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6  Introduction to the Section
EU Strategy 2020 highlights sustainable and integration growth priorities, and 
the socio-educational innovation is directly related to a smart growth priority and 
to implement flagship initiative “Innovation Union”. This initiative, dedicated 
to promoting communication, abandons the traditional approach to innovation 
and it is recommended to follow the broad-based innovation to promote not 
only technological, but also socio-educational innovation, which highlights the 
importance of understanding different groups of users’ needs. 

Smart specialization strategies and scenarios are modelled in preparation for the 
new European Union financial programming cycle and are prepared by all European 
Union countries. Some of them, such as Lithuania, prepare their specialization 
strategy for the entire country. Smart specialization calls for a review of existing 
policies and practices to ensure compliance with inclusive and creative public 
education priorities. That is the main premise of holistic assessment of specific social 
groups, in this case – specifically of children with disabilities who need to play.

6.1  Topics of relevance and novelty 

According to Cmirnova et al. (2012), the nineteenth and the twentieth century beginning 
successor in the early game theory, for example, the excess energy (Surplus Energy 
Theory, Spencer, 1878), recuperation or relaxation (Recreations or Relaxation Theory, 
Lazarus, 1883) recapitulation (Recapitulation Theory, Hall, 1920), was used to explain 
play and its purpose. The modern play research era developed the Psychodynamic play 
theory (the psychodynamics of Theories of Play, Freud, 1961; Erikson, 1985), Cognitive 
development play theory (Cognitive Developmental Theories of Play, Piaget, 1962; 
Vygotskij, 1966, 1997) which examine the links between child development and play. 
Researchers tend to agree that the child develops by playing. Play allows the children 
to develop their intellectual, emotional and social skills and how pleasant the child’s 
activities are, paving the way to learning (Brėdikytė & Hakkarainen, 2011; Brėdikytė, 
2012; Lillard et al., 2012; Whitebread, 2012; Brėdikytė et al., 2013, Brandišauskienė & 
Maslienė 2014). Researchers stress the importance of positive peer relationships in 
childhood and later life (Brėdikytė et al., 2013, Kvieskienė, 2014). 

Children can experience a variety and/or a combination of disabilities that can 
affect their ability to play. Disabilities can be physical, intellectual, or emotional and 
can range in severity from mild to profound; nevertheless, all of these children have 
some capacity to engage in play. 

Play is important for all children. Although play research on children with 
disabilities is lacking in some areas, much has been learned about how children with 
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disabilities play and how their play possibilities can be expanded. As more is learned 
and newer advances are made in all types of play environments, more opportunities 
will be possible for children with disabilities to participate in play. Many technological 
solutions have been promoting this in the 21st century. 

The task of the LUDI WG 4 is to collect data on the users’ needs, related to play 
for children with disabilities. We collected data on the users’ needs and reported 
them with case studies from different countries. All LUDI members were invited to 
contribute to the mapping of users’ needs, making a review of relevant literature 
and documents from the respective context. The second section of the report 
presents results from literature reviews about children with disabilities and play 
performed in three countries, namely Sweden, Finland and Lithuania during the 
year 2015. These countries are situated a bit north from central Europa and they 
have relatively small populations. Sweden has 9.6 million, Finland 5.5 million and 
Lithuania about 3 million inhabitants. All these countries aim toward inclusive 
education and embrace a social model of disability, away from a deficit approach.

The case studies summarize several studies and reports published in these 
countries. The situations reported in these studies should be considered as 
examples from different contexts of the play needs of children disabilities. However 
we cannot generalize aspects regarding play of children with disabilities. Each child 
has his or her own way of playing as well as own demands for play. Children with 
disabilities face a bit different situations than those of typically developing children. 
Having one or more impairments can mean that play might demand adaptations 
or support from the adults around or from the environment. How the society and 
the environment support children with disabilities and their families may differ in 
these three countries. 

When discussing play, there is usually a person to play with, meaning that 
several persons are engaged. It is often a peer or a sibling. In a study (Diamond, 
Hong & Tu 2008) typically developing children evaluated the possibilities to play 
with children with physical disabilities. In that study the typically developing 
children saw barriers but also possibilities. Parents’ importance seems to be a 
common issue in these three countries. Scaffolding the play of young children with 
disabilities was also underlined in a review by Childress (2011). Play was used as 
an important source of interaction. Parents learned about their child during the 
play, and it seemed that most parents could adapt their play according to the needs of 
the child. So the play is difficult to study or to talk about without taking account the 
environment and the relationships around the child. 

Education of children is today based on inclusion in most countries. How that 
is done in practice, varies in these three countries. The basic principles of inclusion 
are participation, equality, fraternity and liberty (see Hausstätter, 2013). These are 
also the guidelines regarding opportunities to play for children with disabilities in 
Finland, Sweden and Lithuania.
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6.2  Methodology

A literature review was made with relevant terms and various strategies (disability, 
children, play, special educational needs, special needs, children’s rights etc.) in 
order to identify reports, thesis, scientific papers, documents from governmental 
bodies, international and national agencies, Non-governmental organizations, 
parents’ associations, Universities, that have relevant contents about the needs of 
parents and children related to play for children with disabilities from chosen country. 
The literature was found both with web-searches in various databases and looking 
directly at the publications from various stakeholders and agencies. The scope was to 
identify at least 10 relevant documents, up to 20. A group of interested colleagues or 
students in the literature review and data extraction were involved. An analysis of the 
results (case study of the users’ needs about play for children with disabilities in three 
countries) was prepared. The report contains a short description of the policies and 
stakeholders in context, and the results from the literature review, concerning needs, 
barriers, facilitators and recommendations.   

6.3  Short project description

The case study represents three countries: Sweden, Finland and Lithuania. Every 
country studied their policies, mapping of the users’ needs, barriers, facilitators and 
finally concluded with recommendations. 

The Swedish project gives recommendation to the school to focus on the need 
of children with medium and high impact disability and in particular children with 
autism spectrum disorders and attention deficits. Welfare providers should give 
support to their families, follow-up their needs (Statens Folkhälsoinstitut, 2014) and 
also give a leisure subvention to the families so that they can afford more activities 
(Handisam, 2014). 

Finnish legislation tries to promote early childhood education and welfare by 
offering kindergarten services with low prices for all families with young children. 
In addition, teachers in kindergarten are well educated, carrying either a bachelor 
or master degree. Services are available all over Finland. However, not very much 
research on play exists. 

Lithuanian scientists conclude that the situation is slowly improving with more 
and more methodological tools introduced into the educational system, which are 
created in response to the need by teachers and special needs educators, who were 
seeking to gain knowledge about effective and inclusive work with children who 
have Special Educational Needs. Including play as a method and as a learning tool 
represents one step towards a more inclusive and open education. There were a stack 
of studies in Lithuania about play in the lives of children with disabilities. This study 
helps to improve knowledge and gives the background for other studies. With more 
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resources and good practice models, promoting positive socialization and individual 
support for children with SEN, the needs will be understood and addressed better, 
thus promoting the need for various forms of play. Having opportunities to play 
improves various abilities and helps children with disabilities also in future life. 
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