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Play versus learning represents a false dichotomy in education (e.g., Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff 2008). In part, the persistent belief that
learning must be rigid and teacher directed—the opposite of play—is motivated by the lack of a clear definition of what constitutes playful
learning (Zosh et al. 2018). And, in part, it is motivated by older perceptions of play and learning. Newer research, however, allows us to
reframe the debate as learning via play—as playful learning.

This piece, which is an excerpt from Chapter 5 in Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs Serving Children
from Birth Through Age 8, Fourth Edition (NAEYC 2022), suggests that defining play on a spectrum (Zosh et al. 2018, an idea first
introduced by Bergen 1988) helps to resolve old divisions and provides a powerful framework that puts playful learning—rich curriculum
coupled with a playful pedagogy—front and center as a model for all early childhood educators. (See below for a discussion of play on a
spectrum.)

This excerpt also illustrates the ways in which play and learning mutually support one another and how teachers connect learning goals to
children’s play. Whether solitary, dramatic, parallel, social, cooperative, onlooker, object, fantasy, physical, constructive, or games with
rules, play, in all of its forms, is a teaching practice that optimally facilitates young children’s development and learning. By maximizing
children’s choice, promoting wonder and enthusiasm for learning, and leveraging joy, playful learning pedagogies support development
across domains and content areas and increase learning relative to more didactic methods (Alfieri et al. 2011; Bonawitz et al. 2011; Sim &
Xu 2015).
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Playful Learning: A Powerful Teaching Tool

Despite its efficacy in supporting learning, play in early childhood settings has often
suffered a bad reputation. Historical changes in educational philosophy tell a story of
play that was excised from early childhood classrooms. The 1990s, for example,
brought a dramatic change as free play and center time were replaced with rigid, skills-
focused, highly teacher-scripted curricula, targeted to children in schools in
underserved communities. By the turn of the millennium, the No Child Left Behind Act
of 2001 was enacted to address the so-called gap in school achievement between
children from communities with more advantages and resources and those from less-
resourced communities. With a recognition that early childhood is key to later
academic achievement, early reading and math were heavily emphasized in the primary
grades (Pedulla et al. 2003; Hannaway & Hamilton 2008) and accountability and high-
stakes testing increased (Ravitch 2010). Rigid teaching practices soon trickled down
into preschool and kindergarten classrooms, replacing playful, child-initiated activities
with more time at desks with pencil-and-paper tasks and resulting in kindergarten
looking more like “the new first grade” (Miller & Almon 2009; Bassok, Latham, &
Rorem 2016, 2). Kindergarten teachers found themselves becoming less like
relationship builders and more like what Erica Christakis (2016) called “carnival
barkers” spitting out prescribed lessons.

This narrowing of the curriculum and high-stakes assessment practices (such as paper-and-pencil tests for kindergartners) increased stress
on educators, children, and families but failed to deliver on the promise of narrowing—let alone closing—the gap. All children need well-
thought-out curricula, including reading and STEM experiences and an emphasis on executive function skills such as attention, impulse
control, and memory (Duncan et al. 2007). But to promote happy, successful, lifelong learners, children must be immersed in
developmentally appropriate practice and rich curricular learning that is culturally relevant (NAEYC 2020). Playful learning is a vehicle for
achieving this. Schools must also address the inequitable access to play afforded to children (see “Both/And: Early Childhood Education
Needs Both Play and Equity,” by Ijumaa Jordan.) All children should be afforded opportunities to play, regardless of their racial group,
socioeconomic class, and disability if they have been diagnosed with one. We second the call of Maria Souto-Manning (2017): “Although
play has traditionally been positioned as a privilege, it must be (re)positioned as a right, as outlined by the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child, Article 31” (785).
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What Is Playful Learning?

Playful learning describes a learning context in which children learn content while playing freely (free play or self-directed play), with
teacher guidance (guided play), or in a structured game. By harnessing children’s natural curiosity and their proclivities to experiment,
explore, problem solve, and stay engaged in meaningful activities—especially when doing so with others—teachers maximize learning while
individualizing learning goals. Central to this concept is the idea that teachers act more as the Socratic “guide at the side” than a “sage on
the stage” (e.g., King 1993, 30; Smith 1993, 35). Rather than view children as empty vessels receiving information, teachers see children as
active explorers and discoverers who bring their prior knowledge into the learning experience and construct an understanding of, for
example, words such as forecast and low pressure as they explore weather patterns and the science behind them. In other words, teachers
support children as active learners.

Importantly, playful learning pedagogies naturally align with the characteristics that research in the science of learning suggests help
humans learn. Playful learning leverages the power of active (minds-on), engaging (not distracting), meaningful, socially interactive, and
iterative thinking and learning (Zosh et al. 2018) in powerful ways that lead to increased learning.

Free play lets children explore and express themselves—to be the captains of their own ship. While free play is important, if a teacher has a
learning goal, guided play and games are the road to successful outcomes for children (see Weisberg, Hirsh-Pasek, & Golinkoff 2013 for a
review). Playful learning in the form of guided play, in which the teacher builds in the learning as part of a fun context such as a weather
report, keeps the child’s agency but adds an intentional component to the play that helps children learn more from the experience. In fact,
when researchers compared children’s skill development during free play in comparison to guided play, they found that children learned
more vocabulary (Toub et al. 2018) and spatial skills (Fisher et al. 2013) in guided play than in free play.



Self-Directed Play, Free Play

NAEYC’s 2020 position statement on developmentally appropriate practice uses the term self-directed play to refer to play
that is initiated and directed by children. Such play is termed frree play in the larger works of the authors of this excerpt;
therefore, free play is the primary term used in this article, with occasional references to self-directed play, the term used in
the rest of the DAP book.

Imagine an everyday block corner. The children are immersed in play with each other—some trying to build high towers and others
creating a tunnel for the small toy cars on the nearby shelves. But what if there were a few model pictures on the wall of what children could
strive to make as they collaborated in that block corner? Might they rotate certain pieces purposely? Might they communicate with one
another that the rectangle needs to go on top of the square? Again, a simple insertion of a design that children can try to copy turns a play
situation into one ripe with spatial learning. Play is a particularly effective way to engage children with specific content learning when there
is a learning goal.

Why Playful Learning Is Critical

Teachers play a crucial role in creating places and spaces where they can introduce playful learning to help all children master not only
content but also the skills they will need for future success. The science of learning literature (e.g., Fisher et al. 2013; Weisberg, Hirsh-
Pasek, & Golinkoff 2013; Zosh et al. 2018) suggests that playful learning can change the “old equation” for learning, which posited that
direct, teacher-led instruction, such as lectures and worksheets, was the way to achieve rich content learning. This “new equation” moves
beyond a sole focus on content and instead views playful learning as a way to support a breadth of skills while embracing developmentally
appropriate practice guidelines (see Hirsh-Pasek et al. 2020).



Using a playful learning pedagogical approach leverages the skill sets of today’s educators and enhances their ability to help children attain
curricular goals. It engages what has been termed active learning that is also developmentally appropriate and offers a more equitable way
of engaging children by increasing access to participation. When topics are important and culturally relevant to children, they can better
identify with the subject and the learning becomes more seamless.

While educators of younger children are already well versed in creating playful and joyful experiences to support social goals (e.g., taking
turns and resolving conflicts), they can use this same skill set to support more content-focused curricular goals (e.g., mathematics and
literacy). Similarly, while teachers of older children have plenty of experience determining concrete content-based learning goals (e.g.,
attaining Common Core Standards), they can build upon this set of skills and use playful learning as a pedagogy to meet those goals.

Learning Through Play: A Play Spectrum

As noted previously, play can be thought of as lying on a spectrum that includes free play (or self-directed play), guided play, games, playful
instruction, and direct instruction (Bergen 1988; Zosh et al. 2018). For the purposes of this piece, we use a spectrum that includes the first
three of these aspects of playful learning, as illustrated in “Play Spectrum Showing Three Types of Playful Learning Situations” below.

The following variables determine the degree to which an activity can be considered playful learning;:

+ level of adult involvement
 extent to which the child is directing the learning

- presence of a learning goal

Toward the left end of the spectrum are activities with more child agency, less adult involvement, and loosely defined or no particular
learning goals. Further to the right, adults are more involved, but children still direct the activity or interaction.



Developmentally appropriate practice does not mean primarily that children play without a planned learning environment or learn mostly
through direct instruction (NAEYC 2020). Educators in high-quality early childhood programs offer a range of learning experiences that
fall all along this spectrum. By thinking of play as a spectrum, educators can more easily assess where their learning activities and lessons
fall on this spectrum by considering the components and intentions of the lesson. Using their professional knowledge of how children
develop and learn, their knowledge of individual children, and their understanding of social and cultural contexts, educators can then begin
to think strategically about how to target playful learning (especially guided play and games) to leverage how children naturally learn. This
more nuanced view of play and playful learning can be used to both meet age-appropriate learning objectives and support engaged,
meaningful learning.

Play Spectrum Showing Three Types of Playful Learning Situations

Free Play

(Self-Directed Play) Guided Play
Initiated by: Child Adult Adult
Directed by: Child Child Child
Explicit learning goal: No Yes Yes*

*Here, we refer to “serious games” as outlined in Hassinger-Das et al. 2017, in which the game has a learning goal.

Adapted from Zosh et al. 2018

Free Play

In the kindergarten classroom in the following vignette, children have ample time for play and exploration in centers, where they decide
what to play with and what they want to create. These play centers are the focus of the room and the main tool for developing social and
emotional as well as academic skills; they reflect and support what the children are learning through whole-group discussions, lessons, and
skills-focused stations. In the vignette, the teacher embeds guided play opportunities within the children’s free play.

Studying Bears: Self-Directed Play that Extends What Kindergartners Are Learning



While studying the habits of animals in winter, the class is taking a deeper dive into the lives of American black
bears, animals that make their homes in their region. In the block center, one small group of children uses short
lengths and cross-sections of real tree branches as blocks along with construction paper to create a forest habitat
for black bear figurines. They enlist their friends in the art center to assist in making trees and bushes. Two
children are in the writing center. Hearing that their friends are looking for help to create a habitat, they look
around and decide a hole punch and blue paper are the perfect tools for making blueberries—a snack black bears
love to eat! Now multiple centers and groups of children are involved in making the block center become a black
bear habitat.

In the dramatic play center, some of the children pretend to be bear biologists, using stethoscopes, scales, and
magnifying glasses to study the health of a couple of plush black bears. When these checkups are complete, the
teacher suggests the children could describe the bears’ health in a written “report,” thus embedding guided play
within their free play. A few children at the easels in the art center are painting pictures of black bears.

Contributed by Amy Blessing

Free play, or self-directed play, is often heralded as the gold standard of play. It encourages children’s initiative, independence, and
problem solving and has been linked to benefits in social and emotional development (e.g., Singer & Singer 1990; Pagani et al. 2010;
Romano et al. 2010; Gray 2013) and language and literacy (e.g., Neuman & Roskos 1992). Through play, children explore and make sense
of their world, develop imaginative and symbolic thinking, and develop physical competence. The kindergarten children in the example
above were developing their fine motor and collaboration skills, displaying their understanding of science concepts (such as the needs of
animals and living things), and exercising their literacy and writing skills. Such benefits are precisely why free play has an important role in
developmentally appropriate practice. To maximize learning, teachers also provide guided play experiences.

Guided Play

While free play has great value for children, empirical evidence suggests that it is not always sufficient when there is a pedagogical goal at
stake (Smith & Pellegrini 2008; Alfieri et al. 2011; Fisher et al. 2013; Lillard 2013; Weisberg, Hirsh-Pasek, & Golinkoff 2013; Toub et al.
2018). This is where guided play comes in.



Guided play allows teachers to focus children’s play around specific learning goals (e.g., standards-based goals), which can be applied to a
variety of topics, from learning place value in math to identifying rhyming words in literacy activities. Note, however, that the teacher does
not take over the play activity or even direct it. Instead, she asks probing questions that guide the next level of child-directed exploration.
This is a perfect example of how a teacher can initiate a context for learning while still leaving the child in charge. In the previous
kindergarten vignette, the teacher guided the children in developing their literacy skills as she embedded writing activities within the free
play at the centers.

Facilitating Guided Play
Skilled teachers set up environments and facilitate development and learning throughout the early childhood years, such as in the
following:

« Ms. Taglieri notices what 4-month-old Anthony looks at and shows interest in. Following his interest and attention, she plays
Peekaboo, adjusting her actions (where she places the blanket and peeks out at him) to maintain engagement.

« Ms. Eberhard notices that 22-month-old Abe knows the color yellow. She prepares her environment based on this observation, placing
a few yellow objects along with a few red ones on a small table. Abe immediately goes to the table, picking up each yellow item and
verbally labeling them (“Lellow!”).

« Mr. Gorga creates intrigue and participation by inviting his preschool class to “be shape detectives” and to “discover the secret of
shapes.” As the children explore the shapes, Mr. Gorga offers questions and prompts to guide children to answer the question “What
makes them the same kind of shapes?”

An analogy for facilitating guided play is bumper bowling. If bumpers are in place, most children are more likely than not to knock down
some pins when they throw the ball down the lane. That is different than teaching children exactly how to throw it (although some children,
such as those who have disabilities or who become frustrated if they feel a challenge is too great, may require that level of support or
instruction). Guided play is not a one-size-fits-all prescriptive pedagogical technique. Instead, teachers match the level of support they give
in guided play to the children in front of them.

Critically, many teachers already implement these kinds of playful activities. When the children are excited by the birds they have seen
outside of their window for the past couple of days, the teachers may capitalize on this interest and provide children with materials for a set
of playful activities about bird names, diets, habitats, and songs. Asking children to use their hands to mimic an elephant’s trunk when
learning vocabulary can promote learning through playful instruction that involves movement. Similarly, embedding vocabulary in stories



that are culturally relevant promotes language and early literacy development (Garcia-Alvarado, Arreguin, & Ruiz-Escalante 2020). For
example, a teacher who has several children in his class with Mexican heritage decides to read aloud Too Many Tamales (by Gary Soto,
illus. Ed Martinez) and have the children reenact scenes from it, learning about different literary themes and concepts through play. The
children learn more vocabulary, have a better comprehension of the text, and see themselves and their experiences reflected. The teacher
also adds some of the ingredients and props for making tamales into the sociodramatic play center (Salinas-Gonzalez, Arreguin-Anderson,
& Alanis 2018) and invites families to share stories about family tamaladas (tamale-making parties).

Evidence Supporting Guided Play as a Powerful Pedagogical Tool

Evidence from the science of learning suggests that discovery-based guided play actually results in increased learning for all children
relative to both free play and direct instruction (see Alferi et al. 2011). These effects hold across content areas including spatial learning
(Fisher et al. 2013), literacy (Han et al. 2010; Nicolopoulou et al. 2015; Hassinger-Das et al. 2016; Cavanaugh et al. 2017; Toub et al. 2018;
Moedt & Holmes 2020), and mathematics (Zosh et al. 2016).

There are several possible reasons for guided play’s effectiveness. First, it harnesses the joy that is critical to creativity and learning (e.g.,
Isen, Daubman, & Nowicki 1987; Resnick 2007). Second, during guided play, the adults help “set the stage for thought and action” by
essentially limiting the number of possible outcomes for the children so that the learning goal is discoverable, but children still direct the
activity (Weisberg et al. 2014, 276). Teachers work to provide high-quality materials, eliminate distractions, and prepare the space, but
then, critically, they let the child play the active role of construction. Third, in guided play, the teacher points the way toward a positive
outcome and hence lessens the ambiguity (the degrees of freedom) without directing children to an answer or limiting children to a single
discovery (e.g., Bonawitz et al. 2011). And finally, guided play provides the opportunity for new information to be integrated with existing
knowledge and updated as children explore.

Games

Reinforcing Numeracy with a Game



The children in Mr. Cohen’s preschool class are at varying levels of understanding in early numeracy skills (e.g.,
cardinality, one-to-one correspondence, order irrelevance). He knows that his children need some practice with
these skills but wants to make the experience joyful while also building these foundational skills. One day, he
brings out a new game for them to play—The Great Race. Carla and Michael look up expectantly, and their faces
light up when they realize they will be playing a game instead of completing a worksheet. The two quickly pull out
the box, setting up the board and choosing their game pieces. Michael begins by flicking the spinner with his
finger, landing on 2. “Nice!” Carla exclaims, as Michael moves his game piece, counting “One, two.” Carla takes a
turn next, spinning a 1 and promptly counting “one” as she moves her piece one space ahead. “My turn!” Michael
says, eager to win the race. As he spins a 2, he pauses. “One . . . two,” he says, hesitating, as he moves his piece to
space 4 on the board. Carla corrects him, “I think you mean ‘three, four,” right? You have to count up from where
you are on the board.” Michael nods, remembering the rules Mr. Cohen taught him earlier that day. “Right,” he
says, “three, four.”

Similar to guided play, games can be designed in ways that help support learning goals (Hassinger-Das et al. 2017). In this case, instead of
adults playing the role of curating the activity, the games themselves provide this type of external scaffolding. The example with Michael
and Carla shows how children can learn through games, which is supported by research. In one well-known study, playing a board game
(i.e., The Great Race) in which children navigated through a linear, numerical-based game board (i.e., the game board had equally spaced
game spaces that go from left to right) resulted in increased numerical development as compared to playing the same game where the
numbers were replaced by colors (Siegler & Ramani 2008) or with numbers organized in a circular fashion (Siegler & Ramani 2009).
Structuring experiences so that the learning goal is intertwined naturally with children’s play supports their learning. A critical point with
both guided play and games is that children are provided with support but still lead their own learning.

Digital educational games have become enormously popular, with tens of thousands of apps marketed as “educational,” although there is
no independent review of these apps. Apps and digital games may have educational value when they inspire active, engaged, meaningful,
and socially interactive experiences (Hirsh-Pasek et al. 2015), but recent research suggests that many of the most downloaded educational
apps do not actually align with these characteristics that lead to learning (Meyer et al. 2021). Teachers should exercise caution and evaluate
any activity—digital or not—to see how well it harnesses the power of playful learning.



Next Steps for Educators

Educators are uniquely positioned to prepare today’s children for achievement today and success tomorrow. Further, the evidence is
mounting that playful pedagogies appear to be an accessible, powerful tool that harnesses the pillars of learning. This approach can be used
across ages and is effective in learning across domains.

By leveraging children’s own interests and mindfully creating activities that let children play their way to new understanding and skills,
educators can start using this powerful approach today. By harnessing the children’s interests at different ages and engaging them in
playful learning activities, educators can help children learn while having fun. And, importantly, educators will have more fun too when
they see children happy and engaged.

As the tide begins to change in individual classrooms, educators need to acknowledge that vast inequalities (e.g., socioeconomic
achievement gaps) continue to exist (Kearney & Levine 2016). The larger challenge remains in propelling a cultural shift so that
administrators, families, and policymakers understand the way in which educators can support the success of all children through high-
quality, playful learning experiences.

Consider the following reflection questions as you reflect how to support equitable playful learning experiences for each and every child:

+ One of the best places to start is by thinking about your teaching strengths. Perhaps you are great at sparking joy and engagement. Or
maybe you are able to frequently leverage children’s home lives in your lessons. How can you expand practices you already use as an
educator or are learning about in your courses to incorporate the playful learning described in this article?

« How can you share the information in this chapter with families, administrators, and other educators? How can you help them
understand how play can engage children in deep, joyful learning?



This piece is excerpted from NAEYC'’s recently published book Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood
Programs Serving Children from Birth Through Age 8, Fourth Edition. For more information about the book,
visit NAEYC.org/resources/pubs/books/dap-fourth-edition.

Teaching Play Skills

Pamela Brillante

While many young children with autism spectrum disorder enjoy playing, they can have difficulty engaging in traditional
play activities. They may engage in activities that do not look like ordinary play, including playing with only a few specific
toys or playing in a specific, repetitive way.

Even though most children learn play skills naturally, sometimes families and teachers have to teach children how to play.
Learning how to play will help develop many other skills young children need for the future, including

» social skills: taking turns, sharing, and working cooperatively
- cognitive skills: problem-solving skills, early academic skills
- communication skills: responding to others, asking questions

- physical skills: body awareness, fine and gross motor coordination


http://naeyc.org/resources/pubs/books/dap-fourth-edition

Several evidence-based therapeutic approaches to teaching young children with autism focus on teaching play skills,
including

 The Play Project: https://playproject.org
» The Greenspan Floortime approach: https://stanleygreenspan.com

 Integrated Play Group (IPG) Model: www.wolfberg.com

While many children with autism have professionals and therapists working with them, teachers and families should work
collaboratively and provide multiple opportunities for children to practice new skills and engage in play at their own level.
For example, focus on simple activities that promote engagement between the adult and the child as well as the child and
their peers without disabilities, including playing with things such as bubbles, cause-and-effect toys, and interactive books.
You can also use the child’s preferred toy in the play, like having the Spider-Man figure be the one popping the bubbles.

Pamela Brillante, EdD, has spent 30 years working as a special education teacher, administrator, consultant, and
professor. In addition to her full-time faculty position in the Department of Special Education, Professional Counseling and
Disability Studies at William Paterson University of New Jersey, Dr. Brillante continues to consult with school districts and
present to teachers and families on the topic of high-quality, inclusive early childhood practices.
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Copyright © 2022 by the National Association for the Education of Young Children. See Permissions and Reprints online
at NAEYC.org/resources/permissions.
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