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Abstract
Educational and playful forms of media are both pervasive in children’s media land-
scape. Children tend to see play and learning as distinct, whereas parents tend to 
recognize the overlap between these categories; however, little research investigates 
children’s and parents’ conceptions of media as learning or play. Children (N = 80, 
five- and seven-year-olds) and mothers (N = 40) were shown black-and-white line 
drawings representing a child engaging in both media and non-media activities and 
asked to categorize each image as learning/not learning and as play/not play. Both 
mothers and children were less likely to see media as learning than non-media activ-
ities. However, children were less likely than mothers to differentiate between media 
and non-media activities in their conceptions of play. Both mothers and children 
were less likely to conceive of media activities than non-media activities as both 
learning and play, but this effect was stronger for mothers. These results suggest that 
mothers may see media more negatively and/or instrumentally, whereas children 
may see media as one of many options for playtime, indicating that parents should 
be encouraged to see media in a playful light, alongside other non-digital options for 
childhood play.
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Résumé
Les formes éducatives et ludiques de médias sont toutes deux omniprésentes dans 
le paysage médiatique des enfants. Les enfants ont tendance à considérer le jeu et 
l’apprentissage comme des notions distinctes, tandis que les parents ont tendance à 
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reconnaître le chevauchement entre ces catégories. Cependant, peu de recherches ex-
aminent les conceptions des enfants et des parents des médias en tant qu’apprentissage 
ou jeu. Des enfants (N = 80, âgés de cinq et sept ans) et des mères (N = 40) ont 
vu des dessins au trait noir et blanc représentant un enfant participant à des activités 
médiatiques et non médiatiques et ont été invités à classer chaque image comme ap-
prentissage/non-apprentissage et comme jeu/non-jeu. Les mères et les enfants étaient 
moins susceptibles de considérer les médias comme des activités d’apprentissage que 
les activités non médiatiques. Cependant, les enfants étaient moins susceptibles que les 
mères de faire la différence entre les activités médiatiques et non médiatiques dans leurs 
conceptions du jeu. Les mères et les enfants étaient moins susceptibles de concevoir 
les activités médiatiques que les activités non médiatiques à la fois comme un apprent-
issage et un jeu, mais cet effet était plus fort pour les mères. Ces résultats suggèrent que 
les mères peuvent voir les médias de manière plus négative et/ou instrumentale, tandis 
que les enfants peuvent voir les médias comme l’une des nombreuses options de jeu, 
ce qui indique que les parents devraient être encouragés à voir les médias sous un angle 
ludique, aux côtés d’autres options non numériques pour le jeu des enfants.

Resumen
Tanto los medios educativos como los lúdicos están muy extendidos en el pano-
rama mediático infantil. Los niños tienden a ver el juego y el aprendizaje como algo 
distinto, mientras que los padres tienden a reconocer la superposición entre estas 
categorías; sin embargo, hay pocas investigaciones que investiguen las concepciones 
de los niños y los padres sobre los medios como aprendizaje o juego. Se mostraron 
a niños (N = 80, de cinco y siete años) y madres (N = 40) dibujos en blanco y negro 
que representaban a un niño participando en actividades mediáticas y no mediáticas y 
se les pidió que categorizaran cada imagen como aprendizaje/no aprendizaje y como 
juego/no juego. Tanto las madres como los niños tenían menos probabilidades de ver 
los medios como aprendizaje que las actividades no mediáticas. Sin embargo, los 
niños tenían menos probabilidades que las madres de diferenciar entre actividades 
mediáticas y no mediáticas en sus concepciones del juego. Tanto las madres como los 
niños tenían menos probabilidades de concebir las actividades mediáticas que las no 
mediáticas como aprendizaje y juego, pero este efecto fue más fuerte para las madres. 
Estos resultados sugieren que las madres pueden ver los medios de comunicación de 
forma más negativa y/o instrumental, mientras que los niños pueden verlos como una 
de las muchas opciones para el tiempo de juego, lo que indica que se debe alentar a 
los padres a ver los medios desde una perspectiva lúdica, junto con otras opciones no 
digitales para el juego infantil.

Affordances of Media as Learning and Play: Children’s and Mothers’ 
Conceptions

Media is highly pervasive in children’s lives. Even before the pandemic, nationally 
representative data from the USA showed that five- to eight-year-olds spent over 
3  h per day with screen media (Rideout & Robb, 2020) and COVID-19-related 
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lockdowns and remote learning have further increased child media use (Dore et al., 
2021; Hartshorne et  al., 2021). Previous research has examined both children’s 
learning from media (e.g., Fisch et al., 2024; Mares & Pan, 2013) and digital play 
(e.g., Bird & Edwards, 2015). The goal of the current study is to understand how 
children and parents conceive of media as learning or play. To be maximally inclu-
sive of the ways in which children and families use media, technology, and screens 
today, we use the term media use to include watching TV, DVDs, videos, and play-
ing games, using a variety of devices (e.g., TV, tablet, phone, video game console), 
whereas we use the term non-media to refer to any activity that does not involve 
these activities or devices Although defining play has historically been challenging 
and contentious in the literature, most definitions would include that play is behavior 
that is nonliteral, characterized by positive affect, and flexible (Krasnor & Pepler, 
1980; Lillard, 2015).

The extent to which media is considered learning, play, or both may influence 
parents’ and children’s behaviors. For example, if children see media as both learn-
ing and play, they may approach it with a positive attitude and invest more mental 
effort into learning from it (Saloman, 1984; Schwab et al., 2018), whereas if mothers 
see media as neither play nor learning, they may use it in instrumental ways (e.g., to 
entertain children when they are busy) but not consider how it may encourage learn-
ing or play. This might mean that the parents who select these media do not con-
sider the quality of the media and whether it supports their children’s learning. An 
understanding of parents’ and children’s conceptions of media can inform outreach 
to families around healthy media use.

Children’s Conceptions of Media as Learning and Play

Considering media from a playful learning perspective is crucial as media can 
promote children’s learning (Mares & Pan, 2013). Playful learning incorporates 
learning goals in a scaffolded environment that encourages the child to use active, 
“minds-on,” involvement rather than just swiping, promotes engagement and social 
interaction, and contains information that is meaningful to the child and links up to 
what the child already knows (Hirsh-Pasek et  al., 2015). However, little research 
has explored children’s conceptions of media as learning. Eisen and Lillard (2016) 
found that US three- to five-year-olds chose equally between a book and a touch-
screen device for learning about six different topics. However, by age 6, children 
tended to choose a touchscreen device for learning, suggesting that older children 
may develop more nuanced understandings of the functions of media devices and 
recognize them as sources of information.

It is not clear whether children think of media as play. Rothlein and Brett (1987) 
asked US preschoolers what they did when they were not playing and the most fre-
quent response was watching television, suggesting that children did not see TV 
viewing as play. However, this study is outdated, and it is not clear whether children 
today view media that involves activity, such as app use, as play.
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Parents’ Conceptions of Media as Learning and Play

Parents in the USA have mixed views about children’s media use, with 75% report-
ing concern about their child spending too much time with media today or in the 
future (Rideout & Robb, 2020). However, 72% of these parents also reported that 
media use helps their child’s learning (Rideout & Robb, 2020), suggesting parents 
recognize media’s potential educational benefits. Hinkley and McCann (2018) found 
similar mixed views, citing benefits related to learning and relaxation but also con-
cerns about potential negative effects on cognitive and social skills. Fisher et  al. 
(2008) found that many parents viewed media use as play, suggesting some overlap 
in parents’ conceptions.

The Current Study

Few studies explore children’s and parents’ conceptions of media using the same 
paradigm to examine concurrence. Notably, we focus on mothers to align with prior 
research (e.g., Fisher et  al., 2008). We use a subset of data collected as part of a 
larger study to examine whether the format of an activity (media vs. non-media) 
influences the extent to which children and mothers conceive of it as learning and as 
play.

Method

Participants

Participants were 80 children (40 five-year-olds, Mage = 5.51, SD = 0.29, range = 5.02 
– 5.97, 20 boys/20 girls, and 40 seven-year-olds, Mage = 7.52, SD = 0.33, range = 7.03 
– 7.98, 20 boys/20 girls) and 40 mothers (Mage = 37.42, SD = 4.68, range = 26.35 
– 48.31). This sample size was determined a priori as part of the larger project and 
is similar to prior studies using similar methodologies to address questions in this 
domain (Echenique et al., 2014; Scheuer et al., 2006). Children were recruited from 
a university database or from childcare settings in a metropolitan area in the Mid-
Atlantic region of the USA. Parents provided written informed consent, and children 
provided verbal assent, in accordance with [BLINDED FOR REVIEW]’s Institu-
tional Review Board. Mothers with a four- to eight-year-old child were recruited 
from the same database. Participants were 80.0% White and 9.2% Black; 77.5% of 
mothers had a bachelor’s degree or higher.

Procedure

As part of a larger study, participants visited a university laboratory and were inter-
viewed alone with a researcher. They were shown 36 cards with black-and-white line 
drawings of gender-neutral children engaging in common activities. This procedure 
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is reminiscent of photo-elicitation methodologies used in qualitative research (Clark-
Ibáñez, 2004). However, in this study, a researcher asked participants to sort the 
cards into learning/not learning and play/not play (order counterbalanced between 
participants), resulting in a quantitative measure of participants’ understanding of 
the images. As they made their choice, participants placed each card into a basket 
for the appropriate category. Although participants could change a response after 
making a choice, this happened very rarely. The sorting task took approximately 5 
to 10 min.

We were interested in conceptions of media, so we a priori chose to report on six 
cards for the current analysis (see Fig. 1). We first identified the only three images 
in the set showing media use: TV, mobile device, and video game with an adult. We 
then selected three non-media images with similar levels of engagement and social 
interaction to the three media images: book reading, drawing, and cards with an 
adult. The images were not labeled or categorized when presented to participants.

Results

Analytic Plan

Preliminary analysis showed no differences between five- and seven-year-olds, so 
they were combined for analyses. Because some cells had an average of one or zero 
(e.g., all mothers thought reading a book was learning), standard binomial mixed-
effects regression models would not converge (see Allison, 2008). Because other 
approaches do not handle multilevel data, we used a Bayesian estimation approach 
using the brms package in R and penalized regression coefficients using prior dis-
tributions to ensure coefficients do not tend to infinity (Greenland & Mansournia, 
2015). We estimated Bayesian mixed-effects logistic regression models with a 
random effect of participant to test the effect of format (media/non-media), group 
(child/mother) and the interaction between these factors on whether participants 
chose each card as play, learning, or both. We followed the approaches recom-
mended by Greenland and Mansournia (2015) and Carpenter et al. (2017) for model 
parameters and interpretation.

Conceptions of Learning

For learning, there was no interaction between format (media vs. non-media) and 
group (mothers vs. children), 95% CI [− 1.96, 0.15]. However, there were main 
effects of both format and group. The effect of format showed that both mothers and 
children were less likely to conceive of media activities as learning than non-media 
activities, B = − 1.91, 95% CI [− 2.34, − 1.48]. The effect of group showed that over-
all, mothers were more likely to categorize activities as learning than children were, 
B = 2.91, 95% CI [2.24, 3.65]. See Fig. 2.
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Conceptions of Play

In the model predicting conceptions of play, the interaction between format (media 
vs. non-media) and group (child vs. mother) was significant, B =− 0.96, 95% CI 
[− 1.64, − 0.29]. The effect of format on conceptions of play was stronger for moth-
ers than children, such that mothers were less likely to conceive media activities as 
play than non-media activities, t(229) =  − 3.45, p < 0.001, whereas children did not 
show this distinction, p = 0.85. See Fig. 3.

Non-media Media

Book TV

Drawing Mobile device 

Cards with adult Video game with adult 

Fig. 1   Media and non-media images
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Conceptions of Learning and Play

In the model predicting conceptions of both learning and play, the interaction 
between format (media vs. non-media) and group (child vs. mother) was significant, 
B = − 0.94, 95% CI [− 1.75, − 0.16]. Both mothers and children were less likely to 
conceive of media activities than non-media activities as both learning and play, but 
this effect was stronger for mothers. See Fig. 4.

Discussion

The goal of this study was to use the same methodology to examine children’s and 
mothers’ conceptions of media and non-media activities as learning and play. Our 
results showed that children’s and mothers’ views of media as learning and play 
demonstrated both important similarities and meaningful differences.

Conceptions of Media as Learning

Both children and mothers conceived of non-media activities as better for learn-
ing than media activities, perhaps reflecting the popular press notion that “screen 

Fig. 2   Conceptions of learning
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Fig. 3   Conceptions of play

Fig. 4   Conceptions of both play and learning
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time” is vacuous. However, research demonstrates benefits of educational media 
(e.g., Mares & Pan, 2013) and most parents report that their child’s media use helps 
their learning, despite concerns about children spending too much time using media 
(Rideout & Robb, 2020). Thus, these findings suggest there may be value to provid-
ing outreach to parents about the potential benefits of high-quality media use and 
guidance on finding high-quality content (Hirsh-Pasek et  al., 2015). That children 
tend not to see media as learning suggests that they may be less likely to invest 
the mental effort required to obtain knowledge or skills from the content (Salo-
man, 1984; Schwab et al., 2018). Notably, children’s views of learning were quite 
restricted, primarily to reading a book and to a lesser extent drawing, both activities 
that are likely to occur in a school context, whereas mothers were able to see the 
potential for learning in a broader swath of activities. Prior research has shown that 
it was not until age 6 that children preferred to learn from a touchscreen over a book 
(Eisen & Lillard, 2016), suggesting that the five- and seven-year-olds in the current 
study may be in a transitional phase where they are beginning to recognize media as 
a source of information.

Conceptions of Media as Play

Mothers were less likely to see media activities as play than non-media activities, 
whereas children were equally likely to see media and non-media activities as play. 
That children saw media as play is somewhat counter to some older research (Roth-
lein & Brett, 1987), suggesting that the changing interactivity of modern technol-
ogy may have influenced the conceptions of children today. The difference between 
mothers and children may reflect a cohort effect, as children but not mothers in this 
study grew up with opportunities for digital play through modern technology (Bird 
& Edwards, 2015). This difference may have implications for how children and 
mothers approach media and its role in family life. For example, mothers may see 
media more negatively and/or instrumentally, whereas children may see media as 
one of many options for playtime.

Conceptions of Media as Learning and Play

Both mothers and children were less likely to conceive of media activities than non-
media activities as both learning and play, but this effect was stronger for mothers. 
This lack of overlap suggests that families may be missing opportunities to engage in 
playful interactions around educational media that could both entertain and support 
children’s developing skills and knowledge. That this effect was stronger for mothers 
likely reflects the low levels of conceiving of media as play and suggests that moth-
ers may prefer to encourage alternate, non-media activities that they believe fulfill 
both learning and play roles in children’s lives and could restrict media to instru-
mental uses, like calming children or keeping them occupied when caregivers are 
busy (Elias & Sulkin, 2019).
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Limitations and Future Directions

One limitation is that we included only three examples of each format. Although 
our media examples included more passive (television) and active (mobile device, 
video game) forms of media, we did not include tablet or computer use, which may 
be more highly associated with learning, given the prevalence of these devices 
in school environments. Future research should include a broader range of media 
devices to understand how mothers and children conceive of different types of media 
use. Importantly, we focused on mothers’ and children’s conceptions of media as 
learning and play. Future research should examine whether these conceptions influ-
ence children’s actual enjoyment and learning. Finally, we did not have information 
about mothers’ or children’s media use, which could influence their conceptions 
about these concepts and should be measured in future studies on this topic.

Conclusions

Our results showed that children had unique conceptions of media as opportunities 
for learning and play, which would be difficult to compare to adults using differ-
ent methodological approaches. Although this study focused only on mothers’ and 
children’s conceptions of learning and play and not their actions or behaviors, these 
conceptions may influence children’s opportunities for and attitudes toward media 
and its role in their families’ lives. Children’s restricted conceptions of the activities 
that afford learning may limit their openness to learning from media, whereas moth-
ers, who had broader conceptions of what constituted learning but were less likely to 
see media as learning and as play, may not consider how they could use media with 
their children as an opportunity for playful learning. Overall, these findings use a 
consistent methodological approach to shed light on how both mothers and children 
view media in families’ lives.
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