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Introduction

Occupational scientists perceive the human as an occupational being. For

children, play is primary occupation and is crucial to their life and has an important

role in their development. Play is well acknowledged to contribute significantly to all

aspects of child’s development, such as sensorimotor, cognitive, linguistic, emotional,

and social domains. While a vest body of research has documented the taxonomies of

play and the contributions of play to child’s development, less research and scholarly

opinion has focused attention on how individual feel in play. Several researchers

persuade the need to focus away from the external environment and onto the internal

disposition of the player (Barnett, 1990, 1991 a,b; Bundy, 1987, 1989,1997; Clifford,

& Bundy, 1989; Lieberman, 1977; Morrison, Metzger, & Pratt, 1996). The

engagement and enjoyment of play give children’s life meaning and better quality

which correspond with their health, adaptation, and sense of well-being. This new

approach emphasizes the quality of individual’s experience and makes playfulness a

focus for comprehending the occupational nature of children.

Lieberman’s (1965, 1966, 1977) concept of playfulness has valued play for its
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own sake and to focus on unique and subjective experience of children’s engagement

in play. Lieberman proposed that playfulness consisted of five components and named

them as physical spontaneity, social spontaneity, cognitive spontaneity, manifest joy,

and sense of humor (Lieberman, 1965, 1966, 1977). Physical spontaneity was focused

on the coordination and motor activity level of the child during play. Social

spontaneity was referred as the qualities of the child’s interaction with others during

play- cooperating, sharing, leading, responding to others, and taking the initiative.

Cognitive spontaneity was emphasized the imaginative quality of the child’s play-the

degree to which the child might assume different character roles, invent unique games,

or use unconventional objects in his or her play. Manifest joy was the expressive

nature of the child’s play, thus, the child expresses enthusiasm, exuberance,

enjoyment, lack of restraint, and vocalizations during play. Sense of humor captured

the joking, teasing, and clowning that is often so characteristic in play as well as the

child’s laughter at humorous stories told by others and the generation of his or her

own funny stories for others.

Autism is a complex developmental disorder. Children with autism demonstrate

the qualitative impairments in the aspects of social interaction, communication, and

patterns of behaviors. Numerous literature has indicated the impaired play

performance in children with autism. However, most of the previous play literature
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has addressed the explicit and observable behaviors, and less study has focused

attention on how individuals feel in play. Occupational scientist believes that there is a

need to study the internal disposition of the player which reveals individual’s

qualitative engagement and enjoyment in play. The purpose of this study is to

investigate parental values toward the concepts of playfulness and its potential impact

on children’s playfulness in children with autism.

Participants

The parents of 61 subjects were recruited in this study: 27 subjects with autism

(mean age 55.11 month), and 34 controls (mean age 56.32 month). Controls were

chronological age matched. (see Table 1.).

Since autism is not commonly diagnosed until the age of 3 years and subjects

who are 3 to 5 years, represent an important age period to assess play; children who

are 3 years to 5 years, were enrolled for the present research. Only boys were enrolled

in the study, not only to control for the possibility of sex-related differences on child’s

play performance, sex-related differences on parental expectation toward their child’s

playfulness, but because of the higher prevalence of autism in males.

Inclusion Criteria

All subjects for this study were recruited from the urban area of Tainan City.

The subject’s primary language is Mandarin/Chinese. In this study, boys with autism
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were referred to as boys who received a psychiatric diagnosis of autistic disorder

based on the criteria for diagnosis set forth in DSM IV (APA, 1994), and were

diagnosed by the special interdisciplinary team of clinicians in the general hospital.

The introductory brochure was distributed to the parents of potential subjects as

reference to make the decision of participating.

The control group of boys without disabilities consisted of normally developing

boys without disabilities, who were recruited from a day-care center/kindergarten in

Tainan. The child’s normal development was judged by his parent in several screening

questions that indicated that the child demonstrated no psychiatric, psychological,

physiological, or neurological problems. Additionally, the child received no special

therapeutic services at the time, and was not taking prescription medications (e.g., for

hyperactivity, seizures).

Exclusion Criteria

For both groups, children with symptoms associated with organic brain

dysfunction (e.g., seizures), orthopedic problems, hearing loss, or gross visual deficits

were excluded.

Instrumentation

Lieberman’s playfulness instrument consisted of 10 item with an additional 2

items asking how bright and how attractive the child was. The instrument comprises



ACMR 10-2

- 5 -

five components which represent the traits proposed to manifest playfulness: physical

spontaneity, social spontaneity, cognitive spontaneity, manifest joy, and sense of

humor. Each of these traits arise two questions, one reflecting quantitative aspect (i.e.,

the frequency of appearance of that behavior or characteristic) and the other

qualitative aspect. Barnett (1990) revised Lieberman’s playfulness scale and termed it

the Children’s Playfulness Scale (CPS). Barnett preserved five traits of playfulness

and general playfulness factor posited by Lieberman. The CPS that consists of 23

items was used in this study to measure the level of child’s playfulness.

Clancy autism behavior scale was a 14-item scale that can be completed by

people who know the child best, usually the parents of the child. Based on the daily

observation of the child, the parents answered how frequently the child performs

particular autistic-like behavior on a 3-point scale. Total score was computed and the

higher score the child obtained, the severer this child demonstrated autistic-like

characteristics.

Procedure

The parents of 61 subjects had received personal explanation and orientation

about the nature and purpose of the study, and their written consent were obtained.

The parents were asked to complete the questionnaire of Children Playfulness Scale

(CPS), Clancy autism behavior scale, and demographic information. On Children
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Playfulness Scale, the parents were asked to indicate on 5-point Likert scale about (1)

how important they perceive their children can show the particular characteristic in

play (1=most important, 5=not important at all), and (2) how likely their children

actually demonstrate the particular characteristic in play (1=most likely, 5=not of the

least likely).

Data analysis

SPSS 12.0 statistic software package was used to analysis data. Independent t

tests, Mann-Whitney tests, one-way ANOVA, and multiple linear regression were

administered in this study.

Results & Discussion

The analysis of demographic data revealed that between two groups, the mean

age, the number of children in the family, the child’s rank in the siblings, and the

mother’s education level were not significantly different. Only, father’s educational

level was significantly different between two groups (Table 1).

According to parents’ rating, children with autism obtained higher scores (i.e. not

likely perform playfulness) than normal children in all aspects of playfulness, which

are, the physical spontaneity, social spontaneity, cognitive spontaneity, manifest joy,

and sense of humor (Table 2). The results revealed that children with autism showed

less playful than normal children in play. Domain of physical spontaneity measures



ACMR 10-2

- 7 -

child’s whole body coordination, motor proficiency, mostly the gross motor focused.

As known, children with autism might not have any motor deficits, but when they are

doing gross motor play, they usually perform self-stimulatory behaviors, such as

self-spinning, circle-running, or jumping up and down without purpose. Thus, it is not

surprising that the group of children with autism obtained higher score on domain of

physical spontaneity than normal children do.

As well known, children with autism have difficulty in socialization. The domain

of social spontaneity in CPS measures child’s social initiation, sharing, cooperation,

proper interaction, and leadership, which are the autistic children’s weakest

characteristics. Thus, the poor performance in this group was also expected.

The result also indicated that children with autism perform poorly on the

characteristics of cognitive spontaneity. Domain of cognitive spontaneity in CPS

measures child’s creativity in developing his/her own playing styles, playing objects

that are not toys, different roles-playing, showing interest in various activities. Even

though children with autism usually insist on their own way of doing things, and

commonly fix their attention on tiny part of objects or playing objects that are not

designed for play, result in getting good scores on some items of cognitive

spontaneity. However, they had severe difficulty in pretending other roles playing,

and were restrained in their own stereotypes interests or activities, leads to the poor
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performance on the rest of items in this domain. Thus, the mean score of cognitive

spontaneity between two groups reach significant difference.

Domains of manifest joy and sense of humor measures child’s exuberance,

enthusiasm, emotional expression, making jokes, comprehending teases, telling funny

stories, sharing incongruity humors, or laughing. Children with autism usually

demonstrate difficulty in mind-reading, understanding abstract thinking or logical

humor, and expressing appropriate content of conversation. Thus, it is common that

the group of children with autism had poor performance on these two domains than

normal controls did.

It is interesting to note that no significant difference was found on parental

values towards playfulness in two groups (Table 2). This finding indicates that parents

of children with autism did not have different perception, different expectation, or

modified their beliefs on how playful their children should emerge. This means that,

regardless the dysfunction of their children have, parents of children with autism have

proper value toward their children’s playfulness, they respect their children’s

well-being and expect their children could show out their inner disposition in play, as

parents of normal controls do. It is hope that children with autism in this study can

grow up healthily in a well supporting family with proper parenting presented.

In order to find out which factor affects children’s playfulness, the multiple
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linear regressions were applied. The factors included in this analysis were the child’s

chronological age, number of children in the family, child’s rank in siblings, the

mother’s educational level, the father’s educational level, the parental perception

toward playfulness(i.e. mean score of CPS), and the total score of Clancy scale. The

results of model were showed (Table 3). The result also revealed that the power of

prediction (R2 value) among these factors was not satisfied. Author suggest that there

maybe some other factors, which closely associate with child’s playfulness, had not

been considered in this study.

The high R2  value in equations were only showed for the total score of Clancy

in group of children with autism （R2 =0.433 & 0.645） on the domain of social

spontaneity and sense of humor. To advanced clarity, the one-way ANOVA was

administered and the results also indicated that the total score of Clancy in group of

children with autism was significantly related to the domain score of social

spontaneity and sense of humor on CPS（Table 4）. This might further support that the

severity of the symptom in children with autism might specifically affect their

performance on the aspect of social spontaneity and sense of humor.

Conclusion

Even though there are rich literature documented the knowledge on play, few

research has focused attention on how individual feel in play. The personal
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experiences of play vary for each individual. Individual’s experiences, motivations,

meanings, forms and opportunities of play are unique, subjective, and change

dynamically across time and contexts. Occupational scientists concern autistic

children’s ability to actively pursue and orchestrate play. Therefore, the quality aspect

of individual’s enjoyment and engagement in occupation (i.e. playfulness) should be

emphasized to better comprehend the children’s occupational nature, and to promote

the optimal status of autistic children’s health, wellness, and living quality. Play and

playfulness also serve as the effective medium for therapy. Hess & Bundy (2003)

concluded the high relationship between playfulness and coping skills in typically

developing and severe emotional disturbance adolescents and further suggested the

idea of using play and playfulness to improve coping skills. In this study, the parental

values toward playfulness and the potential impact on children’s playful performance

were provided as the reference for professionals to develop the adequate therapeutic

program, to address this important occupational nature, furthermore, to promote the

psychological well-being and living quality of this population of children with autism.
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Table 2: Analysis of CPS scores in autism and control group

Controls

（n=34）

Autism

（n=27） P

Child’s playfulness

physical spontaneity 6.85 ± 2.31 9.26 ± 3.36 .002＊＊

social spontaneity 12.35 ± 3.70 20.26 ± 3.49 .000＊＊＊

cognitive spontaneity 9.85 ± 3.21 13.48 ± 3.04 .000＊＊＊

manifest joy 10.12 ± 2.88 12.78 ± 3.66 .002＊＊

sense of humor 11.32 ± 3.84 21.26 ± 3.49 .000＊＊＊

Parental value

physical spontaneity 9.35 ± 2.83 9.48 ± 2.81 .860

social spontaneity 9.56 ± 2.61 11.00 ± 4.26 .109

cognitive spontaneity 9.76 ± 2.56 10.96 ± 2.52 .055

manifest joy 10.68 ± 3.23 11.74 ± 3.07 .196

sense of humor 12.56 ± 3.00 13.63 ± 3.60 .210
＊＊ P > .01 ＊＊＊ P > .001

Table1: Demographic Data

Autism

（n=27）

Controls

（n=34） P

Age(m)a 55.11 ± 8.496 56.32 ± 8.495 .582

number of children in the familya 2.04 ± 0.587 2.26 ± 0.864 .246

rank in the siblingsb 1.78 ± 0.698 1.68 ± 0.806 .438

father’s educational levela 12.26 ± 3.046 14.29 ± 2.456 .005＊＊

mother’s educational levela 12.89 ± 2.423 13.41 ± 1.672 .324

Total score (Clancy) 16 ± 5.211

a: Independent Sample t Test  b: Mann-Whitney Test
＊＊ P > .01
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Table 3: Predicted Linear Regression Equations for Two Groups in Child’s Playfulness

Predicted Linear Regression Equations R2

Physical spontaneity

Autism

Controls

Social spontaneity

Autism Y＝0.658 X3 43.3％

Controls Y＝0.561 X1＋0.405 X5 39.8％

Cognitive spontaneity

Autism

Controls Y＝-0.401 X2 16.1％

Manifest joy

Autism Y＝0.539 X6－0.387 X8 36.0％

Controls Y＝0.562 X8 31.6％

Sense of humor.

Autism Y＝0.466 X3＋0.376 X6－0.311 X9 64.5％

Controls Y＝0.394 X9 15.5％

X1=father’s educational level, X2=number of children in the family, X3= total score (Clancy),

X4=mother’s educational level, X5=parental value toward social spontaneity, X6=rank in the siblings,

X7=age, X8=parental value toward manifest joy, X9= parental value toward sense of humor

Table 4: Analysis of Clancy Score on playfulness in autism（One-way ANOVA）

Mean scores P

physical spontaneity 9.26 ± 3.36 .308

social spontaneity 20.26 ± 3.49 .000＊＊＊

cognitive spontaneity 13.48 ± 3.04 .594

manifest joy 12.78 ± 3.66 .333

sense of humour 21.26 ± 3.49 .001＊＊＊

＊＊ P > .01 ＊＊＊ P > .001


