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Children’s play has been described as freely chosen, actively engaging, 
opportunistic, pleasurable, creative, and concerned more with means than 

ends (Ashiabi, 2007; Sturgess, 2003).

Although many of these ideas lay the foundation for different 
conceptualizations of play, two different types of play have dominated the 

focus of current research in education: children’s pretend play (e.g., 
Wallerstedt & Pramling, 2012) and adult-guided play (e.g., Weisberg, Hirsh-

Pasek, et al., 2013). 

Defining play



Play is often considered to be a child-led practice that is separate from 
learning, whereas learning is a result of teacher-led practices that are 

perceived to be of higher priority in a classroom setting (Pramling 
Samuelsson & Johansson, 2006; Wood, 2010). 

play is learning



Wallerstedt and Pramling (2012) argued that play and learning are 
inseparably tied in a child’s early life and learning does not stop once a lesson 

is over. 
Research has shown that play can facilitate student learning by allowing 

children to build on and extend their previous knowledge and skills through 
interacting with others and/or the environment (Ashiabi, 2007). Indeed, a 

number of studies have shown that different types of play positively influence 
children’s socioemotional development (e.g., Ashiabi, 2007) and academic 
learning (e.g., Weisberg, Zosh, et al., 2013), in some cases over and above 

direct instruction (Han, Moore, Vukelich, & Buell, 2010).
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• Play-based learning has been described as a teaching approach involving playful, child-
directed elements along with some degree of adult guidance and scaffolded learning objectives 
(Weisberg, Hirsh-Pasek, et al., 2013). 
• In the early years, play-based learning practices have been shown to positively influence 

children’s reading and math scores (Marcon, 2002; Stipek et al., 1998), and evidence suggests 
that overall this type of learning tends to be more effective than direct
• instruction (Han et al., 2010; Stipek,Feiler, Daniels, & Milburn, 1995) or free play (Chien et al., 

2010;Honomichl& Chen, 2012). 

reflection questions
1. How expansive is your current pretend play area?

2. How do you account for numeracy and literacy across these areas?

3. How do you engage children's interests in adult-directed activities and 

experiences?



Research has demonstrated that in pretend play scenarios, in which children 

take on roles and negotiate the direction of play, children practice more 

advanced language skills (Bergen & Mauer, 2000; Weisberg, Zosh, et al., 2013).



There is evidence that emphasizing play-based learning as a collaboration 
between students and teachers leads to positive academic results (Van Oers 

& Duijkers, 2013). Although some researchers warn that when adults take 
control, the activities resemble “chocolate-covered broccoli” (Bruckman, 1999, 
p. 75), wherein work is merely disguised as play (Weisberg, Zosh, et al., 2013, p. 
42), play-based learning strategies with some teacher-guided elements are 

not equal to the passive learning style of direct instruction.



the big questions
Do we need to shift focus from the child to the adult in play?

Children learn through imitation but if we don't feel comfortable at play, how 

are we meant to inspire and extend the learning that happens through play?

How do we let go of traditional attitudes of teaching for more play-based 

approaches?

How do we become play advocates amidst top down pressures?



IF A CHILD 
CANNOT LEARN 
THE WAY WE 
TEACH, WE 
NEED TO TEACH 
THE WAY THEY 
LEARN
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