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About Play:  A Bit of a Background 

 

The value of play has been a topic of extensive research and discussion for 

many years, and much has been documented about the benefits received 

from it, particularly when we are talking about the education of young 

children. 

 

Perhaps one of the most often stated points in the current research around 

educating young children is that “play” is the “work” of the child.  It is how 

they learn and come to make sense of the world.   Through play, children 

acquire a number of concepts, skills and ways of being in the world.  If given 

the freedom to explore, children will make connections many adults never 

would have dreamed possible for such young minds.  The understandings 

young ones can reach through their explorations open up avenues of learning 

and discussion that often wouldn’t have been possible otherwise.  Because of 

the power of these learning connections, informed educators of today do 

what they can to find ways to use play as a vehicle for instruction.  The 

decision to use play as an educational vehicle has evolved in response to how 

research and study have demonstrated that children learn.  

 

Having said that “play” is an important vehicle for learning, I think it is 

important to acknowledge that the whole idea of letting children “play about” 

in order to accomplish important learning is a foreign (and sometimes 

worrisome) concept for many parents of today who have come through an 

education system in which children were to be “seen and not heard”, were 

expected to sit in a desk and listen to the  “the teacher” and were not 

allowed the freedom to move about, to express opinions or to explore the 

world around them in playful ways.  Having been taught through a system 

such as this makes it very hard for many parents of young children to really 

understand and support the “play” that goes on in classrooms of today. 

 

The information that follows is meant to help parents gain at least a 

beginning understanding of how play can help their children learn (based on 

current research), some different kinds of play,  what play might look like in 

the current educational setting, and what “play” might look like in the home. 



 

A Little About the Research on Play…  A Foundation for Understanding 

 

In very general terms, research has shown that: 

 

 Children are problem solvers and, through curiosity, generate 

questions and problems:  Children attempt to solve problems 

presented to them and they also seek novel challenges.  They persist 

because success and understanding are motivating in their own right. 

            --- National Research Council 1999, p. 222 

 

 Children learn best when they are physically, intellectually and 

emotionally engaged.  Manipulating objects is critical to their 

development of concepts and logical thinking 

                                             --- Piaget, 1983 

 

 Play is one of several types of activity through which children can 

learn in their primary years.  A natural and universal learning activity, 

it results from a desire to make sense of the world.  Play engages 

children’s whole being.  It allows learners to project into the realm of 

possibility while enabling them to develop and refine current 

understandings as they explore, imagine, construct, discuss, plan, 

manipulate, problem-solve, dramatize, create and experiment. 

                                            --- Wasserman, 1990 

 

 Children learn through play.  Through their play, children develop 

sensory motor control, eye-hand coordination and problem solving 

skills.  Physical, social, intellectual and emotional development are all 

enhanced through play. 

                                       --- Canadian Association for Young children 1996 

 

 For over 100 years, researchers have studied play and have found that 

play: 

o Enhances a child’s language development (Garvey, 1974) 

o Encourages creativity and problem-solving (Dansky, 1980) 

o Provides a context through which the child develops 

representational thought, an essential foundation for reading, 



mathematics and science (Vygotsky, in. J.S Bruner, A. Jolly & K. 

Sylva [Eds.]) 

o Develops higher motivation to learn and develops higher self-

esteem (Weininger, 1994) 

                            --- Canadian Association for Young Children 1996 

 

 Adults take on many roles in order to facilitate children’s play; stage 

manager, mediator, planner, communicator, play observer 

                                                            --- Jones & Reynolds, 1992 

 

 Play develops language and literacy, logical and mathematical thinking, 

problem solving, imagination and creativity, promotes social and moral 

development, a social context, peer relationships, a sense of self, and 

helps children master concepts. 

                                      --- J. Van Hoorn, P.M. Scales & K.R. Alward, 1993 

 

 

Some Different Kinds of Play 

 

Once we begin to carefully observe children at play, we can start to notice 

some patterns emerge.  Following is a description of some of the “Kinds of 

Play” seen in children: 

 

1. Unoccupied Behaviour 

 To an observer, the child appears not to be playing at all but is 

occupied with watching anything that happens to be of 

momentary interest. 

 

2) Solitary Play 

 The child plays alone and independently, interest is centered on 

his or her own activity without any reference to what others 

are doing 

 

3) Onlooker Behaviour 

 The child watches others play, talks to them, asks questions or 

makes suggestions, but does not enter into the play 

 

 



4) Parallel Play 

 The child plays with other children and uses similar materials to 

them, but not necessarily in the same way. 

 

5) Associative Play 

 The child plays with other children and shares materials in 

similar activities.  The activity is not organized.  Each child acts 

as she or he wishes 

 

6) Co-operative or Organized Play 

 The child plays in a group that is organized to make something, 

attain a goal, dramatize a situation or play a formal game.  

There is a marked sense of either belonging or not belonging to 

the group.  Each child plays a role in the relationship to other 

members of the group. 

 

7) Practice or Functional Play 

 The child repeats activities in attempting to master physical or 

intellectual challenges or acquire and refine skills (e.g. bouncing 

a ball, writing lists of known words, etc.) 

 

8) Constructive Play 

 The child uses materials to make a particular product 

representing objects, ideas or processes (e.g. paintings, 

drawings, models).  Making collections, organizing, trading and 

displaying collections (e.g. rocks, hockey cards) are forms of 

constructive play. 

 

9) Symbolic Play 

 The child gives objects properties that suit the needs of play 

(e.g. a block becomes a car).  Other forms of symbolic play 

include language play (e.g. jokes, riddles, rhymes), literacy play 

(e.g. “pretend” reading and writing), and numeracy play (e.g. 

playing with numbers, shapes and “pretend money”). 

 

 

 

 



10) Sociodramatic Play 

 The child takes on or assigns roles (e.g. “You be the sister”).  

The child may experiment with roles that are not concrete or 

direct (e.g. futuristic stories) 

 

11) Games with Rules  

 The child may decide upon rules spontaneously or try to follow 

established rules in playing various types of games (e.g. 

computer games, board games, card games and sports-related 

games). 

 

12) Exploratory Play 

 The child experiments with new ideas or new materials and/or 

combines known ideas or materials in new ways to solve 

problems. 

                      ---  The Primary Program: A Framework for Teaching 

 

 

Play in the Kindergarten Classroom 

 

In the Kindergarten classroom, play takes on many forms.   

 

In terms of Literacy, play might look like using Playdough to form letters or 

words.  It might involve making a sign to label a Hospital for the “Hospital” 

center.  It might look like dramatizing a favorite story at the puppet center. 

Some children might be found in a corner of the room making signs to label 

the furniture in the room.  It might involve a conversation about how to 

better build a castle at the sand center. 

 

In terms of Math, play might look like using geoboards to make some 

pictures using shapes.  It might include a discussion between two children 

about the number that will come next on the class number line.  It might 

include a class discussion about the book read around math concepts.  It 

might include a discussion about a new way to use unifix cubes to make a 

pattern. 

 



In terms of Science, it might involve a discussion around the amount of 

water it will take to make an awesome sand castle in the sand box.  It might 

involve an experiment testing which items will float and sink in water. 

 

The list goes on and is completely as long as the imagination. 

 

Sometimes, in Kindergarten, play is purposefully directed by the teacher or 

another adult.  A science experiment may be set up to test the concept of 

“friction” as a center activity.  A Bingo game may be run to reinforce the 

concept of number recognition, shapes or rhyming.  In these cases, adults 

can ask some pointed questions aimed at taking learning to a new level. 

 

At other times, children are simply given materials such as magnets or a 

water table and left to their own devices to explore and make their own 

connections.  Maybe some interesting art materials will be put out for the 

children to try making something new.  When given opportunities like these, 

children are offered the chance to rise to new levels of thinking… and often 

they do!  It is surprising how often they will astound you! 

 

Building Play into the Home Environment 

 

At home there are a multitude of ways to encourage and extend learning 

through play. 

 

Try giving your child some interesting materials to use in the bathtub.  A 

funnel will do much to extend learning and thinking.  So will a plastic 

measuring cup, a toy boat or plastic squeeze toy. 

 

Include your child when baking a cake.  There is much math and science 

learning to be gained through an experience such as that. 

 

Purchase a set of lego or blocks.  These are the “stuff” that budding 

engineers gain foundations in learning from. 

 

When you give your child a doll, you give him/her the opportunity to see what 

it feels like to be a mommy or daddy.   

 



Let your child act out the prince or princess role of his/her favorite Fairy 

Tale by giving him/her some “dress up” clothes. 

 

Put together a “doctor’s kit”….  Your child may learn what it is like to heal 

the sick… 

 

The sky is the limit!  I have some articles you can get a copy to outline some 

further ideas to use at home.   Just see me and I will get them to you! 

 

A Final Note About Literacy: 

 

Literacy is much more than “reading and writing”.    It is listening and 

speaking.  It is the conversations you have with your child while driving to 

school.  It is the conversation that happens while you walk in the park.  What 

do you notice there?  What season is it?  It is the stories you read to your 

child before they go to bed.  Any time you talk to your child and expect 

him/her to listen, you are developing literacy. 

 

In Summary 

 

Play has the potential to be everywhere.  Anytime you giggle over a joke or a 

new rhyme you found in a book, each time you talk to your child about the 

creation s/he has made with “junk” such as toilet paper rolls, egg cartons or 

a picture painted, every time you ask your child to talk to you about the lego 

creation s/he has made, you are developing higher thinking, encouraging 

imagination and making learning fun.  Through play, your child is learning to 

become an adult, is develop self esteem and is learning to think “outside of 

the box”…  S/he is also learning to develop social relationships.  VERY 

USEFUL LEARNING that will do much to enhance adult life! 

 

When you encourage your child to “play”, you help foster a love of learning 

and let him/her know that learning can be fun.  What a gift!  Please allow it 

to happen and be really careful about expecting your child to “sit” and do the 

pencil and paper “school work” you might have been taught equates to “real 

learning”… 

 

Thanks for reading!  And have fun!  Please see me if you have further 

comments or questions.  I’d love to answer!   


