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Introduction
In this article, I consider two points regarding multi-age play in nurseries. Firstly, I consider whether mixed-age play might offer some learning opportunities to children that cannot be replicated by child-adult interactions. Secondly, I draw attention to the power structures in mixed-age play, that can sometimes contain troubling aspects. Although research (such as the EPPE project) and policy (for instance the EYFS) has been directed at nursery education, I have not found any study that focuses on nursery after-school clubs. Many working parents in the UK rely on after-school childcare (Wheelock and Jones, 2002; Smith and Barker, 2000) and to suit demand nurseries can also double as after-school clubs. This means that some EY children may be spending a third or even half of their day in the company of older children. I therefore believe it is important to share my own reflections from working in such an after-school club. 

As children of different ages spend time in after-school clubs, they naturally play and develop friendships. They might do something along the lines of building a ‘castle’ in the garden which they proceed to use for their ‘adventures’. As I observed them play, I wondered what was motivating the younger ones to listen to instructions, regulate their emotions and stay focused for so long in these games set up by the older children. They seemed more interested in the games initiated by the older children than in anything I provided for them. Was this engagement I noticed connected to learning? Singer et al (2014) suggest that intense engagement leads to deeper learning and cognitive development. I considered whether their older playmates have a positive effect on cognition, as suggested for peers in nurseries (Sylva et al, 2011; Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva, 2004). On the other hand, I also noticed instances of power struggles and exclusion. When some children were ordered to leave the ‘castle’, I was  troubled by this power imbalance and its implications. The more powerful (and usually older) children who make up the games also decide who plays (Löfdahl 2010).

To illustrate this point let’s picture Hayley, a nursery child, playing with Ellie, who is primary-aged. They are making cupcakes in the mud kitchen. Hayley is gaining valuable skills by playing with Ellie. For example, they are digging in the mud and filling water cups, getting the ratio of water and dirt just right to form a paste. This might be good practice for exploring how materials mix, for measuring and fine motor skills. Sequencing the steps to make the cupcakes might also improve Hayley’s planning and executing skills. However, at the same time, the older child leads play and makes decisions, leaving the younger child in a subordinate position. Ellie decides when the cupcakes are ready and if the mixture needs more water. For younger children and children who don’t conform to directions by the ‘leader’, exclusion from the game is highly probable. It’s a constant negotiation and various strategies are implemented from both sides.
Mixed-age play
Wood and Attfield (2005) support the idea that young children often need encouragement to challenge themselves and enhance their skills. Therefore in nurseries effective adult support is important for children in terms of providing challenges which lead to cognitive development (Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva 2004). This is achieved through ‘sustained shared thinking’, a process of ‘co-construction’ of knowledge (Purdon, 2016), which is promoted throughout the EYFS (DfE 2014). It is considered a hallmark of quality practice in EY settings and is also linked to Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development, as the practitioner needs to be aware of the child’s current level to help support learning (Purdon, 2016). In general, this help is provided through playful activities (DfE 2012). Mixed-age play also has some similarities to the Vygotskian model, with older children acting to support the younger ones’ development (Gray 2011). Therefore it could be possible for the older children to take on this role and provide challenges for younger children.
There is indeed research that shows the beneficial effects of mixed-age play. In a study which included children aged 4-17, the older children encouraged the younger ones to learn skills above their current level while consolidating their own learning (Gray and Fedman 2004). Azmitia and Perlmutter (1989 cited in Rogoff et al. 2010) note that mixing children of different ages may foster development of various skills. Younger children developed negotiation skills in an attempt to gain access to responsibilities in play (French et al. 1986). Older children gained leadership and caring skills (Gray and Fedman 2004; French  et al.1986). For example, I observed Jenny showing her younger playmate Georgia how to swing on a rope as part of their game. The older child takes on the role of the person with more experience but they work towards the goal together (Olusoga, 2018). This illustrates how caring can also contain an element of power (Johansson, 2009), as the person with more power cares for and nurtures the less powerful. Both children can benefit from this type of interaction: Jenny is enhancing her caring skills as well as consolidating her own understanding whilst Georgia is developing physical skills. As I observed, teaching skills were not only directed from older to younger children. Younger children might also help older children. For example, Preschooler Arjan, who was more familiar with the trampoline in the nursery demonstrated and explained how to do a backflip to his older friend who was struggling to learn the skill.
In preschool rooms mixed-age groups were more engaged (Winsler et al., 2002) and showed more complex play (Mounts and Roopnarine 1987). Moreover, toddlers engaging in pretend play with older preschoolers may demonstrate more complicated skills than when playing alone (Howes and Farver, 1987). The after-school club provides an opportunity for the children to engage in more complex play. For example Ellie, a primary-aged girl, is leading play while creating an obstacle course in the garden with other children - something beyond the capabilities of the younger nursery children. She instructs where to place materials and gives directions. After she leaves, Hayley (3 years old and Ellie’s best friend) takes on the leading role amongst the group. Other children seek her guidance now that Ellie has left the game and it seems that her connection with the older girl has elevated her social position and enhanced her leading skills. Hayley now makes decisions for the game, demonstrating her ability to reproduce more complex play strategies independently. In this way children's peer cultures hold possibilities where individuals can act differently in different situations (Lofdahl, 2010).
There might be further reasons for older children to be considered more suitable playmates for young children when compared with the current model of child-practitioner interactions. Children are usually interested in similar things and have similar energy levels, allowing them to enjoy playing together for extended periods of time (Gray 2011). Gray (2014) also notes while talking about parents that playing with a child is not ‘play’ unless you are both having fun. The same might be true for practitioners. Practitioners have noted that they sometimes feel uncomfortable intervening in children’s play (Moyles and Adams 2000). In some cases their presence can prove more of a disturbance than a support, for example when they walk in and out of the room quickly, asking questions and interrupting play (Singer et al. 2014). Lancy (2010) has also pointed out that adult and child playing together is not a common practice in some non-Western cultures. In many non-Western models of child-rearing, children learn mainly from observation of people around them instead of direct teaching from adults (Lancy 2010). Mixed-age groups of children also seem to play an important role in learning new skills in these cultures (Lancy 2010). For example, Gaskins (2000) found that, most of the time, older Mayan children instead of adults would be the ones giving support to the younger ones when performing household duties. Bearing this in mind and after observing children playing with their older friends, I reflected on my own practice and how I play with the children. How much fun was I actually having and could I keep up with them? Maybe adults lack the same intrinsic interest in children’s games, which can become repetitive, making it hard to sustain genuine interest for prolonged periods. And of course I considered whether the EY targets I have in mind for a play-based activity might interfere with the fun of playing.

Play is promoted as a learning medium across EY education (McInnes et al. 2011) but there has also been a push towards assessment, creating a focus on specific learning goals (Bradbury 2019). This can push practitioners even further away from playing just for fun. Manning-Morton and Thorp (2004) note that, although the adult plays a key role in EY play, there is a possibility that adults will take over the play, leading to a limited version and overlooking more holistic experiences. Lepper and Greene (1975) actually noted that adult observation decreased preschool children’s motivation during activities - perhaps children somehow intuit that playing with adult practitioners is not always genuine play. McInnes at al. (2011) noted that in some cases children perceived play as something that happened when adults were not present. I recognise the important influence practitioners have in supporting development but, at the same time, it is interesting to reflect on possible limitations that adults playing with children might face. Even if Western teachers and adults are encouraged to play with children, time constraints, targets and learning requirements can interfere with this, whereas in mixed-age play, children of different ages organically learn valuable social skills while playing together. 

Although the research is encouraging, there is little promotion of mixed-age play in education; it seems to be something that just happens out of convenience in after-school clubs to accomodate children of working families. There is, as far as I know, no specific training/guidance for staff. In reality, as I have experienced, the intricacies of mixed-age play might prove challenging to practitioners and children. There seem to be fewer opportunities for children of different ages to mix, as segregation into age groups appears to be a given (Rogoff et al 2010). Children might, therefore, not be used to interacting in multi-age groups and may be unaware of how to incorporate children of different ages in their play. To add to this, neighbourhood play where children traditionally played freely in mixed-age groups is now in decline (Loebach and Gilliland, 2016; Jarvis et al, 2014), even though, historically, children often played in mixed-age groups (Gray 2011, Katz et al. 1990). Neighbourhood play provides special opportunities for cognitive development, in part due to age-mixing (Katz et al., 1990). Jarvis et al. (2014) suggest that the ebb of neighbourhood play may adversely affect children's socio-emotional development. Rogoff et al (2010) lament this extreme age division and propose moving towards integration. Similarly, after reflecting on the decline of neighbourhood play and age segregation in schools, I came to view after-school clubs as a possible way of providing a substitute where local children could meet to play freely before it gets dark and they go home to their families. We should, however, approach this type of play with caution because possibly, as children are not used to this set-up, some challenges may occur, for example, social hierarchies and misuse of power.
Social hierarchies in children’s play
While mixed-age play may have potential value for children’s development, we should also be aware of some of the challenges it may present. Wood (2014) describes group play as a complex orchestration of social, physical, cognitive, cultural, temporal and relational processes. Despite this, practitioners tend to perceive play as solely beneficial and images of pure and innocent child’s play are deeply ingrained within the cultural narratives of our society (Campbell-Barr 2014). Children's power struggles in the playground go unnoticed (Blatchford and Sharp 1994), for example, Wood (2014) found that practitioners often lack awareness of social and power hierarchies developed in play. In reality, as they made up their game, not all the children’s suggestions were taken into account or tasks and roles fairly distributed (Löfdahl 2010). I myself used to overlook these aspects of the decision-making process in favour of the product: a ‘castle’ in the garden made by (seemingly) all the children. However some children might have felt ‘left out’ (Löfdahl 2010). 

Although adults tend to ignore power in play, children seem to be aware of status in groups from a young age (Johansson, 2011; Löfdahl, 2006). Social positioning exists even in groups of nursery children of similar age (Lofdahl, 2006). But, in mixed-age groups, age itself has been suggested as a defining feature of children’s social hierarchies and an important reason for exclusion in play groups (Konstantoni, 2011; Skattebol, 2006). To create hierarchies, as Corsaro (1992) explains, children appropriate, reproduce and use adult ideas and values, integrating them into their own peer culture during play. Awareness of bodily features is linked to children's understanding of age. For example, children usually view being ‘bigger’ as encompassing ability and competence (Konstantoni, 2011). Skattebol (2006) also emphasises that children find their rank amongst their peers through this process of comparison. For example, during my investigation I noted children of different ages 'competing' about who had the biggest feet. One child even claimed his shoes were the wrong size, implying that his feet were in reality bigger than his shoe-size in order to remain in the game. This could provide an important guide when positioning themselves within their group, which in turn helps the older/bigger ones obtain a better outcome in negotiations (Lofdahl, 2006). As older (and most of the time bigger) children often take leading roles in mixed-age play (French et al., 1986) and in after-school clubs (Smith and Barker, 2000), they gain dominance as the decision-makers of who gets to play, which in turn would reaffirm their status in a cyclical process (Wood 2014).

This power imbalance troubled me because, as practitioners, we are supposed to advocate inclusivity. Children’s everyday experiences can sometimes clash with values promoted in the nursery, such as democratically making decisions together. I therefore wondered, in a similar way to Löfdahl:
       “[w]hat kind of impact will the children’s constructions of ‘social’ knowledge have on their understanding of the social value of differences (age, gender, ethnicity), compared to the systems of norms and values that the teachers and other adults represent?”
                                      Löfdahl (cited in Brooker and Edwards 2010, p134)
Conclusion
I thus believe that children’s mixed-age play may contain some unique and irreplaceable characteristics. There seem to be definite benefits from mixed-age play (Gray 2011) and I wonder whether such extreme age segregation as we are accustomed to in the West (Rogoff et al. 2010) is an approach that ensures the best learning opportunities for children. Watching the older and younger children together helped me consider limitations practitioners may face when playing with young children. As mixed-age after-school play is already in place in many nurseries, it may be beneficial to take conscious advantage of this set-up.

However, the potential challenges, such as power dynamics in play, should be borne in mind, as the odds of leading play seem to be stacked in favour of older children due to their more advanced abilities. In the literature, it seems that only sporadic attention is given to children's relations during play (Lofdahl 2010). Wood (2014) advocates for raised awareness of certain features of children’s play that might be considered unpleasant, such as strategies for maintaining power. I believe that raising awareness of all aspects of play can help when considering the value of mixed-age after-school clubs.
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