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P = Potential 
“Without Play – without the child that still lives in all of us, we will always be incomplete.  And not only physically, but 

creatively, intellectually, and spiritually as well.”  -George Sheehan 

 
Lately I’ve heard a lot of talk about global warming – an eminent “crisis.”  I’m more concerned about another crisis – the withering 
of imagination and creativity, and the entrance of adult-like stress into the world of childhood learning.  I am more worried about 
the loss of childhood than the loss of the ozone layer.  Robert Fulgrum wrote a famous book entitled, “Everything I Ever Needed to 
Know about Life I Learned in Kindergarten.”  Robert might have learned life’s lessons in kindergarten, but not so for the 
kindergarteners of today.  Kindergarteners today learn what Robert might have learned in first or second grade.  Life skills are not 
on the tests, so they are eliminated because they are not essential.  With children, we are beginning to do things earlier and earlier 
that we shouldn’t even be doing later.  The elimination of physical education, art, and music; the elimination of project based 
learning in favor of push-down curriculum, standardized teaching, high-stakes testing and the counter-productive focus on 
“academic achievement” over LEARNING is a threat to our future of our planet.  Playful, social, interactive learning is threatened 
with extinction.  Life skills and social skills can help to solve most of the problems we have on our planet.  In the environment of 
learning, if play goes extinct – we can kiss life skills and social skills goodbye.  That’s the “inconvenient truth.” 
 
There are people who believe that play is a slothful waste of time – “Idle hands are the 
Devil’s playground.”  I grew up with one - my next door neighbor.  He seemed to be lying 
in wait for a kids to play, so that he could put an end to it.  If a ball went into his yard, we 
would draw straws to decide who had to go into his yard to retrieve it.  At best he would 
just yell at us to get off his lawn, “You’re crushing my GRASS!”  A worst he would take the 
ball away and destroy it. 
 
Play is not the opposite of work.  Together, work and play are pleasurable.  Play without 
work is merely entertainment.  Work without play is painful.  Play is the essence of 
childhood learning.  Playful learning assists children to develop to their maximum 
potential.  Through play children become bigger than themselves – larger than life.  They 
become kings of their own hills, athletes, heroes, magicians, or fairy princesses – beyond 
their own limits toward maximum potential.   
 
Recently, I was at the beach with my family.  My daughter built a sand castle and was 
playing by herself when a boy approached and asked if he could play too.  She agreed and for a while they both played by her rules.  
Then the plot changed when the boy announced that the castle was on fire and poured a bucket of water on it – firefighter to the 
rescue.  My daughter was not happy about this turn of events, and the partial destruction of the castle, but she played along.  She 
rebuilt part of the castle and then decided to introduce a person to this situation and took out a Barbie-type doll – the princess.  A 
few minutes later the boy poured water on her doll and announced, “She’s drowning” – once again the plot thickens!  My daughter 

snatched her princess up and clutched her close.  At this the boy begged and pleaded her to let 
the princess drown, promising “this time I’ll save her!”  As their play continued I thought about 
how many things they were potentially learning about in this situation – conflict, pleasure, 
heroism, love, drama, destruction, construction, and making the best of whatever the tide brings 
in! 
 
When children are playing at being a fire fighter, they are not learning to fight fires; rather, they 
are learning how to relate to people in diverse situations, how to adapt, how to think, how to 
make decisions, how to form relationships, how to generate possibilities, and how to guide their 
own behavior.  They learn how to make decisions and plans – in fact they often spend more time 
planning the roles of the imaginary situation than actually playing the game. Through play, 
children become wonderful learners.  Through play, children learn how to learn. 
 
Lev Vygotsky's concept of a zone of proximal development (зона ближайшего развития) or ZPD 
is the gap - the distance between their actual developmental level (what children can do on their 
own) and their level of POTENTIAL development as determined through problem solving under 
adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers (what children can do with help).  It 
is the level of actual development that a standardized test measures.  Two children might have 

the same level of actual development, in the sense of being able to solve the same number of problems on some standardized test.  
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But, given appropriate help from an adult or another child, one child might be able to solve an additional dozen problems while the 
other child might be able to solve only three more.   
 
Vygotsky states “… play creates the zone of proximal development of the child. In play a child is always above his average age, above 
his daily behavior; in play it is as though he were a head taller than himself. As in the focus of a magnifying glass, play contains all 
developmental tendencies in a condensed form; in play it is as though the child were trying to jump above the level of his normal 
behavior.”   
 
Speaking of being a head taller…I was at Disneyland a while ago.  At the entrance to many rides was a sign that said, “You must be 
this tall to ride this ride.”  I watched as children stood as straight and tall as they could; they poofed up their hair, they put on a hat, 
they stood on their tippy toes; they tried to be bigger than they are in order to have fun and play.  In schools, we do not say you 
must be this tall – be at this developmental level to start school.  We say you must be five years old by September 1st to enter 
Kindergarten.  Imagine two children at the same actual level of development.  Johnny turns five on August 31 and Amanda turns 
five on September1.  Amanda starts first grade while Johnny has another year to play and develop.  Within a few weeks, Amanda 
is being tested for dyslexia, developmentally delayed syndrome and a special education program.  Johnny starts kindergarten the 
following year in within a few weeks he is labeled as gifted! 
 
The theory of a ZPD argues that children develop best, not through unaccompanied passive 
learning (on their own), but through social interaction and collaborative problem-solving 
(with help).  Full development of the ZPD depends upon full social interaction. The range 
of skill that can be developed with adult guidance or peer collaboration exceeds what can 
be attained alone.  Playful and interactive learning drives children beyond their actual 
level of development.  Through play children develop MORE - towards a greater 
POTENTIAL.   

Scaffolding – the Role of the Adult 

“Play promotes learning when it is guided by the teacher who purposefully plans the 

play and learning environment.” 

 
Those people who think that play is slothful, and children who play are lazy have even a 
harder time with the role of the teacher.  If the kids in school are just playing, then the 
teachers in the school aren’t teaching, they must be doing absolutely nothing.  Why should they even be getting paid?  
Articulating the role of the teacher in playful learning is important to stating our case! 
 
In 1976, 42 years after Vygotsky’s death, Wood, Bruner and Ross invented the term “scaffolding” to describe the role of the adult.  
It is contrary to the view of the role of the teacher being the one who does all of the talking – the lecturer.   
 
Scaffolding is a metaphor.  Think about a scaffold – a framework that construction workers use as a tool to climb on and support 
themselves as they do their work.  As children play, learn, develop, and reach higher towards their potential, adults can act as a 

scaffolds that they can utilize to develop more quickly, more easily, more positively.  As 
children construct their own knowledge, adults can scaffold learning by giving children new 
vocabulary, suggesting possible solutions to problems, providing resources, modeling 
behaviors, or showing them where to find more information – all without stopping their play.  
Adults have a big responsibility to model playfulness, joining with children to explore the world 
without knowing the end result, having a sense of curiosity and being open to learning 
something new and unexpected.    
 
I often hear educators attempting to advocate for play say something like, “Play works!” and 
leave it at that.  This simplistic statement implies that what we are advocating for is “free 
play.”  Which makes me ask the question, “As opposed to what, expensive play?”   
 
It is important for us to talk about the role of the adult when we advocate for play.  The point 
is that playful learning does not mean the kids’ role is to free play and the adults’ role is to 
gather and chat or simply observe.  The role of the parent/ teacher/caregiver is not to be a 
“fly on the wall,” but to be a scaffold – an expert model and guide for a young learner, a model 
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of how to enjoy learning and explore new things without knowing the “answer”, and to create playful, enriching and meaningful 
opportunities for learning.  

State Your Case 

Think of a typical scenario of children playing together – four square, dramatic play, building with blocks, etc. - a specific type of 
recurring play you have noticed.  What rules of behavior and life skills do you think children might be unconsciously acquiring?  
How can you scaffold this learning?  Articulate your role in this situation. 
 

State Your Case 

You have a five year old in your summer program.  Her parents want her to read before first grade.  They are not light-hearted 
parents. You know the type.  I call them helicopter parents.  They are full of parent angst and imagine that all other parents and 
teachers are judging their parenting skills, so they hover.  They say the most important thing they want her to learn is her ABC’s for 
“reading readiness.”  They have a neighbor whose five year old is already reading, in fact she is learning the US Presidents with the 
use of flash cards.  They are afraid that if you don’t spend more time on academics, their child will be behind the others.  You’ve 
read David Elkind, who says not to push children, let them enjoy their childhood, and value unstructured free time.  You’ve read 
Vygotsky who said that if reading is in a child’s ZPD, it’s okay to push a little.  You’ve read Piaget, who says play is the best way for 
children to learn.  What are some possible ways of handling this?  How would you choose one?  State your case based on the 
common ground you have with the parent – what you both want in the long-term?  What is the most important thing for their 
daughter to learn NOW, so that she learns what you both want for her in the long-term? 

P = Power 
Power of Abstract Thought 

“Through play the child develops abstract meaning separate from the objects in the world which is a critical feature in the 

development of all higher mental functions.” – Lev Vygotsky 

 
Vygotsky believed that in play, “thought becomes separated from objects” (a stick becomes a horse) 
and “action begins to be driven by meaning and ideas, not by the objects” (play is driven by the 
meaning of a horse not the stick).  The ability to separate the meaning of horse from a real horse, 
transfer it to a stick, and really act with the stick as if it were a horse is a crucial transitional stage 
toward the POWER of abstract thought, a giant leap forward in cognitive development. 
 
In play, children unconsciously and spontaneously make use of the fact that they can separate meaning 
from an object without knowing they are doing it.  For example, children first separate meaning from 
objects when they play with a stick like a horse.   Unconsciously they are exploring metaphor and 
simile.  As this knowledge is internalized they acquire language and abstract thought (the ability to 
understand how “love is like a red rose”) because they already unconsciously learned that a stick is like 
a horse.   
 
When my daughter was five, we played the game “adult talk.”  We sat on the porch and had “grown-up” conversations – discussing 
the weather, the kids, the family, the job according to the rules of how grown-ups talk.  She would also ask me if I had any 
high-interest credit card debt or whether I had any stubborn belly fat (sometimes what they learn is TAUGHT, sometimes it is just 
CAUGHT, in this case from TV).  She was unconsciously making use of the knowledge of speaking formally, acting like an adult and 
having a grown-up conversation. She did not know that she was learning to speak in prose (formal, ordinary written language) – but 
she was.   
 
Adult life begins in imagination. Play is fertile ground for the development of imagination, but these days there is little time for 



Copyright: 2008 by Mike Ashcraft/ All Rights Reserved/ 6501 Lomas Blvd NE/ Albuquerque, NM 87110/ 505-296-2880/ www.childrens-choice.org/ page 5 

exercising the imagination, fantasy, or creativity – the mental tools required for success in higher-level math and science (Elkind, 
2007)  Piaget said, “Play is the answer to the question, How does anything new ever come about?”  Albert Einstein said, 
“Imagination is more important than knowledge.”  Thomas Edison said, “To be a great inventor, all you need is a good imagination 
and a pile of junk.  When the greatest minds and inventors of our time were asked, “How did you think of that?”  They often 
respond, “Well I was in my lab PLAYING, when I had a thought…”  Children practice their thoughts in play.   Through play 
children learn how to think! 

Power of Self-Discipline and Self-Direction 

It’s not whether you win or lose, it’s how you play the game. 

 
Vygotsky said that in play, children do what they feel like because play is 
connected with pleasure.  Early on, play is more about the imaginary 
situation than the rules  
 
At the same time, they learn to obey rules.  Children learn to renounce 
what they want - obey rules and delay immediate desires in order to 
experience maximum pleasure in play. 
 

Play continually creates demands on the child to act against immediate 
impulse.  I’m playing hide and seek and I’m IT.  I want to run off and 
seek at once, but the rules of the game order me to wait and count to 
twenty.  Why do I not do what I want, spontaneously and at once?  So 
that I can have fun!  Because following the rules of the game provides greater pleasure than the gratification of an immediate 
impulse.  
 

The will and sense of self-discipline that people develop originates in, and develops from, PLAY with rules.  Children exhibit their 
greatest self-control in play.  They achieve the maximum willPOWER by following the rules and resisting temptations to act 
impulsively.  As they grow up and the imaginary situation is removed, the rules remain, and they behave as they did in play.  They 
follow life’s rules as a choice – self-discipline.  
 

There are famous studies of self-control where researchers have a child in a room with a bowl of candy.  The researcher tells the 
child not to eat the candy yet and then leaves the room to observe from behind a two-way mirror.  Many children are unable to 
resist the temptation and eat the candy, others use strategies like sitting on their hands or looking away in order to resist the 
temptation.   
 

Now imagine another situation.  A couple of kids are playing a game, using candy as game pieces.  In this game the children are 
not allowed to eat the candy pieces because they represent something inedible.  In play, these children can exhibit enormous self 
control, and maximize learning when adults are there to scaffold the learning and help them learn more and make life connections.   
 

Play is the primary source of development in children. Children develop positively through play.  Play gives children practice 
figuring out what they want, coming up with goals and ideas – essential skills in self-disciplined adults.  In play, children make 
decisions and determine the course of what happens in the imaginary situation.  Play is the essence of childhood learning, the 
leading activity that determines the child’s development.  Self-discipline, the formation of real-life plans, and decision-making 
motives all appear in play.  Play gives children new forms of desires – to their role in the game and its rules. Therefore children’s 
greatest achievements are possible in play – achievements that tomorrow will become the basis for their life decisions and their 
morality.   From a child development perspective, play is a means of developing the cognitive POWERS of abstract thought and 
self-discipline.  

State Your Case 

A parent in your program approaches you with the concern that the program isn’t “structured” enough and that children spend too 
much time playing, and not enough time learning.  She suggests that a good afterschool enrichment experience should be 
grounded in a tutoring and homework program.  To use a nutritional metaphor: she says that play is like candy and homework is 
like broccoli, and thinks your program is giving them too much ice cream, ignoring their cognitive needs for broccoli.  You have read 
Vygotsky and Piaget.  You understand how instrumental play is to cognitive development.  You know that play and learning are 
not on opposite ends of a spectrum, but are inseparable.  Using child development theories as a foundation, craft an advocacy 
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statement/argument on the importance play.  Why is play like broccoli?  

L = Learning 
Emotions 

“Children today are under much greater stresses than were children a generation or two ago, in part because the world is a more 

dangerous and complicated place to grow up in, and in part because their need to be protected,  

nurtured, and guided has been neglected.” – David Elkind 

 

6,000 children were kicked out of preschool last year – PRESCHOOL!  They are hitting and 
biting each other at a higher rate than ever before.  I think a large part of the reason is 
threat and stress.  Their brains are not prepared for growing academic expectations of the 
new preschool, and the brains instruct their owners to bite out of anger and frustration. 
 
One of the things we know about the brain is how it reacts to threat.  When threatened, 
the sympathetic nervous system kicks into gear, releasing cortisol and sending the individual 
into a state of fight or flight.  Blood is taken away from the BRAIN and internal organs and is 
given to the extremities, so the individual is prepared to fight or run away quickly and NOT 
ABLE TO LEARN (Browder, 1984; Jensen, 1998).  So, the first thing to do is eliminate threat 
(the negatives).  Possible sources of threat and stress are nagging, scolding, loss of 
privileges, parent phone calls, sarcasm, high stakes tests, threat of harsh punishment, poor 
peer relationships, crowded environments, embarrassment, humiliation, inadequate 
resources, and language/cultural barriers.  Eliminating threat makes it possible to learn and 
creates a condition where brain enrichment and playful learning will work.  Then and only 
then can we work on the positive potential and power of play! 
  
Educators can also teach children about stress and about how to de-stress themselves 
through time-management, breathing techniques, useful down time, relationships skills, and 
peer support.  We must apply the research that shows that active playful learning with 

periods of rest, game play, dramatic play, exercise, discussion, positive rituals, celebrations, physical activity, stretching, dance, 
walking and creative writing are effective ways to reduce threat.   
 
After eliminating threat, we can intentionally elicit more positive emotions.  Emotions drive attention and create meaning out of 
dry facts and information.  The brain is like the clay of the potter - shaped and formed.  We know that through playful and 
enriching experiences, the brain will develop a thicker cortex, more dendritic branching, more growth spines, larger cell bodies, 
more support cells, more blood supply, more neural networks and more intricate connections between neurons.   
 
While the brain is able to set goals, it takes emotion to build the motivation to accomplish those goals.  The emotional “binding” or 
emotional “seasoning” affects of emotions such as happiness surprise or excitement enhances synaptic connections and provides an 
additional hook for remembering material.  “The close emotional attunement derived from play is critical to healthy brain 
development” (Gunnar, 1996).  
 
Recently my family took a trip to Hawaii.  Before our trip I read travel brochures, watched DVD’s, watched travel channel shows, 
talked to people who had been there, and even read the novel Hawaii by James Michener.  I learned a lot from my research.  If 
we had cancelled our trip, I still would have retained some of that knowledge.  But then we went there.  We played in the sand, 
swam in the water, touched the plant life, explored tropical spaces, and experienced the emotions that came out of our playful 
experience in Hawaii.  The amount that I learned through the experience far exceeds what I learned from the books, videos, and 
people who told me about it.  
 
The emotional state of the children is directly related to student learning, so we must facilitate the positive emotions and emotional 
development.  Humans often abuse substances to get to an immediate emotional state which may be more productively attained 
through playful experiences, successes, friendships, celebrations, community service projects, clubs, dancing, sports, and building 
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positive relationships with peers and adults.  We must create programs that provide the environments, relationships and 
experiences that promote the nurturing of a positive emotional state – playful learning does that.  Learning should be 
intrinsically rewarding - it should be fun.   

State Your Case 

Think back to your earliest memory of playing.  My own earliest memories are filled with 
strong and sometimes slightly traumatic emotions.  In one of my memories I was a kitty 
who was hit by a car, and my sister was the veterinarian.  The emotional seasoning from 
this event made it easy to embed itself in neural pathways = memory.  Imagine that you 
work with a colleague who believes he is great at holding the attention of children.  He 
mandates absolute silence when he teaches and is proud of his ability to keep even young 
children paying attention for long periods of time.  He believes that holding the attention 
of learners is a hallmark of great teaching.  He says this means they are truly interested 
and really learning.  You know that listening quietly doesn’t necessarily mean the 
children are interested.  You believe that paying attention AND experiencing emotion at 
the same time is a better indicator of true interest.  What is the disadvantage to actual 
learning of sustained attention on the teacher’s lecture?  How could the teacher hold the 
attention of children, but also add emotional seasoning?  Make your case for the 
relevancy of emotion to learning! 

L = Language 
 

"Thought is not merely expressed in words; it comes into existence through them.  Thought undergoes many changes as it turns 

into speech. It does not merely find expression in speech;  

it finds its reality and form."  – Lev Vygotsky 

Thinking and Speaking 

Language has a crucial role in learning and development.  By acquiring language, a child learns the means to think in new ways and 
gains a new cognitive tool for making sense of the world. As they master verbal rules, they begin to play with the words:  What do 
cows give after earthquakes? – Milkshakes!  What do you call a fly without wings? – a Walk!  What did the broom say when it got 
tired? – I’m getting sweepy!  What has four legs and goes tick tock? – A watch dog! What did one potato chip say to the other? – 
Would you like to take a dip?! 
 

Children use language as an additional device in solving problems, to overcome impulsive action, to plan a solution before trying it 
out and to control their own behavior.  Nevertheless, the main purpose of language for children is social.  They use language to 
play, interact, obtain the help of others and to solve problems.  The significance of language is only understood in a social context. 
 

All healthy humans are born with a social brain.  My infant daughters both learned “baby signs” a sign language for infants before 
they were physically capable of speech.  They learned the meaning of signs through interaction with both of their parents.  They 
quickly learned that signs can be a tool used to express what they want (more cereal, or a drink). Through this activity they learned 
that words and sounds are signs are tools with which to conduct social interaction and quickly they began asking for the names of 
objects – it quickly became a social tool.  For more info read Baby Signs by Acredolo and Goodwyn. 
 
Language starts as an external tool that children use for social interaction, then as a tool to guide their own play in a kind of self-talk 
or "thinking out loud."  Gradually self-talk becomes more of a tool for self-directed and self-regulating behavior - inner speech.  
 

Language and speaking (social interaction) drive the development of the brain, of expression, of self-discipline, and of thought itself.  
Yet in many classrooms the message is “Shhhhhh – the TEACHER is talking.”  Often, teachers give kids facts to memorize:  
Christopher Columbus set out to prove the world was not flat in 1492, and discovered America in the process (never mind the actual 
fact that the world had already been proven to be round and they were actually selling GLOBES in 1492 – never mind the fact that 
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when Columbus “discovered” America there were people already here greeting him.  We give them facts to memorize and tell 
them to regurgitate these facts on tests.   
Often in school the focus and pressure to teach math and English, takes away from the equally important learning that takes place 
through language – the skills I look for in a potential employee: learning how to make friends, cooperate, communicate respectfully 
with another person, jointly make decisions, create a community through common memories and rituals.  Math, English and a little 
bit of science are on the tests, so teachers are pressured to teach to the test.  They say, “Do your work without bothering your 
neighbor.”  And then we complain that kids don’t have good communication skills  - after we shush them all day.   
 
In child care/afterschool programs we should allow children to make choices as opposed to herding them around like cows: cattle 
call (attendance), grazing (snack time), free range time (playground), cattle drive (homework as a large group), and round up (circle 
time).  If we want learners to think, and to remember what we teach, we should not be shushing them, and spending more time on 
worksheets, computers, and listening to one person talk, but encouraging them to interact, talk, and yes play with each other!  
Playful learning promotes thinking, speaking, and learning how to learn! 

State Your Case 

Imagine you teach in an elementary school.  You have a colleague who takes her job 
seriously.  She genuinely cares about the children and learning.  She believes that 
children should not “socialize” with other children during class.  When she is teaching 
she is the only one allowed to talk.  You encourage conversation in your classroom, but 
you don’t want to make waves, after all it is her classroom.  This week she expressed 
displeasure at the noise level in the cafeteria during lunch.  Typically the custodian 
shouts at the kids to keep quiet, but it doesn’t seem to keep them quiet enough for her.  
She expresses excitement at a new gadget she has discovered.  It is a noise meter 
shaped like a traffic light.  When there is not much talking the light is green.  With 
more noise it turns yellow, and with excessive talking it turns red.  What would 
Vygotsky say about this practice?  What will you say of this suggestion.  State your 
case.  What is your advocacy statement? 

A = Action 
Movement & Playfulness 

 “We are bound to our bodies like an oyster to its shell.” – Plato 

Today, children are six times more likely to play a computer game than ride a bike (Cauchon, 2005).  Growing numbers of 
elementary schools are eliminating recess in favor of more time for reading, writing, and math.  Our test-driven curricula are 
driving the elimination of creative and playful teaching practices in favor of rote learning methods.  There is pressure to put more 
computers into preschools.  Childhood is becoming increasingly sedentary.     
 
Somehow, long ago educators came to think that learning happens when the learner is quiet, listening and in a seated position – 
that we open up their skull cap and pour knowledge inside.  They forget that learners are living humans with physical needs; they 
think about the brain, but neglect the body.  “One of the powers of play is that it gets us to exercise our bodies as well as our 
minds” (Elkind, 2007, p. 82). 
 
We must teach with the body as well as with the brain in mind.  Whistling while you work, twiddling your thumbs while you wait, 
tapping your foot while you listen, or doodling while you listen to a lecture are examples of “mind-body” linkages.  The brain is a 
part of our physical body and is affected by intellectual, emotional and physical stimuli.  Children need to be physically active, and 
need frequent opportunities for physical motion, yet physical education is one of the first subjects to be cut from the school 
curriculum as “non-essential.” Studies show that children involved in daily physical education experience show greater academic 
performance and a better attitude toward school than children who are not (Jensen, 1998).   
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Children involved in music and arts (more playful endeavors) develop better thinking and problem solving skills, better language 
skills and more creativity than children who are not.  Learning programs should offer frequent opportunities for these experiences.  
In a quality program, educators must frequently provide children with a wide range of activities such as: playing physically on the 
playground; relaxing, sitting, and chatting with friends; participating in drama productions; singing alone or in a group; or eating a 
snack. 
 

Learning that is active and experiential, involving movement, and arousing 
positive emotions is more effective than disseminating information in a 
one-way flow from teacher to learner.  “The use of experiential activities is 
perhaps the ultimate tool for engaging the participation of others because if 
one is not participating, it shows up so much more clearly in the experiential 
realm” (Cook, 1997, p.64).   
 
Group play, juggling, games and physical activity improves emotional and 
physical health, cognition, social skills, perceptual-motor skills, creativity and 
the love of learning (Caterino and Polak, 1999; Shephard, 1997; Travlos and 
Marisi, 1995).  Play provides many trials and chances to learn with low risk 
and time to correct mistakes.  Learning and practicing skills playfully provides 
for maximum learning in a non-threatening context.  Role-playing scenarios 
provides for learning without paying a heavy penalty.  Intrinsic learning 
thrives in a playful environment of low threat and high feedback where many 
chances to learn are inherent as opposed to “seat work” or quizzing where the 
consequences for failure are high (Jensen, 2000a).  Play maximizes the 
developmental critical period (up to age 12) during the experience-dependent 
stage of synaptic elimination (Jensen, 2001).   
 
Since movement of the body engages the brain, it is the wise educator’s trump 
card (Jensen, 2000a).  One of the single most powerful aspects of play is its 
ability to bring together the developing areas of the brain (van Hoorn, et al. 
1993).  Brain development is enhanced by play.   
 

Play, peer games, sports, and “new” games may enhance emotional intelligence by facilitating the encoding and decoding of social 
signals.  Traditional seatwork engages less of the brain.  A break from academics is what enhances academics because time 
invested in not learning (no new input) is actually essential to the learning process (Jensen, 2001).  “If you want your learners to 
remember what they are learning, get them involved: Get them moving. Start ‘playing’ more and ‘working’ less” (Jensen, 2000a, 
p. 6).  Play is one of the most effective strategies for learning and it ought to be an essential part of teaching (Bredekamp & 
Copple, 1997).  

A = Attitude 
Attitude is more than emotion.  Attitude is your overall outlook.  A person’s attitude about learning strongly affects their learning 
potential.  A telling story about the negative effects of the sit-and-get, pay attention and listen to the lecture theory of teaching is 
provided by this memory of Albert Einstein. 

 
I took violin lessons from age 6 to 14, but I had no luck with my teachers for whom music did 
not transcend mechanical practicing.  I really only began to learn when I was almost 13 years 
old and mainly after I had fallen in love with Mozart’s sonatas.  The attempt to reproduce, to 
some extent, their artistic convent, and their singular grace compelled me to improve my 
technique, which improvement I obtained from these sonatas without practicing 
systematically.  I believe, on the whole, that love is a better teacher than sense of duty – with 
me, at least, certainly it was. (Hoffman, 1972). 

 
Effective learning involves self-initiated pleasurable activities = PLAY!  Play helps create an attitude that drives learning – a sense of 
personal power and potential, a sense of confidence, curiosity, and control.  Playful learning builds a strong sense of community 
and belonging.  Play builds a love of learning. 
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State Your Case 

Imagine that your boss/principal has asked you to help with a problem.  She says that she is worried about the number of children 
who are not reading at their grade level or making academic progress.  She describes her idea for a solution to this problem.  She 
has noticed blocks of time when children are just playing outdoors.  Her idea is to redesign the daily schedule to include more 
blocks of time to allow children to work on their homework and practice the material that is on the tests.  By eliminating some of 
this unproductive outdoor time, she has created some opportunities to take the children into the library to practice their skills.  You 
understand the importance of academics and understand the importance that movement has on learning.  How would you handle 
her request for help with this problem?  State your case for playfulness and movement. 

Y = You 
 
There is a well-established body of research which clearly demonstrates that imaginative play supports social, intellectual, and 
language development.  Several studies have shown not only that play-oriented programs are just as successful or more successful 
than more academic programs in promoting learning, but also that the children who attended more academic programs showed 
more text anxiety, less self-esteem, were less creative, and had more negative attitudes toward school than kids who experienced 
playful learning (Smilansky, 1990; Hirsh-Pasek, 1991; Miller & Bizzell, 1983). 
 

Making the case for playful learning with early childhood educators or school-age child care providers is not a difficult sell.  We all 
understand and value play’s role in learning.  It is a little like “preaching to the choir.”  That is OK.  The whole church follows the 
lead of the choir.  The better the choir sings, the better the whole congregation sings.  This final section is about helping us to get 
everyone in the audience singing with us! 
 

The other day I was in the grocery store.  The woman in front of me at the cashier did not speak English very well.  The cashier 
asked the woman a question, but since she didn’t understand English she couldn’t answer.  In an effort to be understood, the 
cashier raised the volume of her voice.  Speaking louder to someone who doesn’t understand English isn’t a successful strategy to 
be understood.  Sometimes we are like that.  We are speaking someone who doesn’t understand the importance of play, in the 
same way that some don’t understand English.  They believe play is nothing more than entertainment, a drain on precious time 
that could be better spent on academics.  They don’t speak our language, so we say “Play works!” – even louder.  When 
advocating for play with people who don’t understand, we have to get to know them and the language they speak.  Then we have 
to advocate in a language they understand.    
 

Imagine that we put up a painting, and around it is an old beat up scratched frame.  Does the frame influence your perception of 
the picture?  I suspect so.  Now imagine, instead of that old frame we put up a brand new, beautiful frame lighted just right.  
Does that influence your perception?  Again, I suspect so, although the painting never changed.   
 
Frames are metaphors for how we choose to look at something.  We learn from our 
experiences, but what we learn depends upon the frame we put around it.  Frames 
establish relevancy.  They answer the question of what is in it for me?  WIIFM?  
When you are advocating for play, target your “argument” to your audience.   
 

Framing is a great tool for influencing and motivating people.  If I command 
someone to do a thing, I might get obedience, but not motivation because there is 
no relevancy.  Establish relevancy for THEIR reality and be more effective.   
 

Think about the person – your target.  Don’t ask “How is this relevant to me?”  Put 
yourself in your target’s shoes and ask yourself, “How it is relevant to YOU – my 
target.  What’s in it for YOU – Mr. Dad?  How is it relevant to YOU Mr Colleague or 
Ms Boss/Principal? 
 

It is like fishing.  Speaking for myself – I like a nice juicy steak, but if I go fishing I 
don’t put a steak on the hook.  I ask myself, “What would YOU like little fishy?”  
The idea of eating a worm is not very appetizing to me, but if I’m fishing – a worm 
may be just the thing to spark interest in and influence a fish.  There’s a fine line 
between fishing and just standing on the shore looking like an idiot. 
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Ballad of Play 
 
Come and Listen to a lecture and spoil the day 

(Come and Listen to a Story ‘bout a man named Jed) 

Poor little Kids learn to learn when they play 
(Poor mountaineer, barely kept his family fed) 

Stress puts kids in a really bad mood. 
(Then one day he was shooting at some food) 

Don’t let ‘em play and they’ll get kind of rude. 
(Up from the ground came a bubblin’ crude) 

 
 
Play that is – That’s Gold  - We can See 

(Gold that is – Black Gold – Texas Tea) 

 
 
Limiting the brain, well it really isn’t fair. 

(First thing you know ole Jed’s a Millionaire) 

Imagination, well it gets the brain to care. 
(Kin folks said, Jed Move Away from There) 

Speaking and thinking is where we oughta be 
(They said, “California’s the place you oughta be) 

Shush the kids all day, and they won’t learn how to BE 
(So they loaded up the truck and moved to Beverly) 

 
 
Skills that is - Thinking Skills – Social Skills 

(Hills that is – Swimming Pools Movies Stars) 
 
 
Now’s the time to say, “Let’s Play” to parents, teachers, friends. 

(Now it’s time to say, “Goodbye” to Jed and all his Kin) 

If we can convince them, then everyone will win. 
(They would like to thank you folks for kindly dropping In) 

Learning must be fun in schools and your locality. 
(You’re all invited back again to this locality) 

Through play we learn control, and that becomes morality. 
(To have a heaping helping of their hospitality) 
 

 
Real power that is – self control – discipline. 

(Hillbilly that is – Sit a spell – Take your shoes off) 

 
 
The Power of Play!   Y’all STAND UP now Hear? 

(the Beverly Hillbillies)    (Y’all Come Back now Hear?) 
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…in 15 years do you want your 
child to: 

 Score higher on IQ, reading, and math tests?  

 Be enrolled in or graduated from a 4 year college?  

 Delay parenthood? 

 Be gainfully employed? 

 

 

 

Benefits of Play 

 Play is a critical element in early childhood because it provides the context for experiences that are vital to the 
development of neural pathways.  

 Children stretch beyond their own understanding and develop new skills and abilities that support further 
development and learning. 

 Play unifies and integrates all aspects of learning and development, while supporting children’s positive beliefs 
about their own competency.  

 Children feel successful when they engage in tasks that they have defined for themselves. 

 Children are at the highest level of their development when they are at play. For example, 5-year-old Jessica 
cannot sit still for more than 3 minutes in the classroom…Yet in pretend play, she can play at being a good 
student with her peers, sitting and concentrating for more than 10 minutes. 

 Play helps children develop self-esteem. 

 Play helps children master their thoughts, body, objects and social behavior; it allows them more time to explore 
and perfect one’s skills.    

 Play provides a context for meaningful learning and will meet the needs of most children. 

 Play helps children develop mental tools, these tools helps them to become a self-directed learners. 

 Play allows teachers the opportunity to appropriately assess their students. 

 Play supports children’s family unit, cultural background and individual needs. 

 Play can be very beneficial in your child’s development. Play is enjoyable to children and offers many 
opportunities for them to learn.  

 Many times, play is much more effective than simply reading about a subject or idea. For example, actually 
playing and experimenting with different shapes and patterns is much more effective in teaching children than 
simply having them read about these concepts.  

 Play can also help to foster creativity and imagination in your children. Playing with blocks, writing, listening or 
singing to music, or doing art projects are just a few of the things that children can do that foster creativity.  

 Play matches the way children think and learn. 

 Play motivates the children to want to learn. 

 Play makes happy children. 
Ideas Regarding Play 

 Common perceptions of play include the idea that play is a reward for work and the idea that play does not 
provide learning opportunities for children. We should not think of play as a reward for work well done. Instead, 
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we should value play for its own sake and because of the many benefits that it provides to children and their 
development. 

 There are many varying opinions on the benefits of play in the classroom. However, play can be very beneficial 
to children in helping them learn and construct different types of knowledge. In fact, “no research exists that 
diminishes the importance of play to the learning and development of young children” (Kieff & Casbergue 33).  

Incorporating Play into Your Child’s Life 

 If possible, look at different schools in your area and find out what the curriculum includes and whether play is 
valued at that particular school. Learning centers and computers are beneficial and provide opportunities for 
children to engage in playful learning.  

 Encourage your child to play at home as well.  
Concerns Regarding Play 

 A common concern among parents regarding play is that their children will not be able to keep up with other 
children their age. They may view play as a waste of time. However, play offers many benefits to children. Play 
helps children to understand relationships and concepts, practice skills, interact with others, and solve 
problems. 

 Another concern among parents may be that play does not allow them to see and keep track of their child’s 
progress and development. However, play can be used to assess children. Through your child’s play, you can see 
their growth in many different areas. As they play and interact with other children, you can see their language 
skills improve. As they play with blocks, puzzles, and objects of different shapes, sizes, and colors, they will 
development math skills. 

 

                                       

 
Our play-enriched environment includes many activities and centers that promote learning and help to develop your 

child’s self-esteem. These are a few of the possibilities for learning: 
 

 Science and Math Center: your child will use manipulatives to gain 
knowledge of math concepts: geometry, measurement, addition and 
subtraction, categorizing and comparing, counting, recognizing 
numbers and their value.  There are scales and map games to 
enjoy.  Children may select to study the anatomy model, globe, 
magnetism, museum quality animals representing the diversity of 
life, . 

 Homelike Area: carpeted area with soft music and soft furnishings, 
textbooks and other materials are abundant for developing reading 
skills (books, class made books, puppets, posters, teacher made books, author’s chair opportunities, 
re-telling favorite stories, predicting, understanding principles of good reading) 

 Construction Zone (Fine Motor Skill Area): blocks/manipulatives will be used to develop problem 
solving abilities (predicting how many needed and sizes needed for construction of project), develop 
vocabulary associated with types of blocks/materials, teaching spatial relationships – over, under, 
below, etc. 

 Creative Expression Area: your child will have both free choice and teacher directed choice of 
materials to express himself through art.  Examples of artful creations that demonstrate 
understanding of language, math, and cooperative play include, but are not limited to, creative plays, 
collages, finger painting, art found in nature, designing art using math shapes and patterns, and 
deciding on materials needed for creations. 

 Cooking Area: your child will develop an understanding of health and nutritional issues through 
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following directions to “cook” simple recipes, discussing nutrition choices, measurements and 
ingredients needed, safety issues, and learning about the characteristics of different food types. 

 Music and Movement:  through play and with music your child will develop vocabulary and rhyming 
skills, listening skills, creative expression through dancing, moving to music, or writing lyrics, develop 
turn-taking skills, and develop large and fine motor skills 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Easy & playful things you can do to further develop your child’s skills and abilities: 
 

 Make up silly songs using favorite characters, family members, shapes and patterns, or events of the day 
– sing in the car, at the table, during bath time, or anytime 

 Play “I spy” using shapes, numbers, colors, and patterns seen in the environment 
 READ, READ, READ using expressive voices and “act out” scenes from the stories 
 Play “Simon Says” to develop listening and predicting skills 
 Help your child develop vocabulary skills by modeling in your conversations 
 Ask questions about his/her day and have your child demonstrate what was learned 
 Have your child count with you as the microwave cooks/re-heats food 
 Use measuring skills during cooking, washing clothes, filling containers, 

planting, etc. 
 Play guessing games – develops problem solving skills 
 Encourage pretend play, cooperative play, and turn-taking   
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Want to reach your benchmark? 
Want to have behavior problems decrease? 
Want to have a happier parents and happier children? 
Want to retain staff? 
Then allow your children to play. Research has shown that a child learns best when he plays. 
 

Why should classrooms have playful learning and teaching? 
Play unifies and integrates all aspects of learning and development. 

Play provides a context for meaningful learning and will meet the needs of most children. 

Play allows teachers the opportunity to appropriately assess their students. 
 
Principals and board members, I encourage you to consider the use of play in your school, as it has proven to be very 
successful in children’s learning and development. 

 
Benefits of Play 

 Play is enjoyable to children and offers many opportunities for them to learn. 

 One reason that play is a very effective way for children to learn is because it has the ability to hold children’s 
interest. 

 Through play, children construct logico-mathematical knowledge, which helps children in understanding 
relationships, and social knowledge, which helps them in interacting with others (Kieff & Casbergue 42). In 
addition to these types of knowledge, through play, children are also able to practice skills and learn how to 
solve problems. For example, playing with blocks and puzzles can improve math skills. Also, in playing and 
interacting with others, children improve their oral and written language skills. 

Ideas Regarding Play 

 Common perceptions of play include the idea that play is a reward for work and the idea that play does not 
provide learning opportunities for children. We should not think of play as a reward for work well done. Instead, 
we should value play because of the many benefits that it provides to children and their development. 

 There are many varying opinions on the benefits of play in the classroom. However, play can be very beneficial 
to children in helping them learn and construct different types of knowledge. In fact, “no research exists that 
diminishes the importance of play to the learning and development of young children” (Kieff & Casbergue 33).  

Incorporating Play into the Curriculum & Classroom 

 As leaders and decision makers for your school, encourage the teachers in your school to include play in their 
classrooms. In addition to this, try to incorporate play into the curriculum as much as possible. Through play, 
children can learn many things that cannot always be learned well by just reading about them. For example, you 
can tell a child what the word “empty” is, or they can learn what “empty” really means at a sand and water 
table.   

 Technology can also be very useful in the classroom. If possible, try to make computers with learning games and 
other educational software available to students. Children enjoy playing on the computers, and there are many 
programs that are both fun and educational. They can be used to reinforce math skills, language skills, and many 
others. 

Concerns Regarding Play 

 A common concern among educational leaders regarding play is that play might not be practical for teaching 
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children all of the skills that are required for taking tests and moving on to the next level. However, children can 
learn through play, many times better than they can learn by just reading textbooks. Play can be an important 
tool in teaching children different skills and helping them to gain different types of knowledge.  

 Another common concern regarding play involves accountability. One may be concerned that teachers would 
not be able to show what the children are really learning if they are not doing worksheets, tests, and textbook 
work at all times. However, play can also be used as a way to assess children. Teachers can observe and record 
their development in different areas and report these results in order to show that the students are actually 
learning. Playful activities and rubrics are things that teachers can use to assess students. Currently, tests are a 
common way that teachers assess students. However, tests only measure a limited set of skills and 
“competencies.” Tests are not the best way to assess students because they do not hold their interest and do 
not motivate them. Play, on the other hand, is interesting and natural for children. Through play, a child’s 
cognitive, creative, socioemotional, and physical development can be observed (Kieff & Casbergue 115).  

 
Benefits of playful learning and teaching for the teacher: 

- less paper work 
- more time to play or engage with the children 
- less behavior problems with the children 
- will be able to observe the children at play to assess their skills 
- more time to complete projects with the children 

Benefits of playful learning and teaching for the children 

- more time to play and explore 
- matches the way children think and learn 
- motivates children to learn 
- more time to study a topic in-depth 
- more opportunities to interact with classmates 

Play Feels Right.   Play is Right.   
- Make your school the happiest one in the district. 
- Take positive calls from all of your parents. 
- Educate your teachers for success 
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Think back to when you 

were a child.  When did learning mean the most to you – during drill and skill activities, or 
during play?  How do you learn best today?  As the system pushes toward increasing test 
scores, you must always consider what is developmentally appropriate for your children. 

All of us can make a case for incorporating playful teaching and learning into our 
classrooms. The difficulty lies in convincing others that learning does occur through playful 
activities. It is our responsibility as early childhood educators to promote developmentally 
appropriate practices through playful learning activities to enhance student achievement in all 
classrooms. Together, we can make it happen. Below is a list of a few strategies that may be helpful in your beginning 
efforts to becoming an advocate. 

As leader of your school, student achievement is one of your primary concerns. Research has proven that 
student achievement increases through the use of playful learning experiences. Therefore, it is possible to achieve 
higher student achievement by incorporating developmentally appropriate practices through the implementation of 
play activities.  

Responsible teachers are able to plan and prepare lessons, utilize effective teaching strategies, use time wisely, 
manage behaviors and classroom routines, assess performance, and individualize instruction when needed.  However, 
there are many other attributes teachers must possess – love for children, patience, empathy, fairness, and enthusiasm.  
The most important skill needed, however, may be to become an advocate for children.  In some instances, you are the 
only positive thing that will happen to the child during the day.  What will you do to make this experience the best 
possible one for children? 

 

Why should classrooms have playful learning and teaching? 

Play unifies and integrates all aspects of learning and development. 

Play provides a context for meaningful learning and will meet the needs of most children. 

Play allows teachers the opportunity to appropriately assess their students. 

 
 
 
 

Teachers, I encourage you to consider using play in your classroom, as it has proven to be very successful in 
children’s learning and development. 

 
Benefits of Play 

 Play can be a very important and useful tool in your classroom. Play is enjoyable to children and offers many opportunities 
for them to learn.  

 Through play, children construct logico-mathematical knowledge, which helps children in understanding relationships, and 
social knowledge, which helps them in interacting with others.  In addition to these types of knowledge, through play, 
children are also able to practice skills and learn how to solve problems. For example, playing with blocks and puzzles can 
improve math skills. Also, in playing and interacting with others, children improve their oral and 
written language skills. 

 Research on development of the brain indicates that experiences and opportunities afforded to 
children during the early childhood years are critical to the development of neural pathways that 
govern cognitive, motor and socio-emotional learning and development.  

 Play works to unite and integrate the cognitive, language, socio-emotional and motor aspects of 
learning and development.  

 Within a single play episode cognitive, social, and motor learning can all be observed by a 
teacher.  

 “Children are at the highest level of their development when they are at play.  For example, 
5-year-old Jessica cannot sit still for more than 3 minutes in the classroom…Yet in pretend play, 
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she can play at being a good student with her peers, sitting and concentrating for more than 10 minutes.”  

 Child’s attention and interest is focused on the process of play, not the product, which contributes to a sense of exhilaration 
and discovery. 

 Greater learning and achievement is associated with activities that are intrinsically motivated-play episodes that are 
child-initiated and freely chosen…will provide more effective learning opportunities. 

 True meanings and functions of objects may be suspended – children can transport themselves back and forth through the 
past, present and future. 

 Experimentation with rules provides opportunities for cognitive and social learning-prior understandings become the 
implied rules of each player in the dramatic play center. 

 Play is often characterized by concentration and unwillingness to be distracted-children explore, probe, experiment, 
investigate, and inquire during their play. 

Ideas Regarding Play 

 Common perceptions of play include the idea that play is a reward for work and the idea that play does not provide learning 
opportunities for children. We should not think of play as a reward for work well done. Instead, we should value play for its 
own sake and because of the many benefits that it provides to children and their development. 

 There are many varying opinions on the benefits of play in the classroom. However, play can be very beneficial to children 
in helping them learn and construct different types of knowledge. In fact, “no research exists that diminishes the 
importance of play to the learning and development of young children” (Kieff & Casbergue 33).  

Incorporating Play into the Curriculum & Classroom 

 One way that you can incorporate play into your classroom is through learning centers. These are places in which “the 
schedule, floor space, equipment, and materials are organized in such a way to facilitate learning through exploration and 
play” (Kieff & Casbergue 67). Learning centers are beneficial because they allow teachers to create a curriculum that fits the 
needs of different students, increase intrinsic motivation, create a balance between activities that are child-directed and 
teacher-directed, create opportunities for children to work both individually and in groups, create a way for children with 
different abilities to work together, and provide opportunities to practice skills and assess students (Kieff & Casbergue 67). 

 If computers are available in your classroom, try to incorporate them into one of the centers. There are many computer 
programs that are both fun and educational. They can reinforce math skills, language skills, and many others. 

 Do not teach directly from textbooks at all times. Instead, try using textbooks as a guide. Actually exploring and playing with 
objects is much more effective for children trying to learn something than just reading about a topic. 

 Play can also be used as a way to assess students. Currently, tests are a common way that teachers assess students. 
However, tests only measure a limited set of skills and “competencies.” Tests are not the best way to assess students 
because they do not hold their interest and do not motivate them. Play, on the other hand, is interesting and natural for 
children. Through play, a child’s cognitive, creative, socioemotional, and physical development can be observed (Kieff & 
Casbergue 115). 

Concerns Regarding Play 

 A common concern among teachers is that there is not enough time to include playful activities and still cover all of the 
required materials. However, this can be done. Skills that students are required to learn can be learned through play. 
Playful activities that can facilitate learning include learning centers, dramatic play, and projects. Incorporating themes into 
the lesson can also make the lessons interesting for students while helping them learn.    
 

 
Benefits of playful learning and teaching for the teacher: 

- less paper work 
- more time to play or engage with the children 
- less behavior problems with the children 
- will be able to observe the children at play to assess their skills 
- more time to complete projects with the children 
 

Benefits of playful learning and teaching for the children 

-more time to play and explore 
-matches the way children think and learn 
-motivates children to learn 
-more time to study a topic in-depth 
-more opportunities to interact with classmates 
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The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) suggests, in its guidelines for developmentally appropriate 
practice (Bredekamp and Copple, 1977), that the early childhood community move beyond either/or positions (e.g., children learn 
either through play or through other strategies, including direct instruction) and embrace both/and positions (e.g., children learn 
both through play and through other strategies, including direct instruction) when designing programs for young children.  

 
 

 C
onduct 
a 

faculty needs assessment: What do they need in order to incorporate playful learning experiences in their 
classrooms? What do they foresee as the benefits and/or barriers to incorporating playful learning experiences? 

 Hosts a parent/faculty social: Discuss the benefits of playful learning experiences. Share the handout on playful 
learning experiences. Accept parent input regarding playful learning experiences. 

 Provide faculty training and follow-up: Allow PreK and Kindergarten teachers to share their 
knowledge/experiences with playful learning. Present the research supporting the use of playful learning in the 

classroom. Allow teachers to observe peers within/outside of the school.  
 Conduct a fundraiser: Involve parents, teacher, community members, and the student body 

in a fundraiser to raise the funds needed to provide purchase materials needed for the classrooms. 
 Lead a faculty book study: Begin a faculty book study of Playful learning and teaching: 

Integrating play into preschool and primary program by Kieff and Casbergue. 
 Communicate with other administrators: Share your experiences with other administrators 

and seek advice for successful implementation of playful learning experiences. 
 Develop a support network: Fellow colleagues who share your views on playful learning 

experiences, university professors in the area of early childhood education, principals, parents, 
directors/personnel of daycare centers, curriculum coordinators 

 Research: Locate and synthesize available research outlining the benefits of playful learning experiences as 
related to positive student achievement 

 Brainstorm and share ideas for incorporating playful learning into classrooms: Grade level meetings, community 
forums, surveys, informal needs assessments, district administrator meetings 

 Get the word out!:  
o Present information on the benefits at faculty meetings 
o Demonstrate playful activities at grade level meetings 
o Showcase student achievement at open house and grade level meetings 
o Invite colleagues to observe playful learning experiences in your classroom 
o Present an informational session at a local school board meeting 
o Offer your expertise in helping other teachers set up centers/activities in their classrooms 

 Partner with your principal and present the research supporting playful learning activities to other principals at 
district administrators’ meetings 

 Partner with local curriculum coordinators to develop checklists to be utilized during classroom observations 
that can be used to guide instructional decisions 

 Share your successes: Write articles to local newspapers outlining your own implementation of playful learning 
experiences (consider increases in student achievement, self-esteem, interaction with peers, parental 
involvement, etc.), showcase student accomplishments on bulletin boards, in the school newspaper, at faculty 
meetings, etc., Talk to anyone who will listen! 
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Research tells us . . . 
Play is linked to growth in memory, 

self-regulation, oral language, and 

recognizing symbols. It has been linked to 

higher levels of school adjustment and 

increased social development. Play has also 

been linked to increased literacy skills and 

other areas of academic learning . 

 

Play is child’s work . . .         
  

 
 

Inside your child’s classroom . . . 
 

Children actively engaged in learner-centered environments score higher on measures of creativity, have 

better receptive verbal skills, and are more confident in their cognitive abilities. Look for learning centers that 

will provide rich opportunities for your child to actively explore materials and engage with others. Here are 

some of the centers you might see and what your child might learn in them: 

 

 Construction: Explore math and science concepts – measurement, geometry, physics; develop 

cooperative play and social skills; develop language 

 Dramatic Play: creative expression, language development, social skills, problem solving, predicting 

 Discovery: math and science concepts, fine motor skills, cause and effect, problem solving, 

 Library/writing: language development, cognitive concepts, reading and writing skills, cooperative 

learning 

 Music and Movement: listening skills, cooperative play, creative expression, motor coordination 

 

Talk to your child’s teacher about how she uses centers and in what activities your child engages. Ask her to 

show you some of your child’s work from the different centers.  

 

 

  

Acting on the evidence . . . 
 Provide your child a special place at home where they 

can play alone or with another child. 

 Find some time to observe your child in play at school 

 Outdoor play spaces offer expanded areas for children to 

enact dramas using large-motor skills 

 Follow your child's lead when you are invited 

to enter or extend her play  

Take another look . . .       
 

http://www.preschooleducation.com/dramatic.shtml 

 

http://www.nncc.org/Curriculum/better.play.html 

 

A Child’s Work: The Importance of Fantasy Play by Vivian Gussin Paley (2004) Univ. of 

Chicago Press 

 
 

http://www.preschooleducation.com/dramatic.shtml
http://www.nncc.org/Curriculum/better.play.html
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Take another look . . .      
 

Bodrova, E., & Leong, D. (2005). Why children need play. Early Childhood Today, 20(1), 6. 
 

Cryer, D., Harms, T., & Riley, C. (2003). All About the ECERS-R.. New York: Kaplan. 
 

Kieff, J., & Casbergue, R. (2000). Playful Learning and Teaching. Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 
 

National Association for Education of Young Children  www.naeyc.org 

 

Improving Outcomes for Preschool and Primary Grades 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Involving Families . . 

. 
 Include articles on the power of play in 

newsletters 

 Schedule panel discussion where 

teachers can showcase footage of children 

at play 

 Schedule a meeting where parents can 

play and gain insight into skills developed 

during play. 

 Research tells us . . . 
 

 Children who attended developmentally appropriate programs performed better in first grade on 

standardized assessments of achievement.  
 

 Children actively engaged in learner-centered environments score higher on measures of creativity, 

have better receptive verbal skills, and are more confident in their cognitive abilities. 
 

 Hands-on activities stimulate the various regions of the brain, and active participation helps young 

children to form stronger associations with existing understanding. 
 

 Play is linked to growth in memory, self-regulation, oral language, and recognizing symbols.  
 

 Play has been linked to higher levels of school adjustment and increased social development.  
 

 Play has also been linked to increased literacy skills and other areas of academic learning. 

 

 

  

Acting on the evidence . . . 

 Provide in-service for K-2 faculty on 

developmentally appropriate practice 

and center arrangement 

 Encourage PreK -2 teachers to use 

learning centers and cooperative 

learning activities 

  Allow 45-60min of outdoor center 

time each day 

 Check the new NAEYC accreditation 

requirements 

http://www.naeyc.org/
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Research tells us . . . 
 Play is linked to growth in memory, self-regulation, 

oral language, and recognizing symbols.  

 Play has been linked to higher levels of school 

adjustment and increased social development.  

 Play has also been linked to increased literacy skills 

and other areas of academic learning. 

 Children who attended developmentally appropriate 

programs performed better in first grade on 

standardized assessments of achievement.  

 

Inside your classroom . . . 
 

Children actively engaged in learner-centered environments score higher on measures of creativity, have better 

receptive verbal skills, and are more confident in their cognitive abilities. Set up learning centers that will provide 

rich opportunities for your class to actively explore materials and engage with others. Here are some centers you 

might use: 

 

 Construction/Blocks: Explore math and science concepts – measurement, geometry, physics; develop 

cooperative play and social skills; develop language 

 Dramatic Play: creative expression, language development, social skills, problem solving, predicting 

 Discovery: math and science concepts, fine motor skills, cause and effect, problem solving, 

 Library/writing: language development, cognitive concepts, reading and writing skills, cooperative 

learning, retelling, predicting, listening skills 

 Music and Movement: listening skills, cooperative play, creative expression, motor coordination 

 Art/Creative expression: creativity, fine motor skills, sensory 

 Manipulatives: fine motor skills, cognitive skills, math concepts, problem-solving, creativity, science 

concepts 

 

  

Play is child’s work . . .    
  
  

Acting on the evidence … 

 Involve families by providing play 

workshops where they can play and see 

video footage of their children playing 

 Keep a portfolio of children’s work. 

Include photographs, anecdotal notes, 

and work samples. 

 Develop checklists for centers that 

include skills typically observed for 

easy data collection. 

Take another look . . .       
 

National Association for Education of Young Children  www.naeyc.org  

National Network for Child Care  www.nncc.org/Curriculum/better.play.html 

Cryer, D., Harms, T., & Riley, C. (2003). All About the ECERS-R.. New York: Kaplan. 

Kieff, J., & Casbergue, R. (2000). Playful Learning and Teaching. Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 
 

 

http://www.naeyc.org/
http://www.nncc.org/Curriculum/better.play.html
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Play & Learning Centers 
What is a learning center? 
A learning center is a multipurpose area within a classroom where equipment and materials are organized to 
promote active, child-centered learning through exploration and PLAY.  
(Kieff, P.66) 
 

Opportunities for Learning in Centers 
 

 Language & concept development 
 Problem solving 
 Counting & categorizing 
 Making predictions 
 Expressing moods & feelings 
 Comprehension 
 Word recognition & identification 
 Hand-eye coordination 
 Small muscle strength & coordination 
 Concepts about print 
 Understand basic concepts: balance, force, size, weight, height,& length 
 

MIKE - MAKE SIGNS OUT OF THESE - Skills Acquired During Play within the Learning Environment  
 
 Woodworking table 

 Safety issues (using goggles, limited # of children at one time, concentrating on the work you are doing, 
paying attention and working slowly so as not to get hurt when hammering) 

 Cooperative play (sharing materials, taking turns) 

 Creative expression, design, planning 

 Mathematics- measurement, matching (screwdrivers to appropriate screws, similar or like pieces of 
wood), counting 

 Language development – vocabulary (names of tools & related materials, as well as concepts related to 
constructing and building) 

 Language development – expression (descriptions of designs or purpose of work, retelling experiences 
through journal entries or recall activities 

 Responsibility – have children use tools to fix and repair items around the classroom 

 Literacy- include home repair books, copies of directions, books related to construction 
 
 

 The Block Area 

 Math concepts- Geometry – shapes; Measurement – size, height, width, length, area, perimeter, counting, 
adding, subtracting, multiplying, dividing, 
graphing, sorting, categorizing, comparing, planning 

 Science concepts- balance, symmetry, gravity, velocity, inclines, bridging 

 Safety issues – personal space; personal safety- hard hats; fire safety, road safety - traffic signs, speed limits, 
seat belts 

 Cooperative play 

 Aesthetic design 

 Spatial relations – prepositions such as over/under/behind/next to/above/in front of 

 Language development – vocabulary for specific block names and shapes as well as types of buildings 
(castles, skyscrapers, malls, houses, apartment buildings etc.) 

 Literacy- books about buildings, architecture, construction sites & equipment, posters depicting 
architectural structures 
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 The Reading Area 

 Provides opportunities to see and hear different styles/forms of books and storytelling (flannel boards, big 
books, regular books, class made books, puppets, picture books with no print etc.) 

 Provides opportunities for awareness of print; words as a unit of print; letters grouped together are called 
words and spaces separate words from one another 

 Provides opportunities to associate spoken word to written word (by following print as it is read or watching 
someone else do it) 

 Provides opportunities to teach appropriate care and handling of books; single page turning, reading from 
top to bottom in English and moving from left hand side of page to right hand side 

 Language development- new vocabulary from books; rhymes; alliteration concepts of title, author and 
illustrator; dictating stories (either ones heard before or new ones) 

 Cognitive development- re-telling stories that have been read; predicting endings to stories or what the 
story is about by looking at the cover; making up different endings to stories, problem solving 

 Cooperative play- reading stories together, taking turns having stories read 

 Dramatic play- acting out stories read 

 Mathematics- measuring, comparing, graphing or charting the different sized books in the area;  putting 
books on bookshelves according to size, counting- having books like The Doorbell Rang by Pat Hutchings 
which incorporates counting, one to one correspondence and division 

 Creative expression- drawing or painting pictures in the art area or designing buildings in the block area that 
correspond to the characters or places in the stories 

 Self- including children’s names into stories, or helping children write stories about themselves that can be 
placed in the reading area and later sent home 

 Listening skills 

 Provides a space for quiet, contemplative time 
 
 The Writing Area 

 Supports emergent writing skills – provides materials and space to work at writing, tracing, copying 

 Supports writing skills- provides materials and opportunities to write with a purpose in mind (e.g. signs, 
notes, names, recording information, taking turn lists)  

 Small motor development- provides a variety of writing tools (different sizes of pencils, pens, markers to 
meet the needs of young writers) 

 Language and literacy development- vocabulary associated with the activities and accessories at the writing 
tables; concepts of capital and lower case letters, beginning phonemic awareness 

 Cognitive development- name recognition (first and last); beginning words from stories and life, color 
recognition by using different colored inks, pencils and markers, design differences of stamps from other 
countries; geographical and cultural concepts from having pen pals in other classrooms; concepts of time, 
distance, written history 

 Cooperative learning- writing notes to others, sharing notes with others 

 Prediction- How long will it take for a letter that I wrote to get delivered to my house? How much does this 
letter weigh? 

 Mathematics- shapes of writing paper, envelopes and stamps; matching or coordinating paper and 
envelopes; sorting and categorizing regular and air mail stamps and envelopes, different types sizes and heft 
of pens (ball point, cartridge, calligraphy, refillable and throw away ones etc.); also different styles of writing 

 
 Sensory Table (sand / water/ dry materials such as pasta or dirt) 

 Mathematics- volume, measurement, space, comparisons, sorting, shapes 

 Physics- motion and acceleration (water wheels), overflow, properties of solids and liquids, transformations, 
forms 

 Language development- opposites (wet/dry, empty/full, over/under, sink/float), tools and implements (e.g. 
eye droppers, pipes, hoses, sieves, shovels, containers, measuring materials) 
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 Problem solving skills 

 Cooperative play (sharing materials & space, working together) 

 Sensory experiences- textures, smells, colors, sounds 

 Predicting  

 Archeology – digging, sifting, sorting, categorizing, charting 

 Creative expression- drawing, painting or writing about the experiences at the sensory table 

 Reading area- books related to math concepts, shapes, mixing colors, dinosaurs, plants, cooking  

 Science area- taking dirt from sensory table and using it to plant seeds 

 Cooking area- taking materials like the ones in the sensory table and examining characteristics, then using 
them to cook with and comparing the characteristics after cooking (e.g. taking dry beans, soaking, cooking 
and tasting them; using pasta and doing the same; taking water, adding flavoring and freezing into 
popsicles).  This ties in with many skills listed above. 

  
 Art / Creative Expression Area 

 Creativity- free choice of materials, color combinations, medium and style 

 Mathematics- shapes, sizes, forms, designs, space, planning, measuring, patterns 

 Language development- descriptions of creations and processes; understanding of words related to artistic 
forms (painting, drawing, collage, printing, details, movement etc.) as well as spatial concepts (over, under, 
next to, bordering, covering, framing, extending, hiding etc.)  

 Cognitive development- reasoning behind choices; recall of past experiences as well as planning for future 
events; understanding of various medium forms, their stability, predictability; colors and shades;  

 Science- wet and dry principles, weight, pressure, transformations (blending & mixing colors) 

 Motor functions (provides experiences to stimulate both fine and large motor capabilities) through painting, 
gluing, cutting, working with clay, taking pictures, drawing, dancing, moving, painting or doing other work to 
music; making necklaces or stringing objects 

 Cooperative play- sharing materials, space, taking turns, working together on projects 

 Sensory- finger painting, working with clay, play dough, glop, or glue, using scissors with different types of 
paper/materials 

 
 Manipulative Area 

 Fine motor skills- eye-hand coordination (working puzzles, fitting interlocking pieces together) 

 Cognitive skills- matching, sorting, or classifying by single characteristic such as color, shape, size or usage; or 
combinations of the characteristics; creating or following patterns; cause and effect; designing and planning  

 Cooperative play- sharing materials and space; working together to build/design; waiting for turns 

 Mathematics concepts- measuring, height, width, length, area, space, shapes 

 Physics- balance, weight, pressure, levers, hinges, pulleys, velocity, gravity 

 Language development- descriptions of designs, including process and purpose; vocabulary relative to 
materials and tools associated with their use or construction 

 Problem solving 

 Predicting 

 Creativity 
 

 Dramatic Play Area 

 Socialization 

 Mathematics- one on one correlation (setting the table); measuring (during cooking activities, by adding 
curtains, finding the right size clothes for the dolls) 

 Creative expression- role playing, changing or adapting scenarios from previous experiences at home, in the 
classroom or from field trips, using the imagination 

 Language development- conversations (in person, and using telephones); vocabulary expansion by using 
materials in area (e.g. house, doctor’s office, hospital, zoo, campground, fire station, laboratory, garden, 
beach or vacation house, post office or restaurant materials) 
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 Cooperative play- sharing materials, negotiating roles and story lines, taking turns, sharing space 

 Problem solving 

 Predicting 

 Literacy- using signs and symbols to communicate with- (notes posted on the door, writing shopping lists, 
prescriptions, recipe cards, menus, take out orders, homework, directions; mail delivered and sent) 

 Science- changing properties (freezing, thawing or cooking food); 
 
 Science Area 

 Exploration and examination (both indoors and outdoors) 

 Cause and effect 

 Predictions 

 Problem solving 

 Changes in physical forms or properties 

 Photosynthesis 

 Chemical reactions (creating a volcano with baking powder, food coloring and vinegar; explaining cohesion 
by using water, pepper and dish detergent or droplets of water on waxed paper) 

 Language expression- descriptions of experiences; vocabulary specific to the explorations (be sure to use 
actual scientific language and tools) 

 Mathematics- measuring and graphing growth or changes 

 Literacy- writing narratives about the experiences or experiments; writing down predictions and then 
comparing them to the actual results; having related books in the area to refer to 

 
 Music and Movement (some people combine this with the art/creative area) 

 Language development- vocabulary – songs, rhymes, names of instruments, types of music (country, cajun, 
zydeco, classical, rap, reggae, pop, etc.) positions (when doing movement activities e.g. under, over, next to, 
raise, lower, around, across, between), body parts, and types of accessories for movement activities 
(streamers, scarves, ribbons etc.) 

 Listening skills- following directions; listening for tones or specific instruments when listening to different 
types of music; feeling the rhythms of the music; repeating rhythm patterns; creating rhythms; self control 

 Cooperative play- sharing materials, taking turns in games, working in pairs to dance or do activities 

 Creative expression- dancing, moving to music, writing, painting or drawing about music or musical 
experiences; writing music or lyrics 

 Science- using music to explore tones and sounds (different types of glasses (glass and plastic) with different 
levels of water; exploring density and properties of objects, e.g. using different sized containers to make 
drums & comparing their sounds; exploring the effect of different amounts of rice or beans when making 
rice bags or tambourines, trying to balance movement accessories; conceptualizations of air, density and 
acceleration 

 Mathematics- sequencing (what comes next in terms of patterns/rhythms), using shapes to dance with 
(scarves of different shapes/sizes); sizes (e.g. large and small steps); measuring/sorting and comparing 
different movement accessories 

 Large motor- coordination, balance, working in tandem with someone else, sense of space and movement 

 Fine motor- manipulating and working with instruments, finger plays, rhythms 
 
 Large Motor (both indoors and outdoors) 

 Physical development- coordination, balance, strength, stamina 

 Health education- exercise, warm ups, cool down periods, respiration, heartbeat, isometrics, muscles, diet 
related information (energy foods like pasta), relaxation teachniques 

 Language development- vocabulary related to activities, exercises, health education, and all the accessories 
used 

 Cooperative play- taking turns, sharing materials, games and rules, exercising together 

 Mathematics- usage of shapes as activity areas or materials during activities; counting the number of times 
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a ball bounces (on ground or on parachute); graphs or charts depicting the children’s favorite sports or 
games  

 Science- concepts of speed, air, wind, movement, pressure, density and weight 

 Problem solving - (running obstacle courses, racing against a timer, finding a seat during musical chairs); 
figuring out where to play a game or create a space for an activity indoors 

 Predicting - How many times can you bounce a ball on a parachute without having it fall off? How many 
times can I spin around before I begin to feel dizzy? How many jumping jacks or sit-ups can I do before I get 
tired? 

 Literacy- books about sports and games, biographies about Olympic athletes; writing class or individual 
stories about favorite activities 

 
 The Computer Area 

 Cooperative play- taking turns, and coordinating efforts while working with another child or adult at the 
computer 

 Mathematics- extending concepts already learned regarding shapes, sorting, classifying, patterning, 
symmetry and designing 

 Predicting- what will happen next if I do this? 

 Language development- interactive storytelling programs, word building, vocabulary related to the 
computer, and items in the various programs 

 Fine motor – using a mouse and keyboard 

 Emergent alphabetics and numeracy- using a keyboard 

 Problem solving- figuring out what the program wants you do  

 Listening skills, following directions with interactive programs 
 

 Always remember that computers are tools, just like all the other materials in your classrooms. 
 
 They should be used to supplement the actual, active experiences that young children have with 

materials in the classroom. Young children need to physically inspect, manipulate and use materials 
in order to construct meaning and understanding about various concepts and to develop skills 
related to those concepts. 

 
 When using a computer, young children are gaining experience with using a computer.  This does 

not necessarily translate into knowledge and understanding of specific concepts or skill acquisition. 
 

 As with all equipment and materials you select, be aware of what your students can do with the 
computer on their own, and what they can do when you or a more competent peer is working with 
them.  


