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The author reviews the research and scholarly literature about young children’s play with tablet computers and identifies four major topics relevant
to the subject—digital literacy, learning, transgressive and creative play, and
parental involvement. He finds that young children’s tablet computer play
relies not only on technology, but also on sociocultural conditions. He argues
that research should pay greater attention to transgressive play and should
in general treat play as an autotelic concept because the nuances of play are
as important as its function. He calls attention to the lack of affordances for
creativity in apps for young children, explores the need for parental involvement in young children’s tablet computer play, and discusses the importance
of agency and access in such play. Key words: digital media; iPad; tablet
computer; play and young children

Introduction

I

aim to make clear what we know about young children’s play with tablet
computers by considering research from the human sciences that mentions play,
young children, and tablet computers (or similar terms). This leads me to a number of questions, some of which have also been treated in the research—questions
about the kind of play possible with a tablet computer and about what we even
mean by “tablet computer play.” To provide a framework for these questions,
I discuss play theory as well as theories on technological affordances and how
this aspect of children’s play with technology corresponds with what we know
about the nature of play in general.
Defining play is famously difficult and, as Brian Sutton-Smith (1997)
argued, definitions usually turn out ambiguous at best. My theoretical perspective relies on a cultural understanding of play, which, in the words of the Danish
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play theoretician Flemming Mouritsen (1996), does not reject formal learning
as part of the play discourse, but views it as a side effect of play. After all, it could
be argued, in reference to John Dewey (1971), that children are always learning—as are adults. Mouritsen argues that children’s culture is play culture, based
on what has been termed the “autotelic” nature of play, which, Miguel Sicart
(2014) defines as “an activity with its own goals and purposes” (14). Following
this perspective brings the emic (from within the social group, eds.) nuances
of young children’s play culture to light, because the meaningful is defined by
those who play.
I start with some reflections on the concept of digital play as well as tablet
computers and their affordances for play by young children. Then I present the
methodological considerations behind my thinking before I move on to the four
perspectives I identify in the literature I review. Finally, I offer some reflections
about how we may approach the field of young children’s tablet computer play
in future research.

Tablet Use or Tablet Play?
Before I discuss the themes in the literature, we should first explore whether—
and how—we can talk about young children’s tablet computer use as digital play.
To approach this question, we must visit the field of play theory to understand
the ideological frameworks of the different types of research we are considering. I
also need to offer some remarks about studying tablet computers in this context.
As objects of play, tablets take on many different forms due to their richness in
affordances as computers and mobile devices. I present the approaches taken in
the research that deals with this particular technology, and thus offers a broad,
many-facetted image of how young children (and some adults) view tablets as
toys. Even though these discussions do not exhaust the topic, they do provide a
telling take on how different stakeholders in young children’s play culture view
tablet computers.
First, tablet computers are objects of access to digital information and cultural participation, leading to so-called “digital literacy.” Second, tablets are also
tools for the development of young children’s skills (e.g. performing gestures and
understanding symbols) in handling computers, including collaborations that
use them to solve problems. Third, as the research has shown, tablet computers
constitute playthings or toys in themselves, and children use them as such, which
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hardware and app designers are quite aware of and allow to guide their intentions to varying degrees. And fourth, young children are given access to tablet
computers by their parents, leading to further variances in perception of what
the devices are and should be, depending on different views about parenting.
These four points all consider tablet computers as objects in young children’s
lives, but they produce different pieces to a puzzle showing what tablets are and
how they affect and contribute to play culture. I first review the research generated at the intersections between these notions in play culture.
As background, consider that, whereas Brian Sutton-Smith (1997) speaks
of play rhetorics, Mihai I. Spariosu (1989) has argued that play theories usually present some sort of ideology. The Norwegian play scholar Maria Øksnes
(2012) has outlined a historical ideological development in functionalist views
about play theory since the early twentieth century. She argues that functional
ideologies have focused on gross motor skills (pre–World War I), fine motor
skills (post–World War I), cognition (post–World War II), emotions, and morals
(1970s), and creativity, empathy, and autonomy (1990s). But there is at least one
important aspect of play missing from these functional ideologies—the frivolous
play described by Sutton-Smith (1997). Frequently, a naughty, transgressive,
and messy play that often seems inaccessible to adults, frivolous play also gets
dismissed within functional play ideologies as simply static or noise.
Of course, play theory predates tablet computers, but—if we think of children’s culture as play culture, as Mouritsen (1996) did—kids’ practices with
tablet computers would surely appear motivated by play. Early-childhood
researcher Marilyn Fleer claims, in reference to Mariane Hedegaard (2002) and
Lev Vygotsky (1978), that young children subscribe to a “leading activity,” which
is determined by their social context as well as by their age. Young children
move from play as their dominant leading activity toward learning as they start
school. Fleer (2014) follows Hedegaard (2002) in holding that children’s motives
are related to what is meaningful and important to them and argues that if they
subscribe to play as a leading activity, their motives will be aligned with the play.
Consequently, young children who have hardly begun their formal education will
likely consider play their main activity. This does not mean that they play all the
time, nor does it mean that they do not learn. It does mean, however, that their
abilities and activities in using a tablet computer will likely be motivated by play.
Jackie Marsh and her associates offered a new classification of digital play
subsequent to their study of how apps promote play and creativity with young
children (Marsh et al. 2015). Their taxonomy for play, building on Bob Hughes
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(2002), consists of a number of play types with descriptions of their adaptation to digital play. Furthermore, Marsh and her colleagues added a category
of “transgressive play” to the framework, defining it as: “play in which children
contest, resist, and/or transgress expected norms, rules and perceived restrictions in both digital and nondigital contexts” (Marsh 2016, 9). Their study may
well be the most important work so far about young children’s tablet computer
play because it seeks to outline the very nature of digital play and explain how
it gets validated and grows more nuanced.
In line with earlier research about digital play, Marsh and her coauthors
reject the supposed differences between digital play and traditional play. Christine Stephen and Lydia Plowman (2014) also touch on this point in the study
of children’s play with digital technologies and toys in The SAGE Handbook of
Play and Learning in Early Childhood. They argue that digital technologies can
support creative play and expression and that parental and educational anxieties
about screen time are often based on misunderstandings of the kinds of play
different technologies afford (2014).
Discussions about the affordances offered by digital play has attracted
attention in the current research. Psychologist James J. Gibson (1986) originally
coined the term to explain what a particular environment offers a particular
animal given that animal’s abilities. The term has since been appropriated by
other social sciences, including media and communication studies, which often
take it to mean the ways in which a message or text is likely to be received by its
audience (Norman 1988). Adrienne Shaw (2017) has revisited the term recently
along with the communications paradigm of encoding and decoding offered by
Stuart Hall (2007). Shaw argues that the three categories of decoding offered
by Hall can be used to categorize affordance typologies as either dominant and
hegemonic (in which the intentions of designers align with those of the users);
negotiated (which falls between “perceptible” and “hidden” affordances); or oppositional (in which users seek to take advantage of “hidden” or “false” affordances).
The concepts of perceptible, hidden, and false affordances refer to instances when
“objects do what it looks like they should be able to do” or when their “uses . . .
are not apparent,” or when “those uses objects look like they should be able to do
but do not” (593–94). A tablet computer affords a range of things depending on
which app, if any, is in use. As we shall see, apps for young children have been
criticized for lacking affordances or for hiding them—in the sense that poor design
sometimes renders the apps too difficult to decode. However, tablet computers
must afford some attraction to young children, since the popularity of the devices
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is unquestioned. By looking to play practices, we stand to gain knowledge about
what sort of affordances children make use of and how they use them.

The Literacy and Access Perspective
Media and education scholars Kirsten Drotner and Ola Erstad (2014) have identified two dominant discourses about the concept of literacy in relation to the
role of media and digital technologies in society. One concerns the functional
aspects of learning, that is using digital technologies to achieve good results.
The second involves a critical discussion about teaching children to reflect on
media and digital technologies. Sonia Livingstone (2002), another strong voice
in the literacy debate, argues that children should employ a critical approach
to media, which makes media literacy key. From the literacy discussions about
young children’s play with tablet computers, we gain insights concerning how
young children, reflecting on their digital play, realize and expand their perception of the affordances tablet computers hold for such play.
A range of European reports investigate the use children younger than
nine have made of technologies and the internet since tablet computers became
popular. Holloway, Green, and Livingstone (2013) argue “it is more likely that
‘what’ young children do on their touchscreen is of greater significance than
general screen usage” (20). Subsequent reports by Chaudron (2015), Johansen,
Larson, and Ernst (2016) and Marsh and her associates (2015) concur on this
point and also argue that children learn to use tablet computers from their
immediate environment. The report by Marsh and her colleagues, geared toward
the children’s media industry, makes some interesting observations about designing affordances in apps that promote play and creativity. The advice generally
emphasizes designing for developmentally appropriate levels of simplicity, showing instead of telling, and avoiding pop-ups and commercials.
Henry Jenkins (2009) suggests eleven basic categories of skills that we
should look for when assessing new media literacy. The first of these is play,
because—so he argues—individuals should be able to experiment with their
environment to solve problems. Drawing on the digital literacy concept of David
Buckingham (2015) and Allan Martin (2008), Isabel Fróes (2015) defines a “playful literacy” based on a study about the play of young Danish children with
computer tablets in a preschool environment. She argues that this playful literacy
should describe how children “use, interact, relate, communicate, create, have
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fun with, and challenge digital tools through playful behaviour” (48). Karen
Wohlwend (2015) offers a similar argument based on her study of collaborative
literacy among young children playing with puppetry apps. Wohlwend finds
also that young children easily learn important digital literacy practices, such
as collaborative composing, when they play together with tablets.
Claudia Lampert (2016) and Laura Teichert and Ann Anderson (2014) have
explored the sociocultural aspects of tablet computer play and how children obtain
proficiency in handling the devices at home in studies about literacy. Although
most literacy research gathers qualitative empirical data in institutional settings,
these two studies explore children’s home environments. Both studies assert that
parents hold a significant role in socializing young children into appropriate tablet
computer use. Lampert’s (2016) study of Germans aged two to six years old and
their parents further reveals that children mainly use tablet computers off line
and that their online activities increased among five-year-olds and older. Marsh
(2016)—drawing on a United Kingdom survey of two thousand parents of young
children aged five and under and on observations of six children in their homes—
concludes that the critical understanding of traditional texts develops in children
later, but their reception, design, and production of electronic media texts develops
early. Finally, in a study about the impact of touchscreens on the literacy levels (in
the traditional sense of the term) of Australian preschoolers, Michelle Neumann
(2014) concludes that greater access to touchscreens correlates, according to parents’ perceptions, with higher literacy levels.
The digital literacy discussion has become prolific. Consequently, what I say
here about young children’s tablet computer play may seem reductionist to some.
However, we can clearly determine through these studies how children’s digital
media literacies are informed by and developed in social contexts. We can also
determine that parents and teachers play important roles in developing young
children’s critical dissemination of digital media and also stress the importance
of adult interest in young children’s tablet computer play. Furthermore, formal
learning, as the proverbial side effect of playing, becomes evident when children
are provided access and guidance in tablet computer play.

The Learning Perspectives:
Skills and Sociocultural Dimensions
Covering some of the same ground as digital literacy studies, I consider here how
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young children learn to use tablet computers and what they learn from using
them. Such questions have framed research about human-computer interaction
as well as more general sociocultural research. And this research illustrates the
skills children need to play with tablet computers and how they obtain them.
It also reveals some of what children find meaningful in tablet computer play,
although it is too often limited to adult perspectives on learning.
To assess young children’s understanding of tablet computers as technological devices, Aziz and his associates (2014), Vicente Nacher and his colleagues
(2015), and Vatau, Cramaric, and Schipor (2015) all investigated the operative
skill sets of young children. These studies use of so-called “gamification” in playoriented designs to render them more interesting to young children. Aziz and
his associates find young children able to perform seven basic gestures— tap,
drag and slide, free rotate, drag and drop, pinch, spread, and flick—by the age of
four. Vatavu, Cramaric, and Schipor correlate children’s individual capabilities
in handling tablet computer gestures to their visuospatial abilities and suggest
that adults’ skills in handling tablet computers supersede young children’s in any
case. Nacher and his colleagues propose a different research question, exploring how apps afford certain gestures to young children aged two to three years.
They conclude from their observations of thirty-two children that most apps
afford only tap and slide gestures and that one-finger rotation, two-finger scale
up and scale down may be effectively incorporated into apps with comparatively
little effort.
The above skill set assessment studies offer interesting pragmatic results,
but they do not explain how young children obtain the skills in question through
play. Also, the evaluations point only to the children’s compliance with perceptible affordances (Shaw 2017), consequently leaving out emic perspectives
on meaning making outside this scope. Drawing on Vygotsky’s sociocultural
theory, Jo Bird and Susan Edwards (2015) and Rita Brito (2016) qualitatively
study how young children, ages four to six, learn to use digital media and technologies. Bird and Edwards propose a “digital play framework” showing that
young children’s play with technology, including tablet computers, in a school
environment moves from epistemic to ludic. Brito finds that curious children
experiment with functionalities—a finding that is in line with Shaw’s nuanced
perspective on affordances and stresses the importance of parents and siblings
as social role models for young children. However, she suggests that, as children
grow more proficient in their use of digital technologies, they start to play with
and operate touch screens more independently.

Young Children’s Tablet Computer Play

The relationship between the social and the individual in young children’s
tablet computer play practices is particularly interesting, since alarmist discourses tend to focus on images of children isolating themselves when playing
with tablet computers. As we have seen, young children look to their immediate
environment, namely parents and siblings, for guidance when in doubt about
functionalities of tablet computers. Furthermore, as described by Nicola Yelland
(2016) among others, young children (four-year-olds) are able to communicate
and play together using creative apps. This suggests young children scaffold
information about tablet computers from peers and adults and negotiate, share,
and draw on this knowledge when playing with others.

Learning from Playing with Tablet Computers
As Fleer (2014) found, young children subscribe to play as a leading activity
with which they align their motives for action. However, in describing an age
group ranging from zero to eight years, she held that young children present
vastly different subscriptions to play and formal learning, generally moving
from the former toward the latter as they grow older. The general move from
play as a dominant leading activity toward formal learning is also associated
with the institutional settings children navigate. Within these environments,
parents and other adults often expect children to progress, develop, and learn,
in different senses of the word. In tablet computer research with young children,
this translates to an interest in exploring the learning outcomes we may expect
from children’s interactions with these devices. Importantly, however, learning
is not in direct opposition to play but helps us instead filter important aspects
of play culture, as we shall see.
Susanne Garvis (2016), Noorhidawati, Ghalebandi, and Hajar (2015), Petra
Petersen (2015), and Yelland (2016) have all conducted studies about young
children’s learning through the use of tablet computers in institutional settings.
Relying on psychological theories about psychomotor, affect, and cognition,
Noorhidawati, Ghalebandi, and Hajar demonstrate empirically how these three
major “learning notions” support learning in the play of children ages four to six
with apps on tablet computers. In Garvis’s study, teachers reported that tablet
computers had motivated and engaged the children both emotionally and cognitively. She also reports that agency in handling the devices expanded among
teachers and children as the experiment progressed. Her findings resulted from
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an experiment in which tablet computers were used for digital narration via the
applications DoodleCast and PuppetPals with children between the ages of 3.5
and 4.5 years old.
The studies by Petersen and Yelland both comment on the affordances
of the tablets and apps. They stress how app design should aim for balanced
simplicity and open-ended structure, thus encouraging creative use, which in
turn develops a variety of skills and allows children to focus more on what they
want to do and less on how they do it. These points are very much in line with
the report by Marsh and her colleagues (2015) in which similar design advice is
articulated. Moreover, this underscores how the appeal of digital toys, and thus
their affordances, depends on the knowledge children already have about these
kinds of objects, as well as the emotional aspects of the affective dimensions of
play and creativity.
Research often points to the important sociocultural aspects of play and
learning. Children’s proficiency in playing with tablet computers depends on
parents and other adults as well as on siblings and peers, and it progresses statistically with age. When children work out how to operate tablet computers,
their play becomes more creative and empowering as well as ludic. This research
underscores the sociocultural value that fosters and develops play practices and
how learning takes place when needed for play. The research does not, however,
reveal much about how particular play practices are important to children and
how they lead to receptive use of tablet computers and to new skills.

Perspectives of Transgressive Play and Creativity
In comparison to the dominant body of research framed by learning perspectives,
the findings presented here rely instead on play and creativity theories—while
also adhering to the principles of new child sociology (Christensen and James
2008; Corsaro 1997; James and Prout 1997) as well as sociocultural theory (e.g.
Vygotsky 1978). The findings point toward a transgressive or frivolous aspect of
play (Sutton-Smith 1997) that does not garner much attention in research framed
by learning perspectives. It is the kind of play that can be hard to understand,
because it can seem silly or divorced from the objectives intrinsic to dominant
affordances (Shaw 2017), but it points to children’s creativity in play with tablets
and how this empowering disposition is seldom reflected in designs.
In the study by Marsh and her colleagues (Marsh 2016; Marsh et.al. 2015),
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a new framework for digital play was introduced, partly in response to Bird and
Edwards (2015) and their digital play framework, which the former considered
too slanted toward learning to embrace the multifaceted aspects of play. The new
framework they constructed came from video observations of twelve children
three to five years old in an institutional setting. Their findings point to the
change digital play makes in the nature of play in the sense that it “moves
across physical and virtual domains and integrates material and immaterial
practices” (2). Their study also rejected any dichotomy between traditional
and digital play, because these concepts are socially and culturally intertwined.
Marsh (2016) argues that a category of transgressive play needs to be added to
Hughes’s (2002) framework because children often go outside the intentions
of the design when playing.
Stine Liv Johansen’s (2014) research in a Danish after-school club also
documents how young children, in this case, ages six to nine, play with each
other using tablet computers as mediums and tools. She describes how the kinds
of play the children undertake are sometimes frivolous as well as serious in
the sense that their play is most often very meaningful to them. Johansen has
observed children form large play groups around some apps and reports that
children often trade devices when playing games such as The Sims or Minecraft
if they need to take advantage of someone else’s skills or knowledge.
Tablet computers afford creative options for children. Arnott, Grogan, and
Duncan (2016) researched whether iPads help young children’s express their
creativity. They suggest that “iPads offer a mechanism to allow young children
to articulate their creative play” (157). They also find that the children creativity
was very well supported by tablet computers when the software afforded their
intentions. However, they identified a critical lack in the available software.
The researchers recommended that future applications should allow children
to engage in multimodal creative expression with customizable functionalities.
This is also a well-known critique in the field of game studies where, as Sara
Grimes (2015) argues, the child player is often configured as easily amused even
though many studies indicate that limited functionality is frustrating to children.
These findings underscore the need to move beyond drill-and-practice
oriented designs in apps to afford autotelic play and creativity. This demand was
specifically mentioned in the studies conducted by Arnott, Grogan, and Duncan
(2016) and by Grimes (2015), but the motives of young children for engaging
in transgressive play also point to it. Moreover, adults must show an interest
in children’s play and acknowledge the importance felt toward it to foster the
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relationship within which they, later on, may expect to be part of their children’s
digital lives. Tablet computers are social artifacts in the lives of young children,
and the experience garnered from everyday practices that occur in play may well
be incorporated into future design. However, because apps for young children
constitute a profitable business, production companies cater to expectations of
children as well as the parents—who control the credit cards.

The Parental Perspective
Given the significant role of parents in the lives of their children, the opinions
and observations of parents about their children regarding tablet computers
have been the subject of considerable research. The findings from these studies
may inform discussions on affordances of tablet computers for young children
because parents act as gatekeepers of access and guidance. Four studies (Broekman et al. 2016; Holloway, Green, and Love 2014; Lauricella, Wartella, and Rideout 2015; and Nevski and Silbak 2016) here have focused on what parents make
of their children’s interactions with apps and screens.
Two of these studies—Holloway, Green, and Love and Nevski and Andra—
take a qualitative and holistic approach from the parental perspective, making
observations and conducting interviews in the homes of families with young
children. The first presents results pertaining to the parental roles of mediation
in “digital lives” of preschoolers. Using empirical examples, it studies how parents and their children collaborate and interact around apps and devices and
concludes that this focus on app-related practices is much needed in research to
avoid shallow discussions about screen time. Holloway, Green, and Love write
that “recognition of the benefits perceived by families, and the whole-hearted
enjoyment and engagement that characterise much infant and preschooler app
use, should be central to the forthcoming research agenda” (154). Nevski and
Silbak draw on an ethnography of one UK family with two young children and
report on a mother who had a restrictive attitude towards screens and a father
who was keen to be involved rather than restrict. Both studies reveal the complex
media practices that take place in a family with young children and how parents
in the same family do not always represent the same strategies and attitudes
toward their children and tablet computers.
The studies by Francette Broekman and her colleagues (2016) and Lauricella, Wartella, and Rideout (2015) both conducted quantitative research using
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surveys in which they asked parents of young children about their attitudes and
to report on their children’s practices. Drawing on theories of uses and gratifications, Broekman and her colleagues articulated two kinds of parents around
these strategies—permissive parents who look for apps that occupy their children
and authoritative parents who focus on so-called tailored and educational apps.
They find support of this strategy in a study conducted by Christine Feil (2016)
among German children ages two to six and their parents at home. Lauricella,
Wartella, and Rideout (2015) concluded from their survey of 2,326 parents of
young children that children mirror their parents’ attitudes towards screens.
They also concluded that children between the ages of six and eight care less
about their parents’ opinions. These findings are, however, based on parents’
report and thus limited as such.
These findings tell us that in young children’s play with tablet computers,
parents serve as the children’s gatekeepers and see different opportunities in
these devices. These parents are not only gatekeepers in the sense of allowing
children to use tablet computers but also in the sense of providing them with
agency in their use. The findings from within the parental perspective, along
with our understanding of digital literacy and the recurrent sociocultural aspects
of tablet computer play, point to variances in parenting styles that are likely to
affect children’s individual agency in play.

What We Need to Explore
Young children’s tablet computer play takes place in different contexts, and parents, teachers, siblings, and peers play crucial parts in the formation of digital
literacy as well as the cultivation of digital play. In an assessment of studies on
technology and literacy in the early years, Cathy Burnett and Karen Daniels
(2016) have identified a need for open-ended exploratory research. They argue
that the familiar situation involving children, parents and tablet computers can
be viewed as “trialogical” and that we need to explore notions of meaning making within this configuration. They also argue that play should be considered
more often in research as an autotelic concept, thus viewing meaning making
as situated in play culture.
Marsh (2016) called one important aspect of autotelic play with tablet
computers “transgressive play.” This kind of play was not found in research
about learning and serves as a great example of how emic perspectives in young
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children’s play culture involving tablet computers requires further examination.
Transgressive play is a well-known phenomenon in play theory, championed
as frivolous play by Sutton-Smith (1997) and silly play by Mouritsen (1996)
and Karoff (2013). It is the kind of play that expands our understanding of
affordances in relation to Jenkins’s (2009) definition of play in digital literacy—
experimenting with one’s environment to solve problems. The problem, however,
pertains to the intrinsically meaningful or autotelic in play, and thus we are not
able to research it unless we approach it from an explorative angle.
From this kind of exploratory research, we stand to gain some valuable
insights into digital play practices that may help us understand the culture of play
of young children. These insights may be used in app design as well as provide
inspiration to include young children in design processes. Young children focus
on technologies’ affordances for play and seek to expand them vis-à-vis transgressive play. As researchers, we should acknowledge this important cultural
aspect. Furthermore, we need to expand the research in this field beyond the
global North to include international perspectives on this type of play culture.

Conclusion
This review has shown that research about young children and their use of tablet
computers most often deals with perspectives regarding digital literacy, learning,
and parental mediation. These studies underscore how young children’s tablet
computer play is integrated in socially dense contexts. The studies also reveal
that young children stand to learn a lot from playing with tablet computers and
that playful behavior leads to proficiency in handling tablet computers autonomously, especially when adults, through interest and guidance, support these
activities. Parents’ attitudes toward young children’s tablet computer play reflect
the digital literacy and learning perspectives to some degree, as technological
proficiency and formal learning are among key parental motives for selecting
apps. These mediation strategies and parenting styles affect the affordances of
tablet computers for young children’s play.
Important research within this field has been conducted with play and
creativity theories at the forefront. The studies presented here have underscored
the importance of adults understanding young children’s digital play culture and
how it is very meaningful and real to them in a cultural and social sense. Tablet
computer play is emblematic of a new era in young children’s play culture, as
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described by the important study conducted by Jackie Marsh and her associates
(2015), which introduced a new classification for digital play. The findings from
this study have underscored how we need to explore young children’s practices of
digital play by also looking to transgressive aspects. From this kind of research,
we stand to learn much about young children’s digital play culture as well as
affordances and qualities of design. The questions we propose should be mindful
of the autotelic qualities of play and thus not perpetually seek to functionalize
it toward formal learning.
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