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P = Potential 
òWithout Play ð 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.ó  -George Sheehan 

 
[ŀǘŜƭȅ LΩǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ǿŀǊƳƛƴƎ ς an eminent άŎǊƛǎƛǎΦέ  LΩƳ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ς 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.  wƻōŜǊǘ CǳƭƎǊǳƳ ǿǊƻǘŜ ŀ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ōƻƻƪ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘΣ ά9ǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ L Ever Needed to 
Yƴƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘ [ƛŦŜ L [ŜŀǊƴŜŘ ƛƴ YƛƴŘŜǊƎŀǊǘŜƴΦέ  wƻōŜǊǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ ƛƴ ƪƛƴŘŜǊƎŀǊǘŜƴΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
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 ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƭŀǘŜǊΦ  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 
άŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘέ ƻǾŜǊ [9!wbLbD ƛǎ ŀ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ of our planet.  The elimination of 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 ς we can kiss life skills and social skills goodbye.  TƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ άƛƴŎƻƴǾŜƴƛŜƴǘ ǘǊǳǘƘΦέ 
 
There are people who believe that play is a slothful waste of time ς άLŘƭŜ ƘŀƴŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
5ŜǾƛƭΩǎ ǇƭŀȅƎǊƻǳƴŘΦέ  L ƎǊŜǿ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ - my next door neighbor.  He seemed to be laying 
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 
Ƨǳǎǘ ȅŜƭƭ ŀǘ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƻŦŦ Ƙƛǎ ƭŀǿƴΣ ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ŎǊǳǎƘƛƴƎ Ƴȅ Dw!{{Ηέ  ! ǿƻǊǎǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ 
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 ς larger than life.  They 
become kings of their own hills, athletes, heroes, magicians, or fairy princesses ς 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 ς 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 ς the princess.  A 
ŦŜǿ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅ ǇƻǳǊŜŘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ƻƴ ƘŜǊ Řƻƭƭ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘΣ ά{ƘŜΩǎ ŘǊƻǿƴƛƴƎέ ς 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 άǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ LΩƭƭ ǎŀǾŜ ƘŜǊΗέ  !ǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǉƭŀȅ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀōƻǳǘ 
how many things they were potentially learning about in this situation ς 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 ς 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 ȊƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻȄƛƳŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ όͦͤ͊͘ ͙͚͋͗͊͡΄͔͎ͦ ͍͙͙ͪ͊ͭ͘Ύύ ƻǊ ½t5 
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.   
 
±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ άΧ 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.έ   
 
{ǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ƘŜŀŘ ǘŀƭƭŜǊΧL ǿŀǎ ŀǘ 5ƛǎƴŜȅƭŀƴŘ ŀ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀƎƻΦ  !ǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǊƛŘŜǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά¸ƻǳ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ 
ǘƘƛǎ ǘŀƭƭ ǘƻ ǊƛŘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƛŘŜΦέ  L ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ ŀǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ǎtraight 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 ς 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 ï the Role of the Adult 

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

play and learning environment.ó 

 
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 
ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΦ  ²Ƙȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǇŀƛŘΚ  
Articulating the role of the teacher in playful learning is important to stating our case! 
 
Lƴ мфтсΣ пн ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ ²ƻƻŘΣ .ǊǳƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ wƻǎǎ ƛƴǾŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άǎŎŀŦŦƻƭŘƛƴƎέ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ 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 ς the lecturer.   
 
Scaffolding is a metaphor.  Think about a scaffold ς 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 ς all without stopping their play.    
 
I often hear educators attempting to advocate for play say something like, άtƭŀȅ ǿƻǊƪǎΗέ and 
leave it at that.  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƛƳǇƭƛǎǘƛŎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƛǎ άŦǊŜŜ 
ǇƭŀȅΦέ  ²ƘƛŎƘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ά!ǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘΣ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǇƭŀȅΚέ   
 
It is important for us to talk about the role of the adult when we advocate for play.  The point 
ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀȅŦǳƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘǎΩ ǊƻƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ free play and the ŀŘǳƭǘǎΩ role is to 
gather and chat or simply observe.  The role of the parent/ teacher/caregiver is not to be a 
άŦƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭΣέ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ōŜ a scaffold ς an expert model and guide for a young learner, and to 
create playful, enriching and meaningful opportunities for learning.  
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State Your Case 

Think of a typical scenario of children playing together ς 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.  ¢ƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ƛǎ ƘŜǊ !./Ωǎ for 
άreading readiness.έ  They have a neighbor whose five year old is already reading, in fact she is learning the US Presidents with the 
ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŦƭŀǎƘ ŎŀǊŘǎΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǇŜƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ  ¸ƻǳΩǾŜ 
read David Elkind, who says not to push children, let them enjoy their childhood, and value unstructured free tiƳŜΦ  ¸ƻǳΩǾŜ ǊŜŀŘ 
±ȅƎƻǘǎƪȅ ǿƘƻ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ½t5Σ ƛǘΩǎ ƻƪŀȅ ǘƻ ǇǳǎƘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜΦ  ¸ƻǳΩǾŜ ǊŜŀŘ tƛŀƎŜǘΣ ǿƘƻ ǎŀȅǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 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 ς 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 

òThrough 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.ó ð Lev Vygotsky 

 
Vygotsky believed that in play, άthought becomes separated from objectsέ (a stick becomes a horse) 
and άaction begins to be driven by meaning and ideas, not by the objectsέ (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 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ άƭƻǾŜ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǊŜŘ ǊƻǎŜέύ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǳƴŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǎǘƛŎƪ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ 
a horse.   
 
When my daughter was five, we ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ άŀŘǳƭǘ ǘŀƭƪΦέ  ²Ŝ ǎŀǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ άƎǊƻǿƴ-ǳǇέ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ς 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) ς 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 
exercising the imagination, fantasy, or creativity ς the mental tools required for success in higher-level math and science (Elkind, 
нллтύ  tƛŀƎŜǘ ǎŀƛŘΣ άtƭŀȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ Iƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ŜǾŜǊ ŎƻƳŜ ŀōƻǳǘΚέ  Albert Einstein said, 
άLƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦέ  ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ Edison ǎŀƛŘΣ ά¢ƻ ōŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊΣ ŀƭƭ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ƛǎ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ 
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ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇƛƭŜ ƻŦ ƧǳƴƪΦ  ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ƳƛƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǘƛƳŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎƪŜŘΣ άIƻǿ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘΚέ  ¢ƘŜȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘΣ ά²Ŝƭƭ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƭŀō PLAYING, when I had a thoughǘΧέ  Children practice their thoughts in play.   Through play 
children learn how to think! 

Power of Self-Discipline 

Itõs not whether you win or lose, itõs 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.  LΩƳ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƘƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƪ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ L¢Φ  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 
Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ς 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 is the essence of childhood 
ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  Self-discipline, the formation of real-life plans, and 
decision-making motives all appear in play.  Play gives children new forms of desires ς to their role in the game and its rules. 
¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ Ǉƭŀȅ ς 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 

! ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ȅƻǳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƛǎƴΩǘ άǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘέ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǎǇŜƴŘ ǘoo 
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 
statement/argument on the importance play.  Why is play like broccoli?  
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L = Learning 
Emotions  

òChildren 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.ó ð David Elkind  

 

6,000 children were kicked out of preschool last year ς 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 ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ άōƛƴŘingέ ƻǊ 
ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ άǎŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎέ affects of emotions such as happiness surprise or excitement enhances synaptic connections and provides an 
additional hook for remembering material.  άThe close emotional attunement derived from play is critical to healthy brain 
developmentέ (Gunnar, 1996).  
 
wŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƻƻƪ ŀ ǘǊƛǇ ǘƻ IŀǿŀƛƛΦ  .ŜŦƻǊŜ ƻǳǊ ǘǊƛǇ L ǊŜŀŘ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ōǊƻŎƘǳǊŜǎΣ ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ 5±5ΩǎΣ ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭ ǎƘƻws, 
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 
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 ς playful learning does that.  Learning should be 
intrinsically rewarding - it should be fun.   
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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 
ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ  ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǉǳƛŜǘƭȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŜ 
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 
ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜΚ  Iƻǿ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ 
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."  ð 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? ς Milkshakes!  What do you call a fly without wings? ς a Walk!  What did the broom say when it got 
tired? ς LΩƳ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǎǿŜŜǇȅΗ  ²Ƙŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŦƻǳǊ ƭŜƎǎ ŀƴŘ ƎƻŜǎ ǘƛŎk tock? ς A watch dog! What did one potato chip say to the other? ς 
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.  aȅ ƛƴŦŀƴǘ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ ōƻǘƘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ άōŀōȅ ǎƛƎƴǎέ ŀ ǎƛƎƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŦŀƴǘǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ 
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 ς 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 claǎǎǊƻƻƳǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ƛǎ ά{ƘƘƘƘƘƘ ς ǘƘŜ ¢9!/I9w ƛǎ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎΦέ  hŦǘŜƴΣ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ƎƛǾŜ ƪƛŘǎ ŦŀŎǘǎ ǘƻ ƳŜƳƻǊƛȊŜΥ  
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 ς never mind the fact that 
ǿƘŜƴ /ƻƭǳƳōǳǎ άŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘέ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƘŜǊŜ ƎǊŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƘƛƳΦ  ²Ŝ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŦŀŎǘǎ ǘƻ ƳŜƳƻǊƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƭƭ 
them to regurgitate these facts on tests.   
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²Ŝ ǎŀȅΣ άDo your ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊΦέ  !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƪƛŘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻƻŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ  
- 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 άǎƻŎƛŀƭƛȊŜέ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ŏlass.  When she is teaching 
she is the only one allowed to talk.  You encourage conversation in your classroom, but 
ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǿŀǾŜǎΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƘŜǊ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŜŜƪ ǎƘŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ 
displeasure at the noise level in the cafeteria during lunch.  Typically the custodian 
ǎƘƻǳǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘǎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǉǳƛŜǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜƳ ǉǳƛŜǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊΦ  
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 

 òWe are bound to our bodies like an oyster to its shell.ó ð 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 ς 
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.  άhƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƎŜǘǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ƻǳǊ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƻǳǊ 
ƳƛƴŘǎέ ό9ƭƪƛƴŘΣ нллтΣ ǇΦ унύΦ 
 
We must teach with the body as well as with the brain in mind.  Whistling while you work, twiddling your thumbs while you wait, 
ǘŀǇǇƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ Ŧƻƻǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ȅƻǳ ƭƛǎǘŜƴΣ ƻǊ ŘƻƻŘƭƛƴƎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ȅƻǳ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ŀ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ άƳƛƴŘ-ōƻŘȅέ ƭƛƴƪŀƎŜǎΦ  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 
ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ŀǎ άƴƻƴ-ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭΦέ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏhildren involved in daily physical education experience show greater academic 
performance and a better attitude toward school than children who are not (Jensen, 1998).   
 
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. 
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Learning that is active and experiential, involving movement, and arousing 
positive emotions is more effective than disseminating information in a 
one-ǿŀȅ Ŧƭƻǿ ŦǊƻƳ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΦ  ά¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛǎ 
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 
ǊŜŀƭƳέ ό/ƻƻƪΣ мффтΣ ǇΦспύΦ   
 
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 
cƘŀƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀǊŜ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ άǎŜŀǘ ǿƻǊƪέ ƻǊ ǉǳƛȊȊƛƴƎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
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).   
 
{ƛƴŎŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƛƴΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƛǎŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊΩǎ ǘǊǳƳǇ 
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.   
 

tƭŀȅΣ ǇŜŜǊ ƎŀƳŜǎΣ ǎǇƻǊǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ άƴŜǿέ ƎŀƳŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜ ōȅ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŎƻŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƻŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎial 
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).  άLŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǘƻ 
ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘΥ DŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ƳƻǾƛƴƎΦ {ǘŀǊǘ ΨǇƭŀȅƛƴƎΩ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎΩ ƭŜǎǎέ (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 personΩs 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 MozartΩs 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 ς 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 ς 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. 

  


