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At London Bridge Child Care we believe in giving visibility to 
moments of imagination and pretend play in children.

 ’m sure that many of you who have spent time with 
 children know how much they love to pretend and 
imagine! I had an experience recently where 2 year 
old Parker was playing with a set of plastic cups and a 
pitcher. When he noticed me watching him, he smiled 
and handed me one of the cups, saying it was “juice.” As 
I noisily pretended to drink from it, he had a little grin 
of amusement on his face. Then he took the cup back, 
‘poured’ more in from the small pitcher and handed it back 
to me saying “it’s apple pie”. When I told him that apple pie 
was my favourite, he laughed out loud. This continued back 
and forth for several minutes, where the contents of the 
cup became various food and drinks.

Theorists at the turn of the 20th century claimed that 
when children make believed it was because they were 
unable to discriminate between what was made up and 
what was real. But recently, cognitive scientists have 
been continuing to explore what children know about 
imagination and pretend. What their research has found 
is that children as young as 18 months are actually very 
good at distinguishing the difference. The basis for their 
claim is that the children they observed all showed 
similar traits during this type of play… giggles, a knowing 
twinkle in their eyes, and an exaggeration of the play. The 
researchers interpreted this as a signal from the children 
to the adults that their pretend play was not to be taken 
seriously. Through similar gestures Parker signaled to 
me that he knew that what he was ‘pouring’ out of the cup 
was not really apple pie. What we are also discovering is 
that not only is pretend play one of the joyous moments of 
childhood but that cognitive scientists view it is a form of 

counterfactual thinking. This is the process we go through 
when we ask ourselves ‘what if’ type questions and when 
we imagine how this world could be different tomorrow 
than it is today. It’s what moves our thoughts from a place 
of dreaming, to a place where those dreams can in fact 
become reality. Imagine the moment when someone said, 
“what if we could talk to our friends in another country and 
be able to see them on a screen in real time.” I’m pretty 
sure that someone told that person that they must be 
dreaming! Yet because someone asked the question, “what 
if”, that is exactly what we are able to do. What we’ve come 
to understand is that it’s not only adults who are capable of 
counterfactual thinking, and that a foundation is set from 
times of pretend play when we are very young.

At London Bridge Child Care we believe in giving visibility 
to moments of imagination and pretend play in children. 
We document, share with each other and dissect these 
moments to understand the complexities and importance 
in children’s play. We notice their ideas about how things 
work, what they understand about the current world and a 
future that they might be imagining. Parker’s story is not 
exclusive to him, he is not the only child who demonstrates 
counterfactual thinking. We see moments like this every 
single day. But, when we recognize the importance 
of this play we can help children see themselves as 
creative thinkers thereby benefitting them in their future 
endeavors. It makes us attune to why we would support 
them in their creativity and assures us that our current 
reality is not the reality of their future. A whole world 
awaits them, and that excites us!
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Each moment in a child’s life presents unique possibilities for learning. 
Children continuously marvel at the wonders of the world and through their 
relentless pursuit to make discoveries they help us to see the potential that 
exists all around us. At London Bridge we believe in the competencies of all 
children and understand that when we support them in their growth today, 
the possibilities for tomorrow are endless.

The Importance of Pretend Play 
in the Lives of Children


