot. Abundance of artificial elements on the playground 
encourages children to establish a hierarchical relation-
ship, competition; and in spaces full of the natural ele-

ments attention is focused on fantasy games and social 
activity. Children talk more freely on a swing than on a 
slide; emotional and practical cooperation (“horseplay”) 
occurs more frequently playing on grassy areas.

The qualities which improve the playing potential of 
a playground were described. They include continuity, 
i.e. an opportunity to smoothly move between play areas 
due to connections between them. A “good” playground 
includes so-called activity loops, i.e. play areas placed in 
a circle, which ensures the continuity of the game. This 
arrangement suits the natural course of a game to the 
greatest extent. This once again confirms the fact that 
the playing and social potential of a playground depend 
not only on the equipment installed on it but also on the 
playground layout as a whole (see Analysis [7]).

The findings show that the content of children’s ac-
tivity is largely determined by the organization of space, 
and therefore, a children’s playground can and should be 
the object of practice-oriented studies carried out by pe-
diatric psychologists. Currently, playgrounds are creat-
ed in our country by architects and designers, who focus 
mainly on aesthetic, economic, and ergonomic aspects of 
space. The playing and development potential of a play-
ground, as a rule, are not taken into account.

As a result, the majority of playgrounds do not per-
form their functions and their development potential re-
mains extremely low. The participation of psychologists, 
who understand the age characteristics of children and 
conditions contributing to children’s activities, will help 
make playgrounds more adequate to the needs and abili-
ties of children, and improve their development poten-
tial. The practical participation of psychologists can be 
performed both in designing play environments and in 
their psychological and pedagogical inspection.

In this regard, in the Centre for games and toys, prin-
ciples for designing children’s play equipment are being 
developed, as well as the approach to the assessment of 
their development potential. The scientific basis of this 
approach is a cultural-historical psychology and the 
activity theory — works by L.S. Vygotsky, A.N. Leon-
tyev, G.P. Schedrovitsky, A.G. Asmolov, V.V. Rubtsov, 
V.M. Munipov, V.L. Glazychev and others [1; 4; 10].

The analysis of a play environment on playgrounds 
is based on the same scientific grounds as the method of 
inspecting toys developed at the Centre and widely used 
in practice [12].

A children’s playground is a cultural facility, cultural 
artifact created by adults for initiating a child’s activities. 
This is a common space where each element has the poten-
tial for development of children’s activities. A child’s activi-
ties on the playground are associated with disobjectifica-
tion of meanings and functions of the objects of the playing 
environment, as well as creative, fantasy and transforming 
activity of children themselves, their interaction with oth-
ers — children and adults present on the playground.

Designing children’s playgrounds requires paying atten-
tion to the following psychological principles: consideration 
of peculiarities related to age, high play value, transparency 
of objects, supporting permissible risk, recording the visitors’ 
activity levels, invitation to communicate — dialogueness.

Let us consider each principle in greater detail.



272

The principle of orientation to age peculiarities.
A playground should take into account the age pecu-

liarities of visitors and focus on the needs of children, first 
of all, in the game, experimentation, transformation, cre-
ativity, communication, active movement, rest, learning. 
It should also take into account the physical abilities and 
psychophysical characteristics of children (height, weight), 
and the ability to assess risks as well as self-control.

A playground for young children is a space where the 
basis of social forms of interaction adopted in a culture 
is formed. This space is required for full mental devel-
opment, because basic components of the self-image are 
formed here: a sense of self-motion, touch and balance 
that create borders of body self-image, for which a spe-
cially built environment is required [11].

At pre-school age, a children’s playground is a unique 
place for free playing in mixed-age teams, for active com-
munication, for experiments with different environments 
and their combinations, as well as for physical activity.

At primary school age, a children’s playground makes it 
possible to actively try independent movement which con-
tributes to motor competence if active “overcoming” the 
environment and materials when almost every object of the 
area is used in a certain way (for example, they do not play in 
the house but climb on it and watch out from the top, etc.).

In adolescence, a children’s playground sometimes 
becomes the only available place for adolescents to com-
municate freely, to try and improve their physical abili-
ties, and to demonstrate them to others.

Thus, for each age a children’s playground is a space 
that creates the conditions for spontaneous (as this term 
was understood by L.S. Vygotsky), independent learning.

The principle of high play value.
One of the main criteria for selecting objects for a 

particular playground is the assessment of the play val-
ue of each object or element of the landscape. The play 
value of the object or material is the diversity and the 
duration of possible play activity that can be made with 
the aid of it. Unformed multifunctional objects and ma-
terials — sand and other bulk materials, water, paper and 
its derivatives — have the highest play value. Such ma-
terials are open to a variety of children’s actions. On the 
playground these are sandboxes, something for pouring 
out pebbles or chips, water objects, climbing equipment.

The landscape of a children’s playground itself has 
high play value, particularly complex landscape. In com-
parison with the specific play objects (houses, slides, 
etc.), the elements of the landscape (hills, hollows, water 
pools, shrubs and trees) provide a unique opportunity for 
their infinite variable use in a game. Well-designed game 
landscape may substantially increase the play value of a 
playground and make it more environmentally friendly.

The principle of transparency of objects.
A playground’s environment and its equipment offer 

visitors an active interaction with its elements, “open-
ness” of a particular object and the whole space of the 
playground for various activities. A visitor (first of all 
a child) needs to be able to determine himself what he 
will do and in what way, what he can with the object or 

on the playground in whole, rather than desobjectify the 
designers’ narrow ideas.

As was noted above, the openness indicator is used for 
the analysis of toys [12]. This indicator should be used when 
analyzing and designing playgrounds. Objects that allow 
a wide variety of actions to be made with them are “open”. 
A simple example of an open object: a house that enables a 
child to carry out many different actions: to play (to start a 
variety of game themes, both individual and collective ones), 
to climb on, to communicate, to experiment, etc. “Closed” 
objects involve a single way of using them or a limited range 
of action. An example of a “closed” object: a carousel, me-
chanically-sprung swings. They involve one type of motion 
(motion in circle or swinging) [details see: 5].

Differences in ages mean different needs for the quan-
tity and quality of open and closed objects. Thus, for an 
early age, we see a greater need for closed objects with very 
clear logic of use. While for pre-school and early school age, 
the need for open objects is greater. For adolescents, when 
communication is a priority, this need is not so relevant.

The principle of permissible risk.
When designing playgrounds, risk is a topical issue that 

is being actively developed in international practice. In re-
cent decades, it has been generally agreed to separate the 
two concepts — “risk” and “danger”, where the latter is un-
derstood as a potential source of harm the consequences of 
which are difficult to predict, and the former — as an action 
of a person in a situation of uncertainty. For a long time it 
was thought that risk referred to something unnecessary, 
negative, something to avoided at all costs. However, the 
ability to control a risk situation as well as the ability to 
assess one’s own resources are very important for present-
day people. These skills may only be obtained out of actual 
experience, when getting in real risk situations or in specific 
game situations where a child gets an opportunity to expe-
rience overcoming “what if” situations. A playground in its 
potential is not dangerous, though risky. In this case, risks 
for children of different ages are not the same and depend 
on many factors, primarily, on the motor activity develop-
ment and self-control levels.

It seems to us that, when discussing the issues of risks 
on a children’s playground, it is advisable to use the “test-
ing” concept introduced by B.D. Elkonin [14]. Test action 
is risky due to its openness and incompleteness. A play-
ground should be the environment where children can 
take risks but at the same time control risk situations.

A children’s playground needs to be safe; however, it 
needs to have space for risk. The opportunity to take risks is 
an important condition for the existence of children’s games. 
One of the main requirements for the game that adults are 
able to create is making a balance between the need to offer 
risk and the need to protect children from severe injuries.

In the International Safety Standards EN 1176: 2008 
“Safety of gaming equipment” and its Russian transla-
tion, it is emphasized that experiencing risk is one of the 
basic human needs [9]. In order to learn to overcome his 
fear, a person in childhood should have an opportunity 
to try out different options for risk-taking behaviour in a 
controlled, secure environment. Playing facilities should 
be designed in such a way (especially playing equipment 
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for climbing, lifting) that every child can climb them. 
The level of complexity should be regulated by the play-
er himself, which prevents dangerous situations.

The principle of recording visitors’ activity levels.
A playground should take into account the possible 

degree of activity of its visitors and offer the opportunity 
both for dynamic actions, joint actions, and privacy, ob-
servations “from the side”, and resting.

Invitation to communicate — the principle
of dialogueness.
Objects on the playground should invite visitors to a di-

alogue with them, with each other and with the surround-
ing space. Some objects can be used mostly by two or three 
children, and some, such as water pumps (to be started up 
only by fathers, grandfathers, elder brothers) involve in the 
game and in the space a part of the target audience that 
usually remains uninvolved on children’s playgrounds and 
make it possible to establish inter-generational interaction.

These are the psychological principles that we pro-
pose to use when designing play environments. Similar 
criteria are applicable to the psychological and educa-
tional inspection of a children’s playground, namely: 
identification of the play value level of different objects, 

appropriateness of the play space with the tasks of the 
age, detection of the opportunities for a child or a group 
of children to be engaged in different activities (commu-
nication, experimenting, motor activity, action-oriented 
and story games, calming rest, privacy, relaxation, etc.).

As our analysis shows, closed objects and very poor land-
scape are the predominant features of modern playgrounds 
in Russia. To have open objects and complex play landscape 
is obviously not enough. This makes the psychologists’ par-
ticipation in design and assessment of children’s playgrounds 
particularly relevant. This work has already been started. It 
should be noted that architects and landscape designers are 
interested in cooperation with psychologists. This collabora-
tion resulted in the children’s playground in the Neskuchny 
Garden (Moscow) and the theme amusement park “Sochi-
Park” (Sochi), in the city park in Dolgoprudny, courtyard 
areas in new housing estates in Novosibirsk and Mytishchi.

In conclusion, it should be emphasized that the con-
ceptual apparatus of cultural-historical psychology may be 
used both in order to explain the laws and consistent pat-
terns of children’s mental development and for the analysis 
of object related conditions, and spatial conditions of their 
life. The design and inspection of children’s play environ-
ments are parts of the process for practical application of 
cultural-historical psychology and activity theory.
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