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INTRODUCTION
Street play has been overlooked as an important activity for young 
people and often conjures up anxieties about child safety. There 
is presently no documented research that describes the meaning 
children and young people ascribe to street play and the paucity of 
research with respect to children and street play was highlighted by 
Barron1. The research reported on in this paper explores the experi-
ences of pre-teens who engage in street play within the context of 
Belhar, a low- to middle income community in Cape Town, South 
Africa. The study was undertaken to gain insight into street play 
from the perspectives of pre-teens, in order to inform occupation-
focussed occupational therapy in contexts similar to Belhar. 

Occupation refers to more than just paid employment or voca-
tion within occupational therapy or occupational science, the latter 
being a fairly new discipline concerned with studying the form, 
function and meaning of human occupation2. While definitions of 
human occupation are vast and varied within occupational therapy 
and occupational science literature, it is broadly referred to as the 
everyday familiar activities that occupy people’s resources of time, 

energy and personal capacities, and may have implications for health 
and well-being. An occupational justice approach to occupational 
therapy further highlights the importance of individuals, groups 
and communities being able to engage in occupations that matter 
to them, as well as bringing meaning and fostering health and well-
being3,4, even when these may be valued differently across various 
social classes and societies.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Play through many lenses
Play, regarded in occupational therapy as the main ‘business’ or oc-
cupation of childhood5, is one of the most researched constructs6. 
Yet, play remains one of the most difficult phenomena to understand 
as a result of being the subject of many social constructs5. Sutton-
Smith’s6 analysis of the underlying rhetoric of play is perhaps the 
most illuminating of the way in which scholars have seen play. Play 
in itself, however, is inherently contradictory, reflecting “turbulence, 
free improvisation, and carefree gaiety” or paidia on the one hand, 
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and “arbitrary, imperative, and purposely tedious conventions” or 
ludus on the other7:13. In studying capoeira, Wesolowski8 found 
this Afro-Brazilian fight/dance/game, taught to both adults and 
children in various settings, to display an interesting paradox of 
simultaneous freedom and constraint. Children’s play is also often 
dictated to by societal and parental anxieties about the best way to 
raise children and nurture their development9. Play’s paradoxical 
nature and sensitivity to context make for an interesting journey 
for anyone researching it.

For the most part, children’s play is idealised by adults9,10,11. It 
is often imagined as beautiful, joyful, imaginative, daring, and filled 
with improvisation and carefree gaiety8,9. Moran9 regards this view 
of play as both concomitant with the myth of childhood innocence, 
and an invention of the middle and upper social classes. Berman10, 
however, found similar assumptions about childhood purity amongst 
the K’iche’ Maya in Guatemala, where children are mostly regarded 
as too socially immature to harbour ill feelings, and to lack interest 
in the adult world. In the quest to preserve this presumed inno-
cence of childhood, adults have often sought to regulate children’s 
play12,13,14,15,16. Gaunt17, for instance, suggests that the game of 
Double Dutcha was taken away from the streets by adults, given 
structure, and then returned to the girls with police supervision in 
order to safeguard girls’ sexual innocence.

Others have been concerned about how children as players are 
reduced to consumers by aggressive capitalist markets which recast 
the ‘sacred child’ through his or her spending power18. Moran9 
also observed that through the creation of the ‘nostalgia mode’ 
cemented on the idealisation of childhood innocence, the United 
Kingdom managed to drive the highly commercialised heritage 
industry, marked by exorbitant prices for objects such as antique 
toys and miniature doll houses.

Other authors have also seen children’s play as reflecting 
broader societal trends about power relations between adults and 
children9, or across social classes13,19, as societies negotiate transi-
tions within increasingly capitalist global systems19. Even as these 
scholars perhaps burden children’s play with great social relevance 
and political weight, it is often trivialised by the low priority it is 
given by governments in their funding models15, and the disregard 
of children’s voices in the planning required for human life in cities, 
towns or informal settlements.

Play: emergent of context
Children’s play, like any other human engagement or occupation, 
cannot be separated from the context within which it occurs20. 
Historical circumstances together with prevailing socio-economic 
and political factors often influence the participation or occupational 
choices individuals and whole communities, including children, 
make21. Huge contrasts in how children occupy their time where 
they live can be found across geopolitical contexts with differing 
socio-economic resources. In much of the developed world, the 
home space has become the most favoured place for young people 
due to technology and the internet, which afford them unlimited 
opportunity to connect with the larger world12. Cyberspace-enabled 
play interactions are often part of these connections. Young people 
in under-developed communities, on the other hand, often have the 
street as the place for meaningful connections and play interactions 
with peers10,22,23,24.

Street as contested space: Protecting children at 
what cost?
A number of authors advocate for streets to be regarded as inher-
ently playful spaces13,15,16,25 often bemoaning the vehicle traffic domi-
nation of such space, and masking disproportionate economic and 
power relations which favour the economic development agenda at 
the expense of pedestrians and children. Those who advocate for 

children to be taken off the street, on the other hand, cite safety 
as the main reason and assume that children’s needs will be met 
through making provisions for structured play environments or 
playgrounds15, often without consulting the children themselves15,16. 
While traffic is often cited as the reason to contain children’s play 
within structured environments, negative socialising agents on 
the street, which often include other children15, are also seen by 
adults as a threat. Those who advocate for children’s presence on 
the street have, however, made the point that removing them is 
tantamount to denying them their contribution to building a sense 
of community15,16,26. In fact, streets have been found to be imbued 
with various meaning for different users27, while shared meaning has 
encapsulated the street as a space for power, protest and expres-
sion28. Through the dérive - a concerted effort to fully experience 
the in-between-space as one travels from one point to a destination 
within urban spaces – collective play becomes possible27. Viewed 
this way, the street offers more than playgrounds can ever do as 
an agent of socialisation, and a significant space where children and 
young people will form an identity29. 

Children’s play and occupational therapy
Play has been recognised in occupational therapy as a vital part of 
childhood30,31. In occupational therapy literature, the rhetoric(s) of 
“play as progress”, “play as self” and “play as imaginary”6:9-12 have 
been fully adopted, informing a practice where play has largely been 
used to advance child development, learning, self-expression, and 
imagination19,30 Stagnitti’s31 review of literature on play in occupa-
tional therapy demonstrates very clearly how the revival of interest 
in play within the profession at the turn of the 21st Century under 
the leadership of Mary Reilly, as well as the pursuit to develop a 
clinically viable assessment for children’s play, was driven by growing 
recognition that it was important for development31. Rhetoric(s) 
that have been mostly ignored in occupational therapy literature 
are; “play as frivolity”, “play as identity”, “play as power” and “play 
as fate”6:9-12,19,30. Respectively, these rhetoric(s) advance an under-
standing of play as the inversion of the work ethic; associated with 
the establishment of communitas or a shared collective identity; an 
advancement of status through competitive prowess and as having 
to do with the unknown but anticipated, or ‘magic’6. 

Much has been written about how paediatric occupational 
therapists often address play as secondary to other non-play thera-
peutic goals in interventions30,32,33, with some acknowledgement 
that this is partly due to the constraintsb of clinical settings where 
the majority of these therapists are employed30,31. It would seem 
unfortunate, however, that a holistic perspective on children’s play 
in occupational therapy would be compromised by the nature of 
therapists’ employment.

Foregrounding children’s voices on play
Like all human occupations (familiar and ordinary everyday activities 
that occupy our resources of time, energy and personal capaci-
ties), play is understood in occupational therapy to hold subjective 
meaning for the individual involved34,35,36. Yet, much of the research 
on play, and street play specifically, has been conducted from the 
perspective of adults25,37, with children’s voices, particularly on how 
they experience play, often missing. The only research the current 
authors were able to locate in literature that cites children’s voices 
regarding play on the street, focussed on what children who live 
on the streets of Dhaka, Bangladesh, valued as important23. These 
children identified work and play as two of the eight assets they 
valued. With regards to play, the ubiquitous nature of danger on 
the street at times informed the games they played. Such findings 
suggest a need to understand play in context, and to fore-ground the 
voices of those for whom play is the primary occupation – children. 
Drawing from a perspective of occupational justice as a justice of 
difference, which recognises the right of individuals to engage in 
meaningful occupations regardless of difference, such as age and a A game in which skipping ropes are held in double and turned in op-

posite directions as one or more players jump in the middle in time 
with a song. b For Example: high patient loads, time constraints etc.
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social class3, a denial of meaningful participation for children as a 
consequence of a partial professional discourse on play, along with 
restrictive social and political structures or policies, should become 
a concern.

Research context
Belhar is a low to middle income area situated in the Western Cape, 
South Africa38, with an informal settlement in its outskirts. Frantz39 
found that children within the Belhar community often engaged in 
gangsterism as a result of a lack of recreational facilities and vo-
cational prospects. Belhar, however, has a number of community 
resources, which include two health centres, two libraries from 
which community-based projects operate, three community halls, 
three sports fields and an Olympic-size indoor sports complex22,40. 
In their study on the time-use of pre-teens in a primary school in 
Belhar, Antunes et al22 found little utilisation of these community 
resources, but prevalent active play in the streets by 12-year olds, 
in particular. The paucity of literature on the meaning of street 
play for young people, juxtaposed against the apparent prevalence 
of such participation in Belhar, necessitated the current research. 
Thus, the following question was asked: What are the experiences 
of pre-teens who engage in street play in the context of Belhar? 
The objectives of the research were to identify the reasons why 
pre-teens play in the street and to describe feelings and attitudes 
pre-teens associate with playing in the street. For the purposes of 
this research, street play involved outdoor structured and unstruc-
tured play on the side walk, cul-de-sac, alley-way and the road-side 
within the Belhar residential area.

METHODOLOGY
Descriptive phenomenology, founded on Hursselian principles41, 
is the detailed description of the lived experience. The main focus 
of descriptive phenomenology is to understand the phenomenon 
and lived experience from the perspective of those being studied42, 
thus its use and suitability to explore the experiences of pre-teens 
who engage in street play in Belhar.

Gaining access
The research took place through one of the primary schools that 
had participated in the previous research by Antunes et al22. Per-
mission to conduct the research was granted from the University 
of Cape Town’s Human Research Ethics Committee (reference 
number 525/2009). Permission to access the school was gained 
through the Western Cape Education Department and the school 
principal. Both signed assent and consent forms were obtained 
from all participants and their parents or legal guardians before 
interviews took place.

Sampling
Teachers and participants were selected using criterion sampling43. 
Teachers who taught learners between the ages of 11- and 12 years 
were approached. These teachers were asked to identify potential 
participants that they had personally observed playing on the street 
or who were known to play on the streets in their community. They 
were also asked to select learners who were capable of sharing 
details regarding their play and who met the following criteria:

 � Were 11 - 12 years old and living in Belhar.
 � Engaged in street pay.
 � Had the ability to express and “articulate their conscious ex-

periences”43:111, and write about them.

Five potential participants were identified, but one was 
excluded due to not meeting the criterion of area of residence. 
Table I presents the four participants in terms of age at the time 
of the research, their gender and the age at which each started 
playing on the street as reported by participants.

Data collection
Data were collected through three in-depth, semi-structured in-
terviews with each individual participant (see Table II). In addition, 
journals were provided to the participants in order for them to 
document daily the forms of play they were engaged in. Areas of 
play identified by the participants were then photographed by the 
researchers after the interviews had taken place and later used in 
photo elicitation to draw out comments and descriptions of the 
locations of play from the participants. Photo elicitation is a tech-
nique that may be used within interviews as part of data collection, 
where photographic images are used to initiate and guide conversa-
tion or dialogue44. The in-depth semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with each of the four participants individually on the 
school grounds in a quiet, non-distracting and familiar environment 
and at a time negotiated with the teachers to ensure that no vital 
classwork was missed. Participants could choose to be interviewed 
in either English or Afrikaans by one of the researchers. Voice re-

Table I: Demographic description of the participants

Participant Gender Age Age started playing 
on the street

Richard M 12 5

Sean M 11 5 or 6

Gerald M 12 9

Christine F 11 8 or 9

Table II: Data Analysis

Meeting purpose Research duties Participants 

Initial meeting Meet and greet to develop 
rapport.

Issue consent and assent forms.

All involved. Group meeting involving all 
participants and researchers.

Interview one Semi structured interview.

Issued journals.

Locations of play identified.

Researchers in teams of two 
interviewed one participant each.

One researcher conducted the 
interview while the other took 
field notes.

Each participant interviewed 
individually.

Interview two Photo elicitation.

Clarification of information 
collected from interview one.

As per interview one. Each participant interviewed 
individually.

Interview three Journal review.

Member checking.

As per interview one. Each participant interviewed 
individually.
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corders were utilised to record the interviews, and observations 
were recorded later as field notes.

Participants were each seen for three interviews in total, with 
the average duration of each interview being 25 minutes. The first 
interview focussed on the broad question, ‘What is it like for you 
to play on the street?’ (See Table  III for a sample of the interview 
questions). Participants were provided with a journal to record 
their experience of street play and were asked to bring these 
journals to the next interview as part of data triangulation. The first 
interview also helped identify the most common location of play on 
the street for each participant. The five undergraduate researchers 
then took photographs of these locations to use as part of photo 
elicitation during the second interview, which occurred the next 
day. The short interval between the first and second interviews was 
planned in order to sustain the children’s focus and interest. None 
of the participants, however, remembered to bring the journal to 
the second interview. The third interview, which took place two 
weeks later, was conducted to discuss the contents of the journals, 
to perform member checking and involved the clarification of 
emerging themes with the participants. No new information was 
identified in the journals.

Data analysis
Each interview was transcribed verbatim by the undergraduate re-
searchers, in the original language of the participant. Interviews con-
ducted in Afrikaans were translated into English and back translated 
before analysis. QSR-NVivo 7 was used to analyse the data, allowing 
for electronic management, sorting and organisation of data into 
meaningful units, enabling the grouping of meaning and coded seg-
ments into themes. All descriptions from interview transcripts, par-
ticipant journal entries and field notes were read in their entirety to 
obtain a “sense of overall data”43:140 before meaning segments were 
identified. This was done in accordance with Hycner’s45 approach 
of immersion and reflective engagement towards phenomenologi-
cal reduction. Analysis was inductive, allowing themes to emerge 
directly from the data rather than imposing pre-existent concepts 
or theories. This is consistent with descriptive phenomenology. Dif-
ferent methods of data collection were utilised in order to ensure 
data triangulation which contributes to the credibility of findings46. 

Trustworthiness
A number of techniques were used to ensure trustworthiness within 
this study. Trustworthiness includes credibility, reflexivity, transfer-
ability, dependability and confirmability47. To ensure reflexivity, the 
researchers made a conscious effort to acknowledge and analyse 
their preconceptions, biases and beliefs about the phenomenon 
through bracketing their assumptions as much as possible47 from 
the beginning and throughout the research process. The research 
was undertaken as part of the final year occupational therapy 
degree qualification and the researchers were four young adults 
from contexts different from those of the participants. Bracketed 
assumptions included statements such as; ‘playing in the street is 
dangerous’; ‘it promotes rebellious behaviour’; ‘it is irresponsible’. 
Peer debriefing with an impartial expert researcher with experience 
in qualitative methods47 and member-checking took place in order 
to ensure credibility and confirmability. An audit trail, which was 
developed, maintained and reviewed throughout the study ensured 

confirmability and dependability as the researchers could trace the 
themes back to the coded segments of meaning. Member-checking 
allowed the researchers to verify their interpretations of the data 
with the participants and thick description was used to describe 
the context to allow for transferability of the findings.

RESULTS
Although four themes were identified in this research, for the 
purposes of this article, ‘fun and control’, ‘we run’ and ‘forming a 
collective identity’, will be the focus (see Table IV).The fourth theme, 
‘living in a dangerous world’, suggested parallels between playing 
on the street and the reality of living in Belhar.

c  Pseudonyms have been used.

Table III: Sample of semi structured interview questions

1. When do you play (time of day/ day of week)?
    How much time do you spend playing on the street?

2. At what age did you start to play on the street?

3. Who else plays with you on the street?

4. Where do you play? Do you always play at the same place?

5. What do you like about playing on the street?

6. What don’t you like about playing on the street?

Table IV: Summary of themes

Themes Sub-themes 

Fun and Control It is fun.

Ownership.

Free on the street…but not 
entirely.

We run Running as a game.
Running as exercise.

Forming a collective identity Our road – our home ground.
Sharing resources- sharing blame.
Our game…our rules.

Playing on the street was described as fun. This was highlighted by 
all participants, captured mostly through the use of an Afrikaans 
word ‘lekker’.

Christinec: “It’s ‘lekker’ for me; it’s fun to play on the street”

Gerald: “lekker, fun, then it keeps you busy in the day and nothing 
bad to get up to.”

Richard: “outside is more fun”

And

Gerald: “We played lekker in the street and meet more friends.”

The English word ‘fun’ does not capture the essence of ‘lekker’ 
sufficiently. In Afrikaans, ‘lekker’ can be used to express various 
meanings; such as ‘nice’, lovely’, and ‘delicious’. The street afforded 
them the opportunity to stay out of trouble and make friends. So 
‘lekker’ was it to play on the street that Christine was often willing 
to miss her favourite television programme in order to join others 
on the street.

Ownership of the street as play space came through strongly in 
the findings, with participants claiming territory over other compet-
ing interests, especially older youth and whenever their play was 
threatened by gang rivalry. This is evident in what Richard had to 
say when he and his friends felt pressured to play elsewhere due 
to rivalry between two gangs in the area:

Richard: “But it’s not their road, so they can’t force us now, we can 
play wherever we want to.”

Other participants also emphasised their ownership of the street 
as play space. 

Sean: “my play place”,

Richard: “they come to our road’

And 

Richard: “Yes, this is like our home ground (smiling)”

Yet, this ownership of the street and freedom to play as they 
pleased was often threatened. Participants spoke of how older 
youth would often disrupt their play by joining them and then 
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creating new rules to make the game more difficult, or did not 
comply with the original rules. Adults also seemed very aware of 
the value playing on the street carried for these participants, and 
could exercise control over the child at home by threatening to take 
away this privilege, as evident in what Richard shared:

Richard: “…then my mother ‘skell’ (reprimands) me and then my 
mother says ‘no you can’t play anymore, no you [are] grounded for 
a week’ ”.

The participants revealed the idea of the street being free, an 
area where they were able to make their own choices, decisions, 
and choose their own games. This was done outside the influence 
and boundaries set up by authority figures, such as their parents, 
teachers, and other family members. But when it came to playing 
in the street, the participants perceived themselves as having the 
control, as opposed to playing in a facility where what they play or 
who they play with may be decided by an adult. Richard introduced 
the concept of control by mentioning that on the street he was free 
to do what he wanted to do:

Richard: “You can play anything that you want to, by doing it yourself 
not by the control of the play station”.

He would choose to play further out of the control of his parents 
in order for his play not to be disturbed.

Richard: “…most of the time I play in the other road, because I don’t 
want to play here, because every time I play here, then my mommy call 
[sic] me to go buy, get that and that, and they disturb me every time.”

This powerful quote demonstrates how Richard chose to play in 
the street despite the presence of gangsters and the risk to himself.  

Richard: “When I want to come play, if my friends is there, and if 
my friends is not there, then I not going to come out when they (the 
gangsters) are in the road. When they are gone, then I am coming out. 
But if my friends are there, then I am going to come out.”

We run
Running emerged as central in the participants’ experience on the 
street, enhancing the fun element in their play activities. Running 
was often part of the games played, as Christine noted:

Christine: “We knock on the peoples doors and then we run away”

Or as part of Sean and Richard’s description of the Three 
Sticksd game:

Sean: “It has things like running and you get tired”

Richard: “You run, you run to reach over the sticks”

Running however also stood apart as a distinct form of engage-
ment on the street.

Sean: “If you run and there… and there’s a bunch of people and if 
you can laugh’

Participants also mentioned how running on the street was a 
form of exercise for them. In reference to describing why he liked 
playing on the street, Gerald remarked;

Gerald: “You can run some more” 

Running as a form of exercise was best captured by Richard’s 
comments, where he was quite specific about the physical benefits 
he derived:

Richard: “If you run, that, it’s almost like exercise and that, and if you 
practice, that make [sic] you fit, your body…it get [sic] fit and that”

Forming a collective identity
This theme describes how the street as threatened play space culti-
vated shared meaning, agency and identity amongst the participants. 
In claiming territory over the street as play space, participants often 
referred to collective ownership, denoted by use of the possessive 
pronoun ‘our’.

Richard: “They come to our road”

and

Richard: “Yes, this is like our home ground (smiling)” 

This shared ownership develops over time, with participants 
seeming to carry an extended memory of playing on the street. It 
was interesting that even for Gerald, who had reported elsewhere 
that he played on the street from the age of nine, this memory 
stretched as far back as he could remember:

Gerald: “I [have] always played on the street”

Richard and Sean had reported that they started playing on 
the street from the age of five or six. If this is indeed true, Richard 
would effectively have played on the street for seven years. Solid 
friendships are bound to be formed over such a long span of time 
engaging in play together. Participants indeed referred to very strong 
friendships, and collective agency was demonstrated in pulling 
resources together for play materials, as reflected in the following 
quote from Richard:

Richard: “All my friends, we put money together and we buy the ball”

Participants also worked together as a team to collect available 
resources on the street and to come up with innovative ideas and 
games.

Richard: “We use, we use like stones, to make the poles for the soccer. 
Sticks, for the Three Sticks…for the game…”

Participants did not only share resources, but also responsibility, 
even when play on the street led to damage to property at times. 
This is indicated in a quote from Sean:

Sean: “People don’t find out and they can’t blame just one of us as 
everyone played together.”

While the group carried collective blame, the individual who 
may have caused the damage by kicking a ball through a window 
for instance, is protected.

Emergent collective or shared identity was most pronounced 
when participants spoke about how one became ‘one of them’. 
This was often in reference to younger children who wanted to join 
them, and did so through learning the participants’ games and rules. 
Richard spoke very clearly about how this happened, illustrating 
how a newcomer had a designated spot from which to watch and 
learn before he or she could join.

Richard: “…there is a spot to sit, then they sit there, and they watch 
us how we play, then afterwards they ask, “can I play with” then they 
know how to play the game”

Study limitations 
This study formed part of an undergraduate group research project 
and was thus subject to limitations of time and experience. The 
limited time would have compromised prolonged exposure for 
the researchers, and possibly not allowed adequate time for the 
participants to establish the trust necessary to share information 
more truthfully. As member checking allowed the researchers to 
take information back to the participants for confirmation, additional 
time may have been an ideal rather than essential.  It may be argued 
that less immersion into the school setting, where playing on the 
street may be frowned upon by the teachers, along with the fact 
that the researchers were young adults, increased the potential 
for participants to feel less judged for playing on the street. Data 
triangulation was attempted; however, monitoring and reminders 
were required in order to ensure the successful use of journaling 
with this pre-teen age group. 

d  Three Sticks is a game involving three sticks that are placed down on 
the street as close to each other as possible.  Children then form a line 
to jump over all or one stick at a time. The last person to jump adjusts 
the distance between sticks using their bare-footed heel, making it 
harder to jump over the sticks or between them. Those who touch a 
stick are eliminated.
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DISCUSSION
Street play and the paradox of freedom and 
constraint: A shared struggle
The element of control as part of Belhar pre-teens’ meaning-making 
in street play comes through very strongly in the findings of this 
research. The theme, ‘Fun and Control’, suggests an inextricable 
link between fun and control, where one depends on the other. 
Participants report on street play being fun or ‘lekker’ in a man-
ner that it becomes clear that denial of this engagement would 
suggest great injustice. Yet, the fact that street play is dependent 
on resources that are not readily available, and that it is constantly 
under threat from older children and adults, appears to intensify 
the fun. This description of street play as ultimately a paradox of 
simultaneous freedom and constraint fits with how Wesolowski8 
described capoeira, and may under-score the essence of street play.

Occupational therapists, along with many other scholars of 
play, have highlighted ‘intrinsic motivation’ and ‘free choice’ as 
two amongst various key features of play30,31,48. Intrinsic motivation 
suggests that children engage in play for its sake, and not to be 
rewarded through factors unrelated to the play experience itself49, 
while free choice suggests that the child is in control of when and 
how she or he will play. While there are clear similarities between 
the notion of intrinsic motivation and fun or lekker as described 
by participants in the current study, ‘free choice’ does not seem 
to capture the element of control as experienced in this research. 
‘Control’ or freedom in the present study is imbued with a clear 
dynamic tension between claiming or enjoying it, and constraint. In 
addition, while on one hand ‘control’ in the current study depicts 
the individual pre-teen’s ability to join others in street play at will, 
it seems to also suggest participants’ shared or collective sense 
of freedom from older children and adults to play as, when and 
where they wish. ‘Free choice’ as framed in occupational therapy 
literature emphasises individual freedom and is silent on the col-
lective dimension, which has clearly emerged in the present study.

The street offers opportunity for physical activity 
play
The second theme from the current research supports ethnographic 
work done by Barron1 on the extent of physical activity play among 
children in local housing estates in Ireland, where she found that a 
quarter of the images children collected of their physically active 
play engagements were in the streets and cul-de-sacs of the housing 
estates. Similarly in the research reported here, the street offered a 
great opportunity for physical activity play. Given the environmental 
limitations of the terrain on the streets of Belhar where there are 
few trees or any other vegetation, physically active play was mostly 
limited to running.

Protecting children on whose behalf?
Children’s play has largely been dictated by adults, stemming mainly 
from societal and parental anxieties about the best way to raise 
children, protecting them and ensuring they develop into productive 
and fulfilled adults9. For many adults, allowing children to play on 
the street is the antithesis to good parenting, and has led to many 
Progressive-era initiatives to build playgrounds and establish recre-
ational programmes13,15,16. In containing children within structured 
play environments, ‘dangers’ that are cited not only include traffic, 
but other children as undesirable socialising agents15. Given these 
‘known’ dangers that are often cited by adults, it is an interesting 
irony that children themselves may find street play as one way to 
stay out of trouble, as cited by one participant in the present study.

In reviewing the work of women’s clubs in St Louis and Chicago 
between 1883 and 1994, where they contributed immensely to 
neighbourhood urban planning and brought about many public parks 
and playgrounds, Belanger13 found that these women, like many 
Progressive-era reformers, sought to impose their own middle-class 
notions about the dangers of unsupervised street play onto their 
working-class subjects. This view may very well be well-founded, 

however judging by findings from the current research, where un-
supervised street play in Belhar is seemingly sanctioned by adults, 
who understand it to be such a privilege that controlling access to it 
at times served as reward or punishment to mould child behaviour.

Collective identity and occupational trajectories 
in context
The third theme, ‘Forming a collective identity’, signifies how, 
through street play, these pre-teens in Belhar cultivate a shared 
meaning, agency and identity over time. Together they come to 
claim territory over the street as contested space, sharing respon-
sibility over resources for play, and accountability when something 
goes wrong. Each individual, by virtue of belonging to the group, 
is protected, having earned their place by learning and sticking to 
the rules of the game. While middle-class ideas about unstructured 
or unsupervised street play being inherently dangerous13 should 
not be adopted at face value, the fact that street play serves as 
a strong socialising agent comes through undisputedly. This was 
indeed suggested by Abu-Ghazzeh29, who claimed that the street 
offered more than playgrounds could ever do, and is a significant 
space where children and young people will form an identity. Street 
play viewed this way may advance the rhetoric of play as identity6.

It is indeed this socialising effect on children and young people 
that makes certain adults uncomfortable about street play, with 
Hart15 positing that policies for play and recreation in cities like 
New York came about not only out of ‘fear for’ children, but also 
‘fear of’ children. Looking closely at the third theme in parallel to 
the context of Belhar where gangsterism is rife, such fear may be 
warranted. Claiming territory as a group over contested space, 
acting in solidarity to avoid any single member being blamed for 
destructive acts and inducting new members through rules before 
they can join games, all mirror the essence, acts and processes that 
are often part of gang membership50,51. It is likely that some children, 
who grew up playing on the street in this context, just like Richard, 
Sean, Gerald and Christine, mature to become gang members as 
part of their occupational trajectories.

Street play has reportedly diminished substantially or disap-
peared entirely in Western contexts and has been replaced by 
‘hanging out’ in shopping malls and cyberspace-enabled play inter-
actions12. Central to hanging out at shopping malls and internet-
based interactions for these young people is the opportunity for 
meaningful connections with peers. In contexts such as Belhar, and 
for participants in the current study in particular, the street appears 
to be the site for such meaningful connections to come about. It 
appears as if sport and recreational facilities do not seem to allow 
the same connections and experience of fun, control and freedom 
as preteens experience on the street. This may suggest that our 
interpretation of appropriate play spaces may not equate to avenues 
where these preteens can experience meaningful connections. De-
nying these pre-teens this opportunity to play in their chosen street 
space without providing them with alternative spaces for similar 
connections may suggest a form of occupational injustice. Initia-
tives such as Open Streets Cape Town52, a citizen-driven initiative 
which promotes the reclaiming of street spaces and changing the 
ways in which they are used and perceived, may be one approach 
to moving towards this reality52.

It is also probable that the essence, acts and processes in street 
play that mimic gang membership, as evidenced through the second 
theme, may very well be found in non-violent contexts worldwide 
without suggesting possible grooming for gang membership as 
part of children’s later occupational trajectories. As suggested by 
Galvaan21, human occupations cannot be separated from context. 
For street play to be safe in Belhar, and for it not to signal potential 
gang membership later in life, the whole community of Belhar will 
need to enjoy safety, and be rid of gangsterism. It is unlikely that 
children playing on the street alone breeds gangsterism in Belhar, 
but instead, the fact that this community has never enjoyed favour-
able socio-economic conditions38,39 and that the broader political 
context historically and currently sustains gang activity40. By playing 
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on the streets, and through this forming a collective identity char-
acterised by shared meaning and agency, these pre-teens in Belhar 
are contributing to building a sense of community15,16,26 that must 
be understood in context.

CONCLUSION
This study described the experience of street play for pre-teens in 
Belhar, Cape Town, South Africa. The study found that street play 
provided significant meaning for the participants, highlighting the 
discursive nature of fun and control – demonstrated through the 
paradox of freedom and constraint. The element of ‘free choice’ 
in play was reframed, revealing a collective dimension. Running 
offered by games on the street as well as a play engagement in 
itself emerged as an important opportunity for physical activity 
play. Additionally, forming a collective – signified through emergent 
shared meaning, agency and identity – may mirror young people’s 
participation in pursuit of meaningful connections in Western 
contexts. Occupational therapy intervention should be more con-
nected to context and perhaps the therapy room should become 
the street. Drawing from a perspective of occupational justice as a 
justice of difference recognises the right of individuals to engage in 
meaningful occupations regardless of difference. A denial of mean-
ingful participation for pre-teens demonstrated in restrictive social 
and political structures or policies, as a consequence of a partial 
professional discourse on play by historically focussing on rhetoric(s) 
such as play as progress should be a concern. Play as power and 
identity have been neglected and renewed interest and research 
into these rhetoric(s) will enhance occupational therapy practice30. 

These findings support an occupational justice approach to 
occupational therapy, which should be strengthened through inter-
disciplinary research and practice, to inform policy that promotes 
young people’s participation in the world.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Interdisciplinary research into initiatives such as Open Streets 
Cape Town and their impact on street play52. This should inform 
occupation-based practice, which challenges the traditional treat-
ment modalities. Further research and discussion into rhetoric(s) 
such as play as power and identity30 should be embraced. 
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