
Playtimes 
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/playground/index.html 

  
Part of its Language & Literature site, Playtimes draws on the resources of the British Library 
and the world renowned work of Iona and Peter Opie to present a history of children’s games 
from 1900 to the present day, with unique audio recordings and film footage. Funded by the Arts 
and Humanities Research Council the project has gone ‘beyond text’ to look at how the oral 
tradition of children’s games has always borrowed from other areas of children’s lives; and in 
particular from the media and entertainment. As well as the Opie Audio Collection 
(http://sounds.bl.uk/Browse.aspx?category=Oral-history&collection=Opie-collection-of-
children-s-games-and-songs-&browseby=Browse+by+county&choice=A-C), Playtimes employs 
sources such as Alison Uttley’s research into Victorian childhood, footage from the British Film 
Institute and material from a number of other major archive collections on childhood. There are 
informative video interviews with the researchers involved in the project looking at such issues 
as gender and ethnicity in children’s games. 
 
Narrated by Michael Rosen, the ‘Browse Games’ section covers nine basic game types with 
specific examples from all around Britain from the mid twentieth century onwards: pretend play, 
singing and dancing, playing with things, running around, skipping, counting out rhymes, ball 
games, jokes and rude rhymes. Clapping games, for example, range from the traditional “A sailor 
went to sea, sea, sea” to closely related modern interpretations filmed as recently as last year. The 
story of the games children play is chronicled from earliest times, as fashions for particular types 
of activity wax and wane but inevitably come around again. A recurring theme is the way that, as 
with the best children’s literature, the transgressive and subversive nature of much of children’s 
play allows them to learn through imitation, explore taboo topics, have fun with parody and 
scatological humour, and creatively act out their desires in a safe fantasy world. 
 
The site’s ‘Kids’ Zone’ is by and for children, using their drawings and voices to tell about the 
different kinds of games they still play. ‘Your Stories’ is an area where they can add further 
accounts of their own. ‘Teachers’ Notes’ are downloadable pdf resources for use in the primary 
classroom, with curricular links for literacy, drama, history, art, ICT, citizenship and PSHE. 
Teachers and pupils are both encouraged to contribute to the ongoing research project. 
The parallels between children’s games and the books they read for pleasure are obvious. This is 
a fascinating site, providing a real insight into the imaginative world which children inhabit. 
The pupils of Woodlands Junior School in Kent confirm that playground games are alive and 
well today (http://www.woodlands-junior.kent.sch.uk/studentssite/playgroundgames.htm). 
But of course the history of childhood is about more than play. The BBC’s Invention of 
Childhood site (http://open2.net/theinventionofchildhood/index.html) was developed by the 
Open University to support the radio series presented by Michael Morpurgo in December 2006; 
while it is no longer possible to hear the broadcasts (though you can buy the CD), much of the 
scholarly background material is still online. 
 
BBC Wales’ history site also has a collection of historical film footage on childhood 
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/history/media/categories/childhood.shtml). 
 
The Victoria and Albert Museum’s Museum of Childhood site gives a glimpse into Children’s 
Lives (http://www.vam.ac.uk/moc/childrens_lives/index.html) with material from its own 
archive collections. It includes a section on traditional party games and parlour games and has 
audio clips of well known nursery rhymes. 



Rhymes.org.ukhttp://www.rhymes.org.uk/ and Land of Nursery 
Rhymes http://www.landofnurseryrhymes.co.ukare just two of many useful sites for those 
wanting to research further into the history and meaning of nursery rhymes. 
 


