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We are here today as a 
community of early childhood 
educators…
• The importance of YOU, as an 

educator
• WE have a shared view of how young 

children learn 
• Together WE are stronger YES
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As a group of early childhood 
educators we want to: 

• Be knowledgeable 
• Support each other
• Communicate effectively about 

play, thinking, and creating
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Play is…
• Active
• Spontaneous
• Joyful
• Self-initiated

• Intensely involved
• Avenue to learning
• Internally motivated
• Persistent
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Renewed Interest in Play

• RRee--eessttaabblliisshhiinngg  aapppprroopprriiaattee  
eexxppeerriieenncceess  ffoorr  tthhee  eeaarrllyy  yyeeaarrss

• BBrraaiinn  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  tthhrroouugghh  ppllaayy
• WWhhoollee  bbooddyy  aanndd  mmiinndd  ccoonnnneeccttiioonn

• NNeeww  ssttuuddiieess  aanndd  rreesseeaarrcchh
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Play with 
Language
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Exploring
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Solitary Play
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Sensory Play
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Construction Play
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Symbolic 
Play

Imaginative 
Play
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Socio Dramatic Play
• AAddaappttiinngg  aanndd  aaddjjuussttiinngg  ttoo  tthhee  cchhiilldd’’ss  wwoorrlldd  

• EEmmppaatthhiizziinngg  wwiitthh  ootthheerrss

• UUssiinngg  mmeeaanniinnggffuull  llaanngguuaaggee
• WWoorrkkiinngg  ccoollllaabboorraattiivveellyy

• PPeerrssiisstteennccee  oonn  ttaasskk

• CCooooppeerraattiinngg  wwiitthh  ootthheerr  cchhiillddrreenn

(Sara Smilanisky)
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Cooperative Play
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Physical Play • LLaarrggee  MMoottoorr

• SSmmaallll  MMoottoorr

• IInnssiiddee  aanndd  OOuuttddoooorrss
• CChhaalllleennggeess  aanndd  RRiisskk

14

What Can We Learn from Observing and 
Recording Children Play?

• WWhhaatt  cchhiillddrreenn  aarree  tthhiinnkkiinngg

• TThheeiirr  eemmoottiioonnaall  iissssuueess  aanndd  ffeeeelliinnggss

• TThhee  llaanngguuaaggee  tthheeyy  uussee
• HHooww  tthheeyy  wwoorrkk  wwiitthh  ootthheerrss

• WWhhaatt  tthheeyy  aarree  ccrreeaattiinngg  aanndd  ssoollvviinngg  
pprroobblleemmss
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““PPllaayy  iiss  eesssseennttiiaall  
ffoorr  hheellppiinngg  
cchhiillddrreenn  rreeaacchh  
iimmppoorrttaanntt  ssoocciiaall,,  
eemmoottiioonnaall,,  aanndd  
ccooggnniittiivvee  
ddeevveellooppmmeennttaall  
mmiilleessttoonneess…””

American Academy of Pediatrics

““IItt  iiss  aallssoo  hheellppffuull  
iinn  ddeevveellooppiinngg  tthhee  
aabbiilliittyy  ttoo  ccooppee  
wwiitthh  pprroobblleemmss  
aanndd  iissssuueess  tthhaatt  
wwiillll  ssttrreennggtthheenn  
tthheeiirr  aabbiilliittyy  ttoo  
aaddjjuusstt..””

16

What Do the Experts 
Say?

Jean Piaget: “Thinking and 
play are interconnected, 
each impacting the other”
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What Do the Experts 
Say?
Lev Vygotsky: “During play, 
children use their language 
to accompany activity…and 
move to higher levels of 
understanding.”
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What Do the Experts 
Say?
Howard Gardner: “In play, 
children are using thinking, 
language, movement, and 
the arts in meaningful 
activities.”

Multiple Intelligences
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What Do the Experts 
Say?
Peter Gray: “I present compelling evidence 
that over the past 50 years—as children's 
opportunities for free play and exploration 
have declined—there has been a dramatic 
rise in anxiety, depression, and suicide in 
young people, who have not had the 
opportunity that free play provides to find 
meaning and joy in life.”

“Freedom to Learn – Book”
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What Do the Experts 
Say?

Albert Einstein: “My best 
ideas are when I am 
playing!”
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Let’s RENEWwhat we know
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In the United States, During the Past 
Century, Children’s Play Time Has 

Decreased Significantly

• LLeessss  ppllaayy  iinn  sscchhooooll  ((ffeewweerr  rreecceesssseess))
• LLeessss  ttiimmee  ffoorr  ppllaayy  iinn  eeaarrllyy  cchhiillddhhoooodd  pprrooggrraammss
• LLeessss  ppllaayyttiimmee  wwiitthh  ootthheerr  cchhiillddrreenn  eexxaassppeerraatteedd  

bbyy  CCoovviidd
• MMoorree  ppllaayy  ddiirreecctteedd  bbyy  tteeaacchheerrss,,  ppaarreennttss,,  aanndd  

ccooaacchheess
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More Directed Play 
with Rules
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Child-Directed Play
• Sense of personal control 
• More opportunities to develop 

social skills and working with 
others

• Impacts the development of oral 
language and cognition

• Deepens the understanding of how 
the world works

• Increases intrinsic motivation and 
competencies
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How Does Play Promote Thinking in 
Early Childhood?

• UUssee,,  aaddaapptt,,  aanndd  aaddjjuusstt  tthheeiirr  lliiffee  eexxppeerriieenncceess  iinnttoo  
ppllaayy

• GGaaiinnss  ccoonnffiiddeennccee  iinn  tthheeiirr  aabbiilliittyy  ttoo  mmaakkee  ddeecciissiioonnss  
aanndd  ssoollvvee  pprroobblleemmss  wwhhiillee  ggaaiinniinngg  sseellff--ccoonnttrrooll
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Impacting Cognition
27

Brain development

• Research shows that experience and 
opportunities during play are essential 
to the development of neural pathways

• Each process is unique
• Growing and adapting
• Optimal learning immersed in real-life 

and hands-on meaningful activities
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Emotional Issues
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Developing 
Responsibility

30
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Providing More Opportunities 
for Play
• Extending the time for play, which 

provides in-depth engagement
• Variety of child choices are 

provided: space, materials, and 
possible ideas

• Increased time outdoors: Nature 
play and physical activity
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Small Groups
PPrroojjeecctt  WWoorrkkCChhooiiccee  oorr  CCeenntteerr  TTiimmee
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Benefits of Choice/Learning Areas

• SSmmaallll  GGrroouupp::  MMuullttii--AAggee

• MMoorree  IInnvvoollvveemmeenntt::  AAccttiivvee  LLeeaarrnniinngg

• MMaakkiinngg  CChhooiicceess
• UUssiinngg  LLaanngguuaaggee

• HHiigghh  IInntteerreesstt

• WWoorrkkiinngg  TTooggeetthheerr::  CCooooppeerraattiioonn
• FFooccuusseedd  AAccttiivviittyy
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Block Center
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Innovative Play Areas

Inventor’s Center/Area

Greenhouse Center/Area
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“Interacting and 
Reflecting on Play 
Both During and 
After
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Creating a Play Environment 
that Matches

• CCooggnniittiivvee  lleevveell
• EExxeeccuuttiivvee  ffuunnccttiioonn
• PPeerrssoonnaall  eexxppeerriieenncceess
• AAccttiivvee  wwaayy  ooff  lleeaarrnniinngg  

• IInntteerreesstt  iinn  mmaatteerriiaallss
• AAllll  lleevveellss  ooff  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt
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MIT Sandbox Summit
(Massachusetts Institute of Technology) 

“Play that is open-ended stimulates 
creativity and fosters the social and 
critical skills that are needed in the 21st

century.” (2015)
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PLAY: 21st Century Skills

• CCrreeaattiivviittyy
• CCoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn
• CCoollllaabboorraattiioonn
• CCrriittiiccaall  TThhiinnkkiinngg            

((PPrroobblleemm  SSoollvviinngg))

(Trilling & Fadel, 2009)
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Creativity
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Communication
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Collaboration

42
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Problem 
Solving
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Playing in the Arts

• VViissuuaall  AArrttss
• MMoovveemmeenntt
• DDrraammaa
• MMuussiicc
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Visual Arts
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Movement
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Dramatic

47

Music
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Creative Teacher
• RReessppoonnddss  ttoo  ppllaayy  iinn  aa  ppoossiittiivvee  wwaayy
• PPrreeppaarreess  tthhee  eennvviirroonnmmeenntt
• SSuuppppoorrttss  wwhheenn  nneeeeddeedd//ssttaayyss  aawwaayy
• SSeelleeccttss  tthhee  aarreeaass,,  mmaatteerriiaallss,,  aanndd  

eexxppeerriieenncceess
• FFoolllloowwss  cchhiillddrreenn’’ss  iinntteerreesstt
• LLeeaaddss  rreefflleeccttiioonnss,,  ttaakkeess  ppiiccttuurreess,,  aanndd  

sshhaarreess  oobbsseerrvvaattiioonnss
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Play For ALL Children
• Open-Ended

• Flexible Opportunities
• Learning Together
• Successful Experiences
• Joyful Participation
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Play Positive Benefits:
• Extends intellectual development
• Enriches languages and conversations
• Develops social skills in meaningful 

ways
• Builds confidence in the ability to make 

choices and influences play
• Encourages creative thinking, problem 

solving, and innovative possibilities
• Inspires engagement and joyful 

involvement
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LLeett  UUss  SSaayy  ““YYEESS”” TToo::
Ø More play opportunities
Ø More possibility to be thinkers and 

problem-solvers

Ø Creating and learning in a 
developmentally appropriate way

YYEESS,,  WWEE  CCAANN!!!!!!
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Dr. Rebecca Isbell

Website: drisbell.com
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