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Introduction

As part of preparatory research for the Play to Learn (PtL) program, NYU Global TIES for Children
(NYU-TIES) and PtL partners developed and implemented a qualitative approach for assessing
playful learning in humanitarian settings in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, home to over 450,000 children
under the age of 18'. Despite the extensive consideration of children’s play in cultural anthropology,
very few studies have examined play from a cultural perspective in refugee or humanitarian
contexts. As such, the research was not intended to take a comparative or cross-cultural perspective
to play, but instead aims to capture the point of view of young Rohingya children themselves in
order to provide context to how they may be “mediating between their world of origin and the host
society”? through play.

Our data show that Rohingya children demonstrate a tremendous amount of spontaneous and
creative activity in their everyday lives, despite the many challenges in the Cox’s Bazar camps. This
brief provides fresh perspectives into the remarkable resilience and creativity these young children
possess. The four key themes that emerge from the data, explored in more detail below, include how
Rohingya children 1) learn and play through song and rhyme; 2) self-organize their play in groups
with other children of various ages; 3) use space flexibly and fluidly during play and; 4) use their
imaginations to create toys and games.

In reviewing these findings, we explore potential ways to harness this creativity to strengthen the
capacity of children to cope, develop, and play in this humanitarian setting. In trying to understand
these points of view, our hope is that the data collected may also serve to give Rohingya children a
voice in shaping the programming and policies that are developed to help them learn and heal.
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Methods

Late in 2020, data for this research were collected by enumerators from Innovations for Poverty
Action (IPA) based in Bangladesh using an ethnographic observation approach focused on
recording children’s experiences from their own 'points of view'. Though ethnographic accounts of
cross-cultural childhood experiences date back the 1900s, these observations often required
extended fieldwork spanning months, if not years. Such timeframes are not an option for
implementing organizations and researchers working in humanitarian settings, and so, as an
alternative, we instead trained enumerators to conduct 5-minute ‘flash’ observations. This approach
builds upon a long tradition of ethnographic observation within anthropology, but adapts and
integrates the rapid research methods or Rapid Ethnographic Assessment (REA) that have become
increasingly utilized in the health and development sectors’.

Child observation data comes from eight different camps within Cox’s Bazar. The sample includes
N=61 focal children, aged 2-5 years old, in their everyday lives. 41% of this sample had participated
in the Humanitarian Play Lab (HPL) program and 59% had not. Observations took place in
conjunction with other ongoing data collection so as to avoid families feeling unduly scrutinized.
Enumerators were trained to follow children around within a limited timeframe and to take indepth,
moment-to-moment descriptions of children’s activities, including those with whom the children
engaged. Children engaged with varied individuals during these observations including fathers
aged 24-45; mothers aged 20-35; other adults aged 24-52; and non-focal children aged 8 months - 12
years old. HPL participants were identified or verified through our data collection partner, IPA. Other
non-HPL participants were found via inquiry with the local majhee, a community leader, or at
random with consent from the child’s family through convenience sampling. All quotes included in
this brief were drawn from the field notes of these enumerators. Field notes were written in English
by the enumerators immediately after their visits.

It is worth noting that in spite of the small sample size, these data are likely generalizable to the
population of young parents in Cox’s Bazar. The Rohingya community is not as heterogenous as
those that might be found in similar humanitarian contexts. The majority of the population is largely
low income and hold low levels of formal education due to policies intentionally implemented by the
Myanmar government in Rakhine® Nevertheless, though opportunities for earning an income are
limited for the population, those who were employed prior to displacement are much more likely to
be employed in Bangladesh, including women?®.
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Preliminary Findings

® Rohingya children learn and play through song and rhyme

In Rohingya communities, adults and elders may sing and engage in storytelling, which children
often pick up through observation. In this study, our enumerators observed that children often hum,
sing, and sway as they are absorbed in other activities. This was seen both in individual and group play.

$i

Existing literature suggests that music and art can help alleviate some of the effects of trauma in
refugee children. Furthermore, music can be used to show resistance to the reality Rohingyas are
experiencing, maintain the culture and identity of the Rohingya people, and preserve their distinct
cultural heritage for future generations growing up outside their traditional homeland. Therefore,
using culturally appropriate songs and music can serve both child developmental goals as well as
cultural preservation goals in programming for Rohingya children.

A

() Rohingya children self-organize their play in groups with other children of various ages

Children often socialize with same-age peers in their classes, but in naturally occurring play in and
around their homes, Rohingya children frequently play in mixed age groups. These groups are made
up of family members as well as others in the community. In our preliminary findings with early
childhood aged children, we see them playing with their siblings and friends who may not be close
to them in age, but who nonetheless engage in the same activities.
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These preliminary findings suggest that children are learning to communicate and collaborate not
just from peers their own age but from children across age groups. Some of the group activity was
complex, with multiple objects being used and children participating according to their
developmental ability (for example, Dina’s orchestration of her group’s activity). The prevalence of
learning in play from children of other ages may be important for future programming in this
context, particularly with regards to creating classrooms or play groups based on learning level
across age groups. Integrating older children in teaching models may also be an effective way to
adapt programming in child-centered ways.

A

® 0 Rohingya children use space flexibly and fluidly during play

The space the children are able to occupy has significant potential to make a difference in the kind
of play, both what is enacted and with whom. Little is yet known about how surrounding
environments of refugee children can affect their choice of activities, physical or otherwise, but a
small body of research has begun to emerge'’ on this topic. For example, cramped living conditions
have been documented as barriers to active indoor play". Alternately, proximal found spaces™ -
those which are not specifically designed for play - or other informal public and community spaces®™
have been identified as spaces that are possible or have potential for children’s play™. Our
observations remain largely consistent with this extant literature. Though children were most often
observed in their homes, we also found that in many instances, the activities of focal children also
spanned around, across, and between multiple homes or in public spaces. In particular, children were
able to move relatively freely in and out of other homes, particularly those of relatives.”
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A Rohingya children use their

imaginations to create toys and
] games in a sometimes-hazardous
context

The objects and materials to which the child has
access are an integral component of the play
spaces or environment. In a resource scarce
setting, Rohingya children have adapted their
play in ways that engage their imaginations and
show a strong propensity for creativity. This can
be seen in the ways they are developing their
own games and toys with objects readily
available to them in the absence of 'store-bought’
toys and games. In our observations, Rohingya
children often use objects they find around
them in play settings, including tubing and sand.
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Literature on early childhood development and pretend play notes that high quality pretend play
may link to higher level cognition, social and linguistic competence, and abstract thought®. Our
preliminary findings suggest that children are creative in the use of their imaginations and show
resourcefulness in finding and making tools to create toys and games. In some cases, these toys
mirror everyday household objects (such as the broom in the quote above). This use of imagination,
creativity, and resourcefulness in the context of community and household routines may be
considered in the development and adaptation of future programs, interventions, and policies
created for these young children.

Examples also show that children are using objects such as bicycle spokes, or repurposing
discarded items in their play. Some of which present potential significant health and safety
concerns.

Highlighting and promoting the use of spaces such as BRAC’s Humanitarian Play Labs to caregivers
as physically and emotionally safe spaces for children to play, learn, and heal, as recommended in
our Fathers’ Perceptions of Play research brief, may alleviate some of these risks.
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Conclusion

The child POV data from Cox’s Bazar serves to deepen collective knowledge on the ubiquity and
importance of play and pretend play. It builds upon the extensive scholarship of sociocultural
approaches to children’s play in non-western contexts in both anthropology and, to a lesser extent,
psychology” around themes such as extended family networks and mixed-age play interactions. The
emergence of multi-age play groups is consistent with existing cross-cultural literature in human
development™ but in contrast to western literature where mothers or other adults act as playmates
for young children.

Nevertheless, the data also underscore the need to further examine how the Rohingyas’ unique
context, including ‘play resources’ (e.g. objects, space)?®° and socio-cultural ways of interacting
within the community, can affect play engagement?. The frequent use of found spaces - those
spaces between and around housing not designed specifically for play??- as a setting for Rohingya
children’s play activities is a unique factor contributing to their play environment not often seen in
western literature. For example, previous studies of refugee children have shown the absence of
dedicated safe spaces for play to be a barrier for more physical activity or 'active play'?.
Additionally, play in the context of physical hazard is one that is not often found in extant literature
and is a contribution that could help us to better understand play for children in Cox’s Bazar as well
as other humanitarian and low-resource settings.

Lastly, Rohingya children’s creativity with everyday objects reflects a specificity to their environment
and the types of materials available to them. Various forms of object-use emerged, namely
exploration, construction, play, tool use, and tool making®. Some uses appear to reflect cultural
experiences of children (e.g. imitating a parent or caregiver) while other uses reflect the
development of their own new ways of using an object (e.g. creating their own tools). In either case,
play appears to have created a space where both existing and new knowledge can potentially merge
and emerge?®.

The young Rohingya children in Cox’s Bazar camps have endured immense trauma, and yet they also
demonstrate remarkable resourcefulness and resilience. Play has the potential to play a significant
contributing role in these positive outcomes?®. This research provides a small foundation towards
better understanding how children in these contexts perceive play. As a medium through which we
can glean critical insights on children’s understanding of their sociocultural contexts?’, our ability to
observe play in these Rohingya communities is invaluable.

Preliminary findings demonstrate that policy- and program-relevant insights into playful learning
can be gleaned from a simple and rapid child point-of-view approach. While we share our findings
in this area, we acknowledge that to truly see play through the eyes of children, greater time and
investments in this area are needed in order to develop studies where the voices of these young
children are heard, not through conversations with or observations of adults, but through their own
words and thoughts.

This research is not meant to provide a full perspective into the lives of children, but allows
researchers to feasibly use a simple, rapid, and cost-effective point of view approach with
implications for building future programs, policies, and interventions designed and adapted for
children in humanitarian contexts.
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Future programs, policies, and interventions designed and adapted for these children can leverage
these insights to advance child-centered approaches that are locally and culturally grounded.

Knowing how children play and with whom they play can help practitioners meet children where
they are for the greatest possible impact. A greater understanding in this area will also inform
culturally-grounded and adapted policies created for Rohingya children in Cox’s Bazar.
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NYU Global TIES for Children

NYU Global TIES for Children is an international research center which works towards a world where
all children have equitable access at scale to opportunities that allow them to thrive, in an ecosystem
where caregivers and teachers have the resources they need to support them. Our mission is to
support this vision by contributing to a robust and culturally-grounded science for program and
policy action that promotes children’s holistic learning and development in Low-and-Middle-Income
Countries and Conflict Affected Contexts.

play,to learn s

Play to Learn

Play to Learn is an innovative program from the LEGO Foundation, Sesame Workshop, BRAC, the
International Rescue Committee, and NYU Global TIES for Children that harnesses the power of play
to deliver critical early learning opportunities to children and caregivers affected by conflict and
crisis. Play to Learn is reaching families affected by the Rohingya and Syrian refugee crises through
educational media and direct services in homes, play spaces, health centers, and more to provide
the essential building blocks of play-based learning and nurturing care. Ultimately, Play to Learn
aims to establish play-based early childhood development as an essential component of
humanitarian response for all children and caregivers affected by crisis.

SESAME WORKSHOP 5 brac The LEGO Foundation

To learn more about our Play to Learn research contact global.ties@nyu.edu
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