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Play as a Biological Necessity 

Play is not simply a leisure activity or a break from learning. It is a biological 

necessity that supports healthy development, well-being, and lifelong learning. Across 

species and cultures, play serves as a powerful mechanism through which young 

individuals develop the cognitive, physical, social, and emotional capacities needed to 

thrive. The articles in this category explore the growing body of research demonstrating 

the essential role of play in neurocognitive development, physical health, self-regulation, 

social competence, and school success. They also examine key questions about equity, 

access, and the quality of children's play experiences across diverse contexts. From 

laboratory research and public health perspectives to classroom practice and 

international examples, these authors provide evidence, insights, and practical 

recommendations that reinforce a simple but powerful message: when children are 

denied opportunities to play, healthy development is compromised. These articles offer 

readers the research and advocacy tools needed to support and defend play as a 

fundamental biological necessity for all children. 

Authors 

The Role of Purposeful Play in Promoting Neurocognitive Development 

Stephanie Adams, DHSc, OTR/L, OTA 

The Missing Link: How Physical Play Solves Today's  

Classroom Behavior Crisis and Prepares Children to Learn 

Preston Blackburn, BA 

Why Play Is a Public Health Necessity 

Tony Christopher, MBA, National Institute for Play 

Lessons from the Laboratory: Not All Rats Benefit from  

Play and Why That Matters for Children 

Jackson R. Ham, PhD 
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Play in Kindergartens in Greece 
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Play Is for Everyone, or Is It? 

Elaine Zweig, PhD, Educational Consulting &  

Lin Moore, PhD, Texas Woman’s University 
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The Role of Purposeful Play in Promoting Neurocognitive Development  

Stephanie Adams, DHSc, OTR/L, OTA 

Introduction 

Play is widely recognized as a fundamental occupation of childhood and a critical 

context for learning, growth, and development. All children are born with an internal 

drive to play, which is imperative for all developmental milestones. Beyond enjoyment, 

play serves as a powerful mechanism through which children develop essential 

cognitive, social, emotional, and language skills (Bodrova & Leong, 2003).  

In recent years, increasing attention has been placed on neurocognitive 

development-executive functions (EF). They are a set of higher-order cognitive 

processes necessary for goal-directed behavior, self-regulation, and adaptive responses 

(Berk & Meyers, 2013). Emerging evidence consistently demonstrates that play is not 

only supported with the use of executive functions, but also actively facilitates the 

development of EF within the prefrontal cortex of the brain (Hughes, 2011).  

Conclusion/Recommendations 

Play is not a luxury or a break from learning. It is a critical foundation for 

executive function development and overall child well-being. When children engage in 

meaningful play, they are actively building the cognitive, emotional, and social skills 

necessary for success in school, relationships, and daily life. 

By reframing play as a powerful and purposeful developmental tool, professionals 

and caregivers can create environments that nurture executive functions naturally, 

laying the groundwork for resilient, capable, and engaged learners. 
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The Missing Link: How Physical Play Solves Today's  

Classroom Behavior Crisis and Prepares Children to Learn 

Preston Blackburn, BA 

Introduction 

Young children crave physical play. How do we know? If you open a classroom 

door to the hall, the gate to the playground, or the door to the gym, what do they do? 

They take off running and screaming in delight. Their bodies were designed to move in 

big body physical play.  

Today, however, children are more sedentary than ever, both in and out of 

school. Academic pressure has made preschool the new first grade, and elementary 

school has become more academically stressful as teachers fight to meet standardized 

testing benchmarks. This change has led to a sit-to-learn philosophy where children’s 

bodies spend more time at desks, focused on worksheets and other academic pursuits, 

rather than running, climbing, playing tag, hopscotch, or jump rope. After school, the 

long hours in neighborhood play are gone, swapped for enrichments, extras, extended 

child care, and perhaps the biggest culprit: screens. 

Conclusions/Recommendations 

For now, the burden of filling the play gap falls on schools. Schools must alter 

schedules to accommodate increased playground time with materials that encourage 

creative, active play. They must incorporate more PE each week, while changing the 

traditional sports focus into one that is movement-focused. Possibly the most 

challenging aspect is that schools must support overburdened and overextended 

teachers so they can plan for more movement during class time. Administrators should 

look for ways to ease teachers’ burdens in other areas to give them time to work on 

developing movement-based learning. School systems can also bring in training from 

play professionals to help teachers learn strategies and techniques for adding movement 

to the classroom.  

Physical play is inexpensive, readily available, easy to implement, apolitical, and 

something children’s bodies and brains crave. When we lean into their need to move, we 
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have the power to fill the gap between Maslow’s and Bloom’s in a way that supports ALL 

children in their development and ultimately on their learning journey. 
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Why Play Is a Public Health Necessity 

Tony Christopher, MBA, National Institute for Play 

Substack version – shorter and without references 

Introduction 

Watch a couple of young children playing. They chase each other, laugh, invent 

rules, argue about the rules, and start over. Most adults watching see fun — loud, messy, 

slightly chaotic fun. What they don't see is the learning that is happening. 

Those children are reading faces, tones, and boundaries — figuring out when to 

push and when to ease off. They test cause and effect, handle excitement and frustration 

in the same five minutes, and learn to stay in the game without turning it into a fight. 

When one trips, loses, or gets left out, they practice something even more valuable: 

recovering and rejoining. 

No one is teaching them any of this. There is no lesson plan. Yet they are building 

foundational skills they will use for the rest of their lives — and when adults play, they 

refresh and sharpen those same capacities. 

That scene, in miniature, is the argument of this essay. Play is not a break from 

real life or a reward for finishing the important things. It is one of the main ways human 

beings develop and maintain the abilities that keep us mentally and socially healthy. 

And because those abilities are visibly weakening across our whole population — 

children and adults alike — play deserves a place beside sleep and nutrition as a genuine 

public health necessity. 

If that sounds like a stretch, stay with me — starting with what "public health" 

actually means. 

What Public Health Is 

The American Public Health Association describes its mission as promoting and 

protecting the health of people and the communities where they live, learn, work, and 

play (American Public Health Association, n.d.). Notice that play is already in the 

https://nifplay.substack.com/p/play-is-a-public-health-necessity?utm_source=publication-search
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sentence. In plain terms, public health is the organized effort to prevent disease, prolong 

life, and promote health — not one patient at a time, but across entire populations. 

Your doctor treats you; public health looks after all of us at once. Its experts 

include disease researchers, as well as restaurant inspectors, school nurses, and 

policymakers — anyone addressing health at the level of whole communities. That wide-

angle view matters: patterns invisible in one exam room become obvious across millions 

of people. 

Dr. Camara Jones, a former president of the American Public Health Association, 

captures the field with a simple picture (Jones, 2014). Imagine our communities built 

near the edge of a cliff. When someone falls off, an ambulance meets them at the bottom 

and rushes them to medical care — good, but people would rather not fall at all. So 

public health builds fences along the edge and nets partway down: prevention — clean 

water, vaccines, seatbelt laws, anti-smoking campaigns — everything that keeps people 

from needing the ambulance. 

When public health decides something is essential, ordinary life changes. Two 

familiar examples show how. 

How Sleep and Food Became "Health" 

We sleep in order to be fully awake and alive. Cut sleep short, and we become 

irritable, slow to react, and easily triggered; over years, chronic shortfalls raise the risk 

of obesity, heart disease, depression, and accidents. That knowledge did not spread on 

its own. As the science piled up, public health translated it into guidance any family can 

follow: adults need 7 or more hours, and teenagers need 8 to 10 (Watson et al., 2015; 

Paruthi et al., 2016). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has even called 

insufficient sleep a public health problem (CDC, 2016). 

Nutrition traveled the same road. When science showed that vitamin D deficiency 

causes rickets, which softens children's bones, public health had vitamin D added to 

milk in the 1930s — and rickets nearly vanished (Rajakumar, 2003). Iodized salt 

eliminated most cases of goiter; folic acid in flour sharply reduced devastating birth 

defects (CDC, 1999). Dietary guidelines, food labels, the food pyramid and MyPlate, 
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school-lunch standards — all one pipeline: science produces knowledge, public health 

turns it into simple guidance, and the guidance becomes the daily habits of millions. 

That is why today's parents receive official guidance on vaccines, well-child 

checkups, car seats, screen time, tooth brushing, water safety, sleep, food, and sixty 

minutes of daily physical activity. The machinery exists, and it works. 

Which raises a question: is anything essential missing from that list? 

The Problem: A Population in Trouble 

Here is why the question is urgent. By nearly every measure, the mental health of 

our population — beginning with our children — is a slow-moving public health disaster. 

In 2019, before anyone had heard of COVID-19, the CDC surveyed a large, 

demographically representative sample of American high school students. According to 

their own reports, 36.7 percent had experienced persistent feelings of sadness or 

hopelessness in the past year. Nearly one in five — 18.8 percent — had seriously 

considered suicide. Another 15.7 percent had made a suicide plan; 8.9 percent had 

attempted suicide; and 2.5 percent had attempted suicide seriously enough to require 

medical treatment (CDC, 2022). The pandemic pushed those numbers higher still, and 

they have barely come back down. 

Nor is it a recent blip. Researchers have compared teenagers' answers to identical 

questions on standard psychological assessments across the second half of the twentieth 

century, and the change is stark. In 1948, 16.2 percent of fourteen- to sixteen-year-olds 

agreed with the statement "I work under a great deal of tension." By 1989, 41.6 percent 

agreed. Agreement with "Life is a strain for me much of the time" rose from 9.5% to 

35%. Agreement with "I am afraid of losing my mind” rose from 4.1 percent to 23.4 

percent — more than a fivefold increase (Gray, 2011). 

Adults are struggling too. More than one in five American adults now experiences 

a mental illness in a given year. In 2023, Gallup found that 29 percent of adults had 

been diagnosed with depression at some point in their lives — the highest figure it had 

ever recorded (Witters, 2023). Suicide took about 49,000 American lives in 2022, the 

most ever counted (CDC, 2023). In 2023, the U.S. Surgeon General declared an 
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epidemic of loneliness: roughly half of adults experience it, and weak social connection 

damages health on a scale comparable to smoking up to fifteen cigarettes a day (U.S. 

Surgeon General, 2023). 

We have responded just as the cliff picture predicts: more ambulances, more 

therapists, more medications, more crisis lines—all badly needed, all worth funding. Yet 

the stream of people going over the edge keeps growing. Public health asks a different 

question: where is the fence? 

Conclusion 

What This Would Mean 

For parents, it means protecting genuinely free time, stepping back so children 

can work things out themselves, and treating play as preparation, not distraction. It also 

means weighing risk honestly: a scraped knee heals; a childhood without practice at 

handling life leaves a lasting mark. For schools, it means guarding recess and 

unstructured social time as fiercely as math class, because they build the self-regulation 

that makes math class work. For workplaces, it means proactively fostering a culture of 

playfulness—leaving room for informal connection and unscripted time, where 

adaptability actually grows. And for policymakers and health leaders, it means putting 

play into the pipeline that served sleep and nutrition so well — guidelines, well-child 

visits, school policy, public campaigns — and measuring it the way we measure diet and 

rest. 

The Bottom Line 

Watch those children again. They are not wasting time. They are building the 

equipment for a workable life — steadiness, flexibility, connection, and the quiet 

conviction that they can handle whatever comes next. At the National Institute for Play, 

we put it simply: play is productive; play is learning. 

When opportunities for that learning shrink across a whole population, the 

effects show up everywhere — in classrooms, workplaces, emergency rooms, and 

loneliness statistics. Sleep restores us. Food fuels us. Play prepares us in youth and 
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restores us as adults. That is why play is not merely important, enriching, or a nice-to-

have. 

Play is a public health necessity. 
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Lessons from the Laboratory: Not All Rats Benefit  

from Play and Why That Matters for Children 

Jackson R. Ham, PhD 

Introduction 

Play is widely recognized as essential for healthy child development, supporting 

emotional regulation, social skills, and executive function. As opportunities for free and 

risky play have declined over recent decades, educators and policymakers have 

increasingly promoted play-based approaches to support children’s well-being. 

However, most discussions assume that play is universally beneficial—that simply 

providing opportunities to play will produce positive outcomes for all children. 

Research from animal models challenges this assumption. Studies of juvenile rats 

show that while play typically supports healthy brain and social development, a 

substantial minority of individuals do not benefit in the expected way. In controlled 

laboratory settings, approximately 20% of rats exhibited poor social-emotional 

regulation and atypical brain development despite having normal access to play. These 

differences were not due to how much the animals played, but instead how they engaged 

socially during play and/or as the play opportunities were insufficient. 

These findings have important implications for children. Observational research 

suggests that some children—particularly neurodivergent children—may struggle to 

engage in peer play even when opportunities are available. Simply placing children 

together does not guarantee meaningful or beneficial interaction. Evidence from 

structured interventions, such as integrated play groups, demonstrates that 

intentionally designed social environments can help children, who might otherwise 

withdraw from play, derive its developmental benefits. 

This white paper argues that play should be understood not as a one-size-fits-all 

solution, but as a powerful developmental tool that must be thoughtfully supported. 

Policies and practices that focus solely on increasing access to play may leave some 

children behind. Instead, attention should be given to how play environments are 
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structured, how children are supported within them, and how individual differences 

shape developmental outcomes. 

Conclusion/Recommendations 

In rats, social play is involved in shaping social behavior and brain development, 

and the same seems to be true for humans. Research from both animal models and 

human studies demonstrates that play is a powerful driver of emotional regulation and 

executive function. However, evidence from rats also shows that play is not universally 

beneficial in its default form (Ham et al., 2026). 

A significant minority of individuals—both rats and children—do not experience the 

typical benefits of play despite having access to it. These findings highlight the 

limitations of one-size-fits-all approaches. When play environments are intentionally 

structured and supported, children who might otherwise withdraw can engage more 

successfully and derive meaningful developmental benefits. Key recommendations 

include: 

1. Policy frameworks should recognize that access to play alone is not sufficient. 

2. Educational and recreational programs should incorporate flexible, inclusive play 

models that account for individual differences. 

3. Structured and guided play interventions should be made available for children 

who struggle with peer interaction. 

4. Training for educators and play facilitators should include strategies for 

supporting diverse play styles without suppressing autonomy. 
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Play in Kindergartens in Greece 

Evanthia Synodi, PhD 

Introduction 

In many parts of the world, play, in terms of time, space, resources, and 

children's control over it, diminishes in the daily routines of children's lives, both in and 

out of school. Despite play traditionally being a basic feature of the education provided 

to young children in Western countries, in recent decades many factors have 

contributed to play being pushed aside and even undervalued in early years education 

(Brostrom, 2012; Sahlberg & Doyle, 2019). According to articles 12 and 31 of the 

Convention of the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), children have the right to 

play in and out of school (article 31) and for their opinions to be seriously considered 

when decisions about their lives are made (article 12). Instead, official and centrally 

imposed early years policies tend to emphasise teachers' obligation to teach what out-of-

school agents have decided, which at times devalues or ignores play, the individual 

interests of children and their pace of development (on top of devaluing the education of 

the professionals working with young children). 

Kindergarten teachers in Greece are responsible for working with children ages 4 

to 6. These kindergarten teachers are under pressure to teach specific information and 

cultivate specific skills in children. However, the official curriculum does not clearly link 

children's right to play and participation to the learning process.  

Conclusion 

Early years teachers need to help ensure play finds its appropriate place in young 

children's lives and education. Professional development for teachers, as well as courses 

on the latest knowledge about play in initial teacher education, are necessary. 

Campaigns to inform the public and parents are also required. Children's freedom to 

play needs to be understood more deeply, thus providing not only for article 31 of the 

Convention of the rights of the child (United Nations, 1989) but for articles 5 and 12 as 

well, that is, children's right to adults who help them learn their rights (including that of 
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play), form informed opinions and consult them and seriously take their views into 

account when decisions about things that affect children's lives are made. 

Finally, I need to clarify that the above analysis is based on my disagreement with 

teachers who treat play merely as a delivery mechanism for teaching predefined adult 

learning outcomes or state standards and appropriating play; another term for this is 

colonizing play. Still, I agree with the idea of children becoming master players 

(Reynolds & Jones, 1997). I also agree with Sicart (2017), who discusses play as a way of 

being in the world, involving freedom and subversion, the moral development of human 

beings, and creativity and personal expression. Such a conceptualisation of play is way 

beyond what the official curricula demand of teachers, because it indicates the value of 

play to the human species and is based on a holistic view of children, their development 

and learning. Children's control over their play and the advantages of the play they 

engage in need to be reflected in the ways and content for adults to teach them, rather 

than the curriculum defining and directing almost everything adults do in 

kindergartens, which children have to follow. 
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Play Is for Everyone, or Is It? 

Elaine Zweig, PhD, Educational Consulting &  

Lin Moore, PhD, Texas Woman’s University 

Introduction 

Play is far more than a leisure activity; it is a fundamental human right and the 

primary vehicle for early childhood development. For children aged three to eight, play 

is essential to healthy physical, social, emotional, cognitive, and moral growth  (Else, 

2014; Isenberg & Quisenberry, 2002). This necessity is universally recognized, with the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 31) declaring that every 

child has the right to rest, leisure, and recreation (United Nations Committee on the 

Rights of the Child, 1989). In Early Childhood Education (ECE), play is a dynamic 

process in which children discover, learn, and interact with the world around them. 

However, the application of play is not a one-size-fits-all model. It exists on a 

spectrum, ranging from child-initiated, spontaneous, unstructured play to adult-

facilitated, guided play focused on specific learning outcomes. For children with special 

needs, these experiences are transformative. Inclusion in Early Childhood Education 

(ECE) involves accepting, understanding, and attending to individual differences across 

physical, cognitive, and social domains (Division for Early Childhood & National 

Association for the Education of Young Children, 200909). When play is purposefully 

planned and scaffolded, it allows children with disabilities to function as equals 

alongside their typically developing peers, preparing them for lifelong inclusion in a 

diverse society (Moore & Zweig, 2021). 

Recommendations 

1. Professional Development: Pre-service and in-service training must move 

beyond basic development to focus on integrating play and physical activity 

specifically for children with disabilities. 

2. Health and Wellness Policies: School districts and childcare facilities should 

mandate regularly scheduled outdoor play and active indoor breaks to mitigate 

obesity and improve mental health. 
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3. Priority Funding: Allocate financial resources to ensure all public and school 

playgrounds meet ADA accessibility standards, with an emphasis on natural 

elements and multisensory components. 

4. Advocacy: Educators and families should join national and international 

organizations, such as the International Play Association, to protect play as a 

social justice issue and a fundamental right. 

5. Strengthened Research: Future studies should focus on observational data of 

peer interactions in inclusive settings and incorporate the "voices" of children 

themselves to determine their play preferences. 

Conclusion and Call to Action 

Successful inclusive education is fundamentally achieved by accepting, 

understanding, and attending to the diverse needs and differences of all children within 

the learning community. By fluidly interchanging the professional roles of stage 

manager, mediator, co-player, scribe, observer, and planner, educators can effectively 

facilitate both unstructured and guided play-based learning that reaches across the 

developmental spectrum. These intentional strategies and environmental arrangements 

ensure that children with special needs are not merely present, but are fully engaged in 

activities that support physical health, social competence, cognitive function, and 

creative problem-solving. 

Because all children are naturally born to be "discoverers, thinkers, and problem 

solvers," childhood must be protected as a treasured time to experience the joy of shared 

adventure and mutual endeavors, no matter their abilities. Educators, families, and 

policymakers must therefore join together in a call to action to appreciate, advocate 

for, and preserve every child's fundamental right to play. Only through this 

commitment to inclusive, play-based practices can we prepare every child for lifelong 

participation in a diverse and equitable society. 
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The Role of Purposeful Play in Promoting Neurocognitive Development 

Stephanie Adams, DHSc, OTR/L, OTA 

Introduction 

Play is a fundamental childhood occupation and a critical context for learning, 

growth, and development. All children are born with an internal drive to play, which is 

imperative for all developmental milestones. Beyond enjoyment, play serves as a 

powerful mechanism for children to develop essential cognitive, social, emotional, and 

language skills (Bodrova & Leong, 2003).  

In recent years, attention has increased to neurocognitive development and 

executive functions (EF). They are a set of higher-order cognitive processes necessary 

for goal-directed behavior, self-regulation, and adaptive responses (Berk & Meyers, 

2013). Emerging evidence consistently demonstrates that play not only supports the use 

of executive functions but also actively facilitates the development of EF in the 

prefrontal cortex (Hughes, 2011).  

Problem Statement 

Despite this growing body of research on the importance of developing EF 

through play experiences, play is often undervalued or underutilized in educational 

environments, particularly as academic pressures increase at younger ages.  

Children today have fewer opportunities for meaningful, self-directed play at 

home, at school, and in the community. Several factors influence this shift, including 

increased academic demands, amplified screen use, structured schedules, and an 

emphasis on performance-based outcomes. As a result, children may have difficulty 

with executive function skills and challenges with social engagement and interaction 

with peers (Dawson & Guare, 2009).  

Challenges associated with underdeveloped executive functions may present as: 

• Difficulty following rules or routines. 

• Poor emotional regulation and increased frustration. 

• Limited problem-solving and planning skills. 
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• Reduced ability to engage in cooperative peer play. 

• Academic struggles related to attention, organization, and task completion. 

While executive function challenges are often addressed through direct instruction 

or behavioral interventions, these approaches may overlook the natural, 

developmentally appropriate role of play as a primary context for learning these skills. 

The lack of intentional integration of play-based strategies represents a missed 

opportunity to support children holistically and prevent long-term functional difficulties 

(Gibb et al., 2021).  

Background 

Executive Functions are a cluster of cognitive processes in the prefrontal cortex. 

Figure 1 shows the characteristics of EF in the brain.  

Figure 1 

Characteristics of Executive Function 

 

These skills develop gradually over time through brain maturation and repeated 

experiences that challenge children to think, adapt, and self-regulate. Executive 

Functions allow you to connect past, present, and future experiences. Figure 2 shows 

how EF helps people connect to their experiences through time.  
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Figure 2 

Connection to Experiences Through Time 

                           

Child-centered play helps the brain to develop executive function skills. 

Developmental theorists such as Lev Vygotsky emphasized that higher-order cognitive 

abilities emerge through social interaction and imaginative play (Diamond et al., 2007).  

During play, children naturally practice: 

• Following and creating rules 

• Negotiating roles and goals 

• Managing emotions and impulses 

• Remembering sequences and adapting strategies 

• Reflecting on outcomes and adjusting behavior 

Different stages of play-from solitary and parallel play to cooperative peer play- 

support increasingly complex executive function demands. Games, pretend play, and 

hands-on exploratory activities are particularly effective in promoting EF because they 

can be intrinsically motivating, socially meaningful, and cognitively challenging 

(Yogman et al., 2018).  

From an occupational therapy perspective, play is the primary occupation of 

childhood and a critical contributor to participation, well-being, and lifelong 

competence (AOTA, 2020). When play opportunities are intentionally designed and 

supported, they become powerful tools for strengthening EF in authentic and flexible 

ways. Both structured and free play opportunities are necessary for children to develop 

EF skills for future academic success.  
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Table 1 provides examples of how play, through games, helps children develop EF 

skills. You may also think of many other examples! (Toglia & Katz, 2018).  

Table 1 

Play and the Development of EF Skills 

Development of EF Skills through Play using Games as a Therapeutic Tool 

1. Games provide natural experiences of winning and losing, which build sportsmanship and support 
cognitive flexibility while inhibiting control. 

2. Games help students learn to shift between tasks, make appropriate choices, and solve problems. 

3. Games provide opportunities to develop patience and continue an activity even when they are not 
winning, building emotional control. 

4. Games help develop working memory by requiring players to remember steps during an activity and 
recall details for future play. 

5. Games support planning, thinking ahead, and anticipating others' actions, which are strategies needed 
before taking the next step in a turn-taking game. 

6. Games provide a hands-on way to develop organizational skills to follow the appropriate sequence of 
steps for an activity. 

7. Games build sustained attention, while a turn may be missed or waiting for a turn may be required when 
engaging in a small group. 

8. Games support task initiation, such as starting or continuing an activity, especially when motivation or 
interest is low. 

9. Games help you understand the "big picture" of time management during an activity with a start and 
finish. 

10. Games support the development of goal-directed persistence when motivation or competition drives a 
desire to win. 

11. Games support self-understanding, relate to behaviors during social interactions, and encourage 
reflection on how the activity went overall. This is the highest form of EF-metacognition. 

 

Appropriate Approaches/Strategies 

To support executive function development through play, embed intentional, 

purposeful strategies across environments.  

The following approaches are recommended: 

1. Use games as an Executive Function tool: Board games, card games, and 

movement-based games naturally support EF development. Choosing games with 

rules, turn-taking, and problem-solving components lets children practice EF 

skills in a low-risk, engaging way.  
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2. Integrate play-based experiences across settings: Children benefit from both 

guided and free play opportunities. Adults can scaffold play experiences by 

modeling, asking reflective questions, and gradually increasing complexity while 

preserving a child's choice and autonomy.  

3. Design play-enriched learning environments; if appropriate, provide loose parts 

to support imagination and creativity. Flexible spaces help children to plan, 

organize, adapt, and develop sustained attention-all EF skills.  

4. Promote reflection and metacognition: Metacognition is the highest EF skill; 

allowing for reflection before, during, and after play experiences helps a child to 

build this awareness. To develop future-oriented thinking, ask questions such as 

"How did that activity go?" "What was your plan?" "What would you do 

differently next time?" 

5. Align play with developmental stages: Understanding the developmental stages 

of play helps adults match play opportunities with expectations. Scaffolding can 

be accomplished with games to support children at their individual ability levels.  

Conclusion/Recommendations 

Play is not a luxury or a break from learning. It is a critical foundation for 

executive function development and overall child well-being. When children engage in 

meaningful play, they are actively building the cognitive, emotional, and social skills 

necessary for success in school, relationships, and daily life. 

To address current challenges and support optimal development, the following 

recommendations are proposed in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3 

Recommendations to Support Development 

 

Recognize play as an essential component of executive function development. 
Brain illustration by holdendrils on Pixabay 

 

Embed intentional child-led strategies into educational programming. 
Connector toy by TheGreatKai on Pixabay 

 

Provide training and resources to support adults in facilitating child-led play. 
Books by cinderella518 on Pixabay 

 

Advocate for policies that protect and promote play across the lifespan. 
Girl playing with abacus by Yan Krukau on Pexels 

 

By reframing play as a powerful and purposeful developmental tool, professionals 

and caregivers can create environments that naturally nurture executive functions, 

laying the groundwork for resilient, capable, and engaged learners. 
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The Missing Link: How Physical Play Solves Today's Classroom Behavior 

Crisis and Prepares Children to Learn 

Preston Blackburn, BA 

Introduction 

Young children crave physical play. How do we know? If you open a classroom 

door to the hall, the gate to the playground, or the door to the gym, what do they do? 

They take off running and screaming in delight. Their bodies were designed to move in 

big-body physical play.  

Today, however, children are more sedentary than ever, both in and out of 

school. Academic pressure has made preschool the new first grade, and elementary 

school has become more academically stressful as teachers fight to meet standardized 

testing benchmarks. This shift has led to a sit-to-learn philosophy in which children 

spend more time at desks, focused on worksheets and other academic pursuits, rather 

than running, climbing, playing tag, hopscotch, or jump rope. After school, long hours of 

neighborhood play are gone, replaced by enrichments, extras, extended child care, and 

perhaps the biggest culprit: screens. 

Problem Statement 

Students need self-regulation skills in order to learn effectively. However, from 

preschool to elementary school, teachers are seeing a marked rise in behavior challenges 

among their students. (Gonser, 2023; Langreo, 2025). Poor self-regulation requires 

more redirection from teachers, wasting precious instructional time and leading to 

chaotic, unhappy classrooms. Students struggle to learn, leaving teachers frustrated and 

driving many to leave the profession (Williams, 2018). 

However, there is hope. A strong connection exists between the decline in 

physical activity in young children and the increase in dysregulation. So, a key part of 

improving the learning environment for students and teachers is increasing physical 

activity from the earliest years of school. Repeatedly, schools that incorporate more 

movement and physical play into the school day have seen marked improvements in 

both behavior and learning. 
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Background 

An Australian study in 2013 found that cardiovascular endurance in children is 

declining by 5% per decade (Tomkinson et al., 2019). As a result, in 2013, it took 

children 90 seconds longer to run a mile than same-age children of the 1980s. Since that 

study was released, we have had another decade and a pandemic. The trend has likely 

worsened.  

Another UK study from 2014 shows a similar decline in children’s core strength 

(Sandercock, 2019). This study found that between 1998 and 2008, core strength fell 

2.6% per year. The decline accelerated in the following years. Between 2008 and 2014, it 

fell 3.9% per year. As with the cardiovascular endurance study, there is no reason to 

believe core strength has improved over the last decade. 

What do these studies tell us? Children’s bodies are weaker than they were in 

prior generations, largely due to a lack of physical play. While physical weakness is 

detrimental to children, it is only part of the problem. The lack of movement that leads 

to poor cardiovascular health and weak cores also adversely affects the development of 

the brain.  

Ninety percent of brain growth happens in the first five years of life. At birth, the 

only connections in the brain are those needed to sustain life. Further neural wiring 

needed to function in the world comes from new experiences, each one growing and 

changing the brain. These new experiences happen through movement, whether it is 

waving tiny fists as an infant, rolling down a hill as a preschooler, or learning to ride a 

bike in elementary school. Movement provides input to the brain, helping it make sense 

of the world and the body’s place in it, while teaching the body and brain to work 

together effectively. The brain needs movement to grow, and play provides that 

movement. Simply put, if children aren’t moving, their brains aren’t growing.  

Movement also builds the physical strength children need to sit upright in a 

chair, hold a pencil with an appropriate grip, and control their bodies as they walk down 

the hallway. Without the needed strength, school tasks are harder than they need to be, 

distracting the student from the academic tasks at hand. It is far more difficult to attend 
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to a math worksheet if you cannot hold your body comfortably in a chair or you can’t 

grip a pencil.  

Here are some specific examples of how movement prepares children for school 

success.  

To read: 

• Eyes need a focal point and need to be able to move left to right across the page. 

• The core needs to be strong enough to hold the head steady and erect.  

• Arms and hands need to be strong enough to hold a book.  

To write:  

• Hands and arms need to be strong enough to grip, move, and control a pencil.  

• The body must understand how much force to apply to the pencil. 

• The brain must have directional and spatial understanding to estimate how much 

room a letter or word takes up on the page and which direction to write. 

To solve a math equation: 

• The brain must recognize patterns. 

• The brain must also understand and repeat a sequence of steps. 

• The brain must understand a series and the order in which to execute it to be 

successful.  

These skills, essential to building an academic foundation, develop through physical 

movement. What looks like “just play” is actually bodies and brains developing key skills 

needed for school success. Table 1 offers some examples. 

 



32 

 

   Return to Table of Contents 

 

Table 1 

Examples of How Play Helps Develop Academic Skills 

Play Activity Classroom Skills Developed 

Throwing, catching, and kicking a ball Tracking an object with the eyes to follow letters across 
a page 

Spinning, swinging, sliding, logrolling, and hanging 
upside down 

A strong focal point for focusing on letters and numbers 

Climbing, pushing, and pulling Strong upper body, hands, and core, key for sitting 
upright and using school materials 

Digging, hanging, and crawling Understanding the appropriate amount of force needed 
for a task, from opening a heavy door to writing with a 
pencil 

Playing hide-and-seek, moving through play tunnels, or 
playing in large boxes 

Learning the body’s position in space to effectively 
move through a classroom or hallway. Also, 
understanding and estimating relative space for writing. 

Jumping, skipping, and pumping legs in a swing Practicing sequencing and patterning, essential for 
reading and math 

Riding a bike, swimming, and climbing Coordinating both sides of the body and the brain, 
needed for complex thinking and problem-solving 

 

Children crave physical activity that feeds their brains. How do we know? 

• Leave a ball on the ground, and what do they do? They pick it up and throw it or 

kick it to a friend. 

• Put them near a large rock, a curb, or a knee wall, and they climb up and balance 

on it. Then they jump off.  

• Take them to a playground, and they climb, hang from the monkey bars, slide 

down the slide, swing, and dig in the sand.  

So, to feed their brains and build their bodies, adults must provide ample time and 

space for the play children need. 

When adults crowd out physical play with sedentary activities like seat work or 

screen time, children will seek the movement they need, often at inappropriate times 

and in inappropriate ways. For example, they will: 

• Ping-pong down the halls in transitions, smashing into the walls and into their 

classmates 
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• Donkey kick and push against their friends at circle time  

• Wiggle and slump at their desks 

• Use too much force to tag a friend on the playground  

These actions look like bad behavior, an inability to self-regulate, or poor self-

control. More likely, however, it is simply the brain seeking information from the body 

on where it is, what it is doing, and how much force it takes to move and control it. 

When we limit play and view it as frivolous, we treat children’s bodies and brains as 

if they are separate, as if the body’s only job is to carry around the brain so it can think 

big thoughts. Instead, we are ignoring the fact that the brain needs the body to perform 

at its highest and most effective level. Further, failing to give children ample time to 

move is like giving them half of what they need to learn – half of a book, half of a pencil, 

half of a desk, half of an equation – and still expecting them to be successful. It is an 

impossible task, and it leads to frustration for children and for educators. 

If we want children to be successful in their learning journey, we have to help them 

build a foundation on which they can learn. Both physical skills and academic skills start 

with something basic and move to something more complex. If we want to run, we have 

to walk first. If we want to skip, we have to gallop first. If we want to read Chaucer, we 

have to be able to read Dick and Jane first. If we want to learn algebra, we have to 

understand how to add, subtract, and multiply first.   

Often, these processes are shown as a pyramid. For example, two common pyramids 

used in education are Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and Bloom’s Taxonomy. Maslow’s 

pyramid shows that food and shelter form the foundation for safety, followed by love 

and belonging (Maslow, 1943). Bloom’s pyramid shows that the foundation for learning 

is the ability to recall basic facts, and on that foundation, learners can build towards 

more creative, innovative work (Bloom, 1956). These pyramids show that each layer 

must be stable and secure for the layers above to be strong. Any weak layer weakens the 

layers above. 

When we consider these two pyramids together, we know that children must have 

strong, secure layers of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs to start at the bottom of Bloom’s. 
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We cannot expect a hungry child to recall facts, let alone understand them. Most school 

districts provide lunch and breakfast programs to serve this unmet need, strengthening 

these weak pyramid layers and filling the gap between Maslow’s and Bloom’s.  

Just as adequate food and safe shelter are foundational, movement is also 

foundational to building bodies and brains ready to learn. A lack of physical movement 

further widens the gap between Maslow and Bloom and affects almost every child in this 

nation, contributing to most of the behaviors educators see in the classroom. Students 

are in constant motion in class and require continuous redirection. They push, slam, 

and tackle in and out of the classroom because their brains don’t understand force. They 

move and wiggle incessantly because their eyes haven't developed a focal point, so 

reading, writing, and math are harder than they should be. When children don't get 

enough time to move during and after school, this sedentary lifestyle has far-reaching 

effects. However, when we give them ample time to move the way their bodies and 

brains are designed, they are more prepared to recall basic facts, understand them, and 

apply them.  In other words, they can more successfully start the learning process at the 

bottom of Bloom’s Taxonomy when we fill the gap between Maslow’s and Bloom’s with 

big body physical play. 

Appropriate Approaches/Strategies 

More physical play during the school day has been shown repeatedly to build 

strong bodies with well-developed body-brain connections and strong neural wiring, 

resulting in less chaotic and more productive classrooms. Schools that have 

incorporated more physical play have reported reduced behavior challenges (Ratey, 

2012) and referrals (Toporek, 2011), less tattling, more eye contact (Pawlowski, 2016), 

and greatly improved academics (Freishtat, 2012). Investing in more time for this kind 

of play, movement, and exercise might seem like it takes time away from learning. But 

in fact, children learn more in less time when they are allowed to move their bodies.  

Closing the gap between Maslow’s and Bloom’s and giving our children the tools they 

need to succeed in school starts with adding more physical play throughout the school 

day. For example: 
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• More recess time for unstructured, self-directed play will fill the after-school play 

void. Add heavy loose parts (planks, logs, large buckets, sand, water, large 

cooking pots) to the play space to make play more physical. 

• More PE programming will teach children what their bodies can do and how to 

use them. Focus on non-competitive, high-energy games to keep children 

engaged and moving, rather than traditional sports that might discourage some 

children from participating.  

• More physical play and movement in the classroom routine is needed. 

Incorporate physicality into lessons, transitions, waiting, circle time, table time, 

or desk time. Have children carry their chairs between learning centers. Do wall 

push-ups while waiting in the hall. Add movement to rhymes, math, language 

arts, and stories.  

Expanding movement time will make learning more effective and enjoyable for 

everyone.  

Conclusions/Recommendations 

For now, schools bear the burden of filling the play gap. Schools must adjust 

schedules to accommodate more playground time and provide materials that encourage 

creative, active play. They must incorporate more PE each week and shift the traditional 

sports focus to a movement-focused one. Possibly the most challenging aspect is 

supporting overburdened, overextended teachers so they can plan for more movement 

during class time. Administrators should look for ways to ease teachers’ burdens in 

other areas to give them time to develop movement-based learning. School systems can 

also bring in training from play professionals to help teachers learn strategies and 

techniques for adding movement to the classroom.  

Physical play is inexpensive, readily available, easy to implement, apolitical, and 

something children’s bodies and brains crave. When we lean into their need to move, we 

have the power to fill the gap between Maslow’s and Bloom’s in a way that supports ALL 

children in their development and ultimately on their learning journey. 
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Why Play Is a Public Health Necessity 

Tony Christopher, MBA, National Institute for Play 

Substack version – shorter and without references 

Introduction 

Watch a couple of young children playing. They chase each other, laugh, invent 

rules, argue about the rules, and start over. Most adults watching see fun — loud, messy, 

slightly chaotic fun. What they don't see is the learning that is happening. 

Those children are reading faces, tones, and boundaries — figuring out when to 

push and when to ease off. They test cause and effect, handle excitement and frustration 

in the same five minutes, and learn to stay in the game without turning it into a fight. 

When one trips, loses, or gets left out, they practice something even more valuable: 

recovering and rejoining. 

No one is teaching them any of this. There is no lesson plan. Yet they are building 

foundational skills they will use for the rest of their lives — and when adults play, they 

refresh and sharpen those same capacities. 

That scene, in miniature, is the argument of this essay. Play is not a break from 

real life or a reward for finishing the important things. It is one of the main ways human 

beings develop and maintain the abilities that keep us mentally and socially healthy. 

And because those abilities are visibly weakening across our whole population — 

children and adults alike — play deserves a place beside sleep and nutrition as a genuine 

public health necessity. 

If that sounds like a stretch, stay with me — starting with what "public health" 

actually means. 

What Public Health Is 

The American Public Health Association describes its mission as promoting and 

protecting the health of people and the communities where they live, learn, work, and 

play (American Public Health Association, n.d.). Notice that play is already in the 

https://nifplay.substack.com/p/play-is-a-public-health-necessity?utm_source=publication-search
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sentence. In plain terms, public health is the organized effort to prevent disease, prolong 

life, and promote health — not one patient at a time, but across entire populations. 

Your doctor treats you; public health looks after all of us at once. Its experts 

include disease researchers, as well as restaurant inspectors, school nurses, and 

policymakers — anyone addressing health at the level of whole communities. That wide-

angle view matters: patterns invisible in one exam room become obvious across millions 

of people. 

Dr. Camara Jones, a former president of the American Public Health Association, 

captures the field with a simple picture (Jones, 2014). Imagine our communities built 

near the edge of a cliff. When someone falls off, an ambulance meets them at the bottom 

and rushes them to medical care — good, but people would rather not fall at all. So 

public health builds fences along the edge and nets partway down: prevention — clean 

water, vaccines, seatbelt laws, anti-smoking campaigns — everything that keeps people 

from needing the ambulance. 

When public health decides something is essential, ordinary life changes. Two 

familiar examples show how. 

How Sleep and Food Became "Health" 

We sleep in order to be fully awake and alive. Cut sleep short, and we become 

irritable, slow to react, and easily triggered; over years, chronic shortfalls raise the risk 

of obesity, heart disease, depression, and accidents. That knowledge did not spread on 

its own. As the science piled up, public health translated it into guidance any family can 

follow: adults need 7 or more hours, and teenagers need 8 to 10 (Watson et al., 2015; 

Paruthi et al., 2016). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has even called 

insufficient sleep a public health problem (CDC, 2016). 

Nutrition traveled the same road. When science showed that vitamin D deficiency 

causes rickets, which softens children's bones, public health had vitamin D added to 

milk in the 1930s — and rickets nearly vanished (Rajakumar, 2003). Iodized salt 

eliminated most cases of goiter; folic acid in flour sharply reduced devastating birth 

defects (CDC, 1999). Dietary guidelines, food labels, the food pyramid and MyPlate, 
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school-lunch standards — all one pipeline: science produces knowledge, public health 

turns it into simple guidance, and the guidance becomes the daily habits of millions. 

That is why today's parents receive official guidance on vaccines, well-child 

checkups, car seats, screen time, tooth brushing, water safety, sleep, food, and sixty 

minutes of daily physical activity. The machinery exists, and it works. 

Which raises a question: is anything essential missing from that list? 

The Problem: A Population in Trouble 

Here is why the question is urgent. By nearly every measure, the mental health of 

our population — beginning with our children — is a slow-moving public health disaster. 

In 2019, before anyone had heard of COVID-19, the CDC surveyed a large, 

demographically representative sample of American high school students. According to 

their own reports, 36.7 percent had experienced persistent feelings of sadness or 

hopelessness in the past year. Nearly one in five — 18.8 percent — had seriously 

considered suicide. Another 15.7 percent had made a suicide plan; 8.9 percent had 

attempted suicide; and 2.5 percent had attempted suicide seriously enough to require 

medical treatment (CDC, 2022). The pandemic pushed those numbers higher still, and 

they have barely come back down. 

Nor is it a recent blip. Researchers have compared teenagers' answers to identical 

questions on standard psychological assessments across the second half of the twentieth 

century, and the change is stark. In 1948, 16.2 percent of fourteen- to sixteen-year-olds 

agreed with the statement "I work under a great deal of tension." By 1989, 41.6 percent 

agreed. Agreement with "Life is a strain for me much of the time" rose from 9.5% to 

35%. Agreement with "I am afraid of losing my mind” rose from 4.1 percent to 23.4 

percent — more than a fivefold increase (Gray, 2011). 

Adults are struggling too. More than one in five American adults now experiences 

a mental illness in a given year. In 2023, Gallup found that 29 percent of adults had 

been diagnosed with depression at some point in their lives — the highest figure it had 

ever recorded (Witters, 2023). Suicide took about 49,000 American lives in 2022, the 

most ever counted (CDC, 2023). In 2023, the U.S. Surgeon General declared an 
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epidemic of loneliness: roughly half of adults experience it, and weak social connection 

damages health on a scale comparable to smoking up to fifteen cigarettes a day (U.S. 

Surgeon General, 2023). 

We have responded just as the cliff picture predicts: more ambulances, more 

therapists, more medications, more crisis lines—all badly needed, all worth funding. Yet 

the stream of people going over the edge keeps growing. Public health asks a different 

question: where is the fence? 

Background 

What Changed 

To find it, compare two childhoods. A child growing up between the 1950s and 

the 1970s had hours of unscheduled time — roaming the neighborhood, organizing 

games, picking teams, settling arguments, taking small risks, mostly out of adult sight. 

Today, a child moves between supervised settings on an adult-managed schedule: 

school, organized activities, homework, screens. 

Psychologist Peter Gray and other researchers have documented this 

transformation (Gray, 2011). Since about the 1980s, children have experienced steadily 

more adult direction and oversight, more pressure to achieve grades and performance 

milestones, less self-directed free play, and fewer opportunities to do anything 

independently. Over the same decades, anxiety, depression, loneliness, and difficulty 

coping with ordinary stress have kept climbing. 

Every one of those changes was well-intentioned. More achievement feels like 

success. More supervision feels like care. More structure feels like help. But added 

together, they quietly removed one of the main ways young humans learn to handle life. 

One honest caution: correlation is not proof, and other forces — smartphones and 

social media, academic pressure, economic insecurity — surely contribute. Careful 

researchers call the loss of free play a major contributing factor, not the sole cause. But 

public health has never waited for perfect certainty. It acts on large, well-documented, 

plausible, and changeable risk factors. The decline of play is all four. 
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Strategies 

What Play Actually Builds 

Why would losing play damage mental health? Because play is how nature 

teaches us. 

Watch a baby in her first year: she plays with her hands until she can grasp a toy, 

rocks side to side until she can roll over, drives herself to crawl, stand, and walk, and 

babbles her way into speech. No instructor assigns any of this; an inner drive supplies 

the motivation, and the practice looks exactly like delight. At the beginning of life, play 

and learning are one and the same. 

They never fully separate. Free play — self-chosen, self-directed activity done for 

its own sake, which sets it apart from adult-run sports and lessons — is a complete 

training program hiding in plain sight. Cognitively, players solve problems, invent 

scenarios, and hold their own attention. Socially, they read people, negotiate rules and 

fairness, and repair conflicts so the game can go on. Emotionally, they handle 

excitement, frustration, and disappointment, and take on uncertainty and mild fear in 

doses they choose. Physically, they build strength, coordination, and endurance while 

burning off stress. 

Those self-chosen doses of risk deserve special attention. Climbing a little too 

high or wrestling a friend is safe practice at feeling afraid and staying in control anyway 

— and researchers who study such "risky play" find that it appears to protect children 

against anxiety, not create it (Sandseter & Kennair, 2011). Animal research points in the 

same direction: juvenile rats deprived of play grow into adults who overreact to stress 

and misread social signals (Pellis & Pellis, 2007). And when Dr. Stuart Brown, founder 

of the National Institute for Play, studied incarcerated young murderers in Texas, one 

common thread stood out in their histories: severe childhood play deprivation (Brown, 

2009). 

Above all, play installs an inner voice that no lecture can: "I can handle this. I can 

try again. I can figure it out.” Sleep and nutrition let us survive; these capacities let us 

thrive. Consider what a hard moment demands of a teenager or an adult — a harsh boss, 
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an unfair call, a plan collapsing in real time. Getting through it means staying calm 

enough to think, reading the situation accurately, adjusting on the fly, and recovering 

when something comes out wrong. Someone who never gets the practice meets each 

moment badly, grows more anxious, avoids the next one, and gets even less practice. 

That downward spiral, multiplied by millions, is what the statistics are showing us. 

And this is not only about children. Adults who keep playing—a hobby pursued 

for its own sake, unscripted time with friends, low-stakes experimenting—maintain the 

same equipment. Adults who stop find that work turns rigid, relationships narrow, and 

stress accumulates with nowhere to go. 

From Private Struggle to Public Priority 

Individual gaps scale up. When millions of people miss this practice, whole 

communities show higher baseline anxiety, more brittle interactions, less trust and 

cooperation, and less creativity and adaptability. Play is not just personal; it is part of 

our social infrastructure. 

Pediatricians have started to say so. The American Academy of Pediatrics now 

urges doctors to write "prescriptions for play" at checkups (Yogman et al., 2018) and has 

repeatedly defended recess as essential, not optional (Murray & Ramstetter, 2013). 

What is still missing is the full public health treatment — the "eight hours of sleep" of 

play, what we might call Play Hygiene: simple guidance, repeated everywhere, treating 

daily free play as a basic requirement of a healthy life. The question shifts from "How do 

we fit play in?" to the one public health always asks: "What happens to a population that 

doesn't play?" 

Conclusion 

What This Would Mean 

For parents, it means protecting genuinely free time, stepping back so children 

can work things out themselves, and treating play as preparation, not distraction. It also 

means weighing risk honestly: a scraped knee heals; a childhood without practice at 

handling life leaves a lasting mark. For schools, it means guarding recess and 

unstructured social time as fiercely as math class, because they build the self-regulation 
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that makes math class work. For workplaces, it means proactively fostering a culture of 

playfulness—leaving room for informal connection and unscripted time, where 

adaptability actually grows. And for policymakers and health leaders, it means putting 

play into the pipeline that served sleep and nutrition so well — guidelines, well-child 

visits, school policy, public campaigns — and measuring it the way we measure diet and 

rest. 

The Bottom Line 

Watch those children again. They are not wasting time. They are building the 

equipment for a workable life — steadiness, flexibility, connection, and the quiet 

conviction that they can handle whatever comes next. At the National Institute for Play, 

we put it simply: play is productive; play is learning. 

When opportunities for that learning shrink across a whole population, the 

effects show up everywhere — in classrooms, workplaces, emergency rooms, and 

loneliness statistics. Sleep restores us. Food fuels us. Play prepares us in youth and 

restores us as adults. That is why play is not merely important, enriching, or a nice-to-

have. 

Play is a public health necessity. 
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Lessons from the Laboratory: Not All Rats Benefit from Play  

and Why That Matters for Children 

Jackson R. Ham, PhD 

Introduction 

Play is widely recognized as essential for healthy child development, supporting 

emotional regulation, social skills, and executive function. As opportunities for free and 

risky play have declined over recent decades, educators and policymakers have 

increasingly promoted play-based approaches to support children’s well-being. 

However, most discussions assume that play is universally beneficial—that simply 

providing opportunities to play will produce positive outcomes for all children. 

Research from animal models challenges this assumption. Studies of juvenile rats 

show that while play typically supports healthy brain and social development, a 

substantial minority of individuals do not benefit in the expected way. In controlled 

laboratory settings, about 20% of rats showed poor social-emotional regulation and 

atypical brain development despite normal access to play. These differences were not 

due to how much the animals played, but to how they engaged socially during play 

and/or to insufficient play opportunities. 

These findings have important implications for children. Observational research 

suggests that some children—particularly neurodivergent children—may struggle to 

engage in peer play even when opportunities are available. Simply placing children 

together does not guarantee meaningful or beneficial interaction. Evidence from 

structured interventions, such as integrated play groups, shows that intentionally 

designed social environments can help children who might otherwise withdraw from 

play gain its developmental benefits. 

This white paper argues that play should be understood not as a one-size-fits-all 

solution, but as a powerful developmental tool that requires thoughtful support. Policies 

and practices that focus solely on increasing access to play may leave some children 

behind. Instead, attention should focus on how play environments are structured, how 
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children are supported within them, and how individual differences shape 

developmental outcomes. 

Problem Statement 

The question for this problem is: Do all individuals benefit equally from play? 

Play is often promoted as a universal solution for supporting children’s social, 

emotional, and cognitive development. As a result, many educational and recreational 

policies focus on increasing opportunities for free or risky play, assuming that access 

alone is sufficient. 

Emerging evidence suggests that this assumption may be incomplete. Research 

using animal models indicates that while most individuals benefit from play, a 

significant minority do not show the expected improvements in social behavior or brain 

development—even when given ample opportunities to play. These individuals often 

engage in play differently, withdrawing from intense social interactions or struggling to 

regulate emotional responses. 

Comparable patterns are observed in children. Some children, particularly those 

who are neurodivergent, may be motivated to play with peers but struggle to do so 

successfully. Without guidance or support, these children may disengage from play and 

miss out on its potential developmental benefits. Simply providing opportunities for 

play does not guarantee positive outcomes for all children. 

This white paper addresses whether current play-based policies adequately 

account for individual differences. If not all children benefit equally from unstructured 

play, how can social environments be designed to ensure play supports healthy 

development for everyone? 

Background 

Records of human children engaging in play date back to the second millennium 

BCE (Artemidorus, 1975; Catalano, 2021; Dolansky, 2017), and evidence suggests that 

non-human animals have engaged in play behavior since the Permian period, long 

before dinosaurs roamed the Earth (Bolton et al., 2025). It is, therefore, highly likely 

that prehistoric humans also engaged in play. Proposed functions of play range from 
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training for the unexpected to practicing social and motor skills (Špinka et al., 2001), to 

the possibility that play has no single function at all (Lewis, 2023; Pellis & Pellis, 2021). 

Since the middle of the last century, opportunities for children to engage in free 

play—defined as play with little to no adult supervision—have declined significantly 

(Gray, 2011; Gray et al., 2023; Singer et al., 2009). This decline has been attributed to 

multiple factors, including increased participation in structured activities (e.g., music 

lessons, organized sports), reduced time for free play during recess, diminished trust in 

public spaces, heightened parental safety concerns, and a broader societal intolerance of 

play that may be perceived as aggressive or risky, even when the risk is minor (Baines & 

Blatchford, 2011; Pellis et al., 2025). Despite these restrictions, when children are asked 

what kinds of play they would like to engage in, they often report wanting more 

unrestricted play (Skenazy et al., 2025). 

In recent years, there has been a growing emphasis on encouraging “risky play” 

(Brussoni et al., 2012), and for good reason. Play that includes physical, social, and 

cognitive challenges has been shown to support executive function development. 

Children who participate in programs designed to enhance executive function through 

play perform better on related cognitive tasks (Diamond et al., 2007; Gibb et al., 2021). 

Notably, free play—and especially risky free play such as rough-and-tumble 

interactions—has been suggested to be a particularly potent driver of executive function 

development (Pellegrini, 1988). While research in humans is still emerging, studies 

using animal models have provided some of the clearest evidence of the neurobiological 

changes associated with play. 

Many rodent species engage in play (Pellis & Iwaniuk, 1999), but the laboratory 

rat has been studied most intensively (Pellis et al., 2023). Once weaned, juvenile rats 

spend approximately an hour per day engaging in rough-and-tumble play, which 

involves attacks and defensive maneuvers directed toward the nape of the neck and 

often results in energetic bouts of wrestling (Pellis et al., 2022). Rats deprived of play 

during the juvenile period show poorer social skills, impaired executive function, and 

atypical brain anatomy, as Pellis et al. (2023) reviewed. 
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However, in our experiments, we observed substantial individual variation in 

these outcomes (Ham et al., 2024; Stark et al., 2021, 2023; Stark & Pellis, 2020). Some 

rats deprived of play were less affected than expected, while some control rats—those 

with typical play experiences—exhibited unexpectedly poor outcomes. In other words, 

not all rats appeared to benefit equally from play. This observation raises an important 

question. 

Appropriate Approaches/Strategies 

To investigate this issue, I reared male rats in large social groups to maximize 

play opportunities and later assessed their social competence and medial prefrontal 

cortex (mPFC) development. Despite having equal access to play, 11 of 54 rats 

(approximately 20%) exhibited poor social-emotional regulation in adulthood, 

escalating to overt aggression in situations where typical rats would engage in play 

(Ham et al., 2026). 

Examination of pyramidal neurons in the mPFC—a brain region involved in 

executive function and emotional regulation—revealed atypically large neurons in these 

rats. Behaviorally and neurologically, these animals resembled rats deprived of play 

during the juvenile period. This finding raised a critical question: What were these rats 

like during development? 

Surprisingly, these 20% of rats engaged in just as much play as their typically 

developing peers. The difference was not in the quantity of play, but in its quality. These 

rats were more likely to withdraw or hide when play became highly energetic, preferring 

smaller or more controlled interactions. 

These findings suggest two possibilities. First, it may be that not all individuals 

benefit from play, even when they actively engage in it. Alternatively, some individuals 

may require specific social conditions or group compositions (Ham et al., 2025; Ham & 

Pellis, 2023, 2024, 2025) in order to benefit fully from play. 

If the latter explanation is correct, then social environments could be optimized 

to improve developmental outcomes. If the former is true, and some individuals do not 

benefit regardless of social structure, then earlier or more targeted developmental 
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interventions may be necessary. These possibilities have important implications for 

children, particularly neurodivergent children. Although inclusive education policies 

promote integration with neurotypical peers, it remains unclear whether all 

neurodivergent children benefit equally from such approaches (Cologon, 2022). 

Observational studies indicate that some children fail to engage in peer play 

during recess (Blurton Jones, 1976), a pattern analogous to the socially withdrawn rats 

described above. These findings suggest that merely providing opportunities for social 

interaction does not guarantee beneficial developmental outcomes. Instead, social 

groups may need to be intentionally structured to promote positive interactions. One 

example of this approach is the use of integrated play groups for children on the autism 

spectrum (Wolfberg et al., 2012). 

Children with autism are often motivated to play but may engage in social 

interactions in atypical ways, using overtures that are not readily recognized by peers 

(Jordan, 2003; Wolfberg et al., 2012). Without support, these children may withdraw 

from social play, and their attempts to initiate interaction may be ambiguous, making 

sustained peer play difficult (Schuler, 2003; Sigman & Ruskin, 1999). With guidance, 

however, children can learn social cues and strategies that allow them to participate 

more successfully. 

Integrated play groups provide structured opportunities for mutually engaging play 

experiences. In these settings, trained adult facilitators pair children with 

developmental delays with more socially competent peers (Wolfberg et al., 2012). These 

interventions have been shown to improve the quality of social interactions and help 

children develop social skills that peers understand (Wolfberg & Schuler, 2006). These 

findings suggest that intentionally structured social environments can help children, 

including those with developmental delays, derive meaningful benefits from play. The 

following are suggested strategies. 

1. Recognize Individual Differences in Play 

Policies should acknowledge that children vary in how they engage with peers 

during play. Some children thrive in highly physical, unpredictable play 
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environments, while others may find such contexts overwhelming. Recognizing 

these differences is a critical step toward inclusive play practices. 

2. Move Beyond Access-Only Models 

Increasing access to play spaces matters but is not enough. Play environments 

should be designed with attention to group composition, adult support, and 

opportunities for gradual engagement. Simply placing children together does not 

ensure meaningful interaction. 

3. Support Structured and Guided Play When Needed 

Evidence from integrated play group models demonstrates that structured, 

supported play can help children—particularly those with developmental delays—

learn social cues, regulate emotions, and sustain peer interactions. Trained adults 

can scaffold play without undermining children’s autonomy. 

4. Use Peers as Partners, Not Just Participants 

Pairing children who struggle socially with more socially competent peers can 

promote positive interactions when done thoughtfully. Peer-mediated 

approaches allow children to learn social strategies in naturalistic and supportive 

contexts. 

Conclusion/Recommendations 

In rats, social play shapes social behavior and brain development, and the same 

seems to be true for humans. Research from both animal models and human studies 

shows that play strongly drives emotional regulation and executive function. However, 

evidence from rats also shows that play is not universally beneficial in its default form 

(Ham et al., 2026). 

A significant minority of individuals—both rats and children—do not experience the 

typical benefits of play, even when they have access to it. These findings highlight the 

limitations of one-size-fits-all approaches. When play environments are intentionally 

structured and supported, children who might otherwise withdraw can engage more 

successfully and derive meaningful developmental benefits. Key recommendations 

include: 
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1. Policy frameworks should recognize that access to play alone is not sufficient. 

2. Educational and recreational programs should incorporate flexible, inclusive play 

models that account for individual differences. 

3. Provide structured, guided play interventions for children who struggle with peer 

interaction. 

4. Educator and play facilitator training should include strategies to support diverse 

play styles without suppressing autonomy. 
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Play in Kindergartens in Greece 

Evanthia Synodi, PhD 

Introduction 

In many parts of the world, play, in terms of time, space, resources, and 

children's control over it, diminishes in the daily routines of children's lives, both in and 

out of school. Although play has traditionally been a basic feature of education for young 

children in Western countries, many factors in recent decades have pushed it aside and 

even undervalued it in early years education (Brostrom, 2012; Sahlberg & Doyle, 2019). 

Articles 12 and 31 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) 

state that children have the right to play in and out of school (article 31) and to have 

their opinions seriously considered when decisions about their lives are made (article 

12). Instead, official and centrally imposed early years policies tend to emphasise 

teachers' obligation to teach what out-of-school agents have decided, which at times 

devalues or ignores play, the individual interests of children, and their pace of 

development (on top of devaluing the education of the professionals working with young 

children). 

Kindergarten teachers in Greece are responsible for working with children ages 4 

to 6. These kindergarten teachers are under pressure to teach specific information and 

cultivate specific skills in children. However, the official curriculum does not clearly link 

children's right to play and participation to the learning process.  

Problem Statement 

In many kindergartens, play and teaching are disconnected for various reasons 

(e.g., a lack of understanding, diverse perspectives on childhood and early childhood 

education, and excessive demands on teachers). However, this harms children's learning 

and development, as play is how humans are meant to learn, bond, and thrive (e.g., 

Brown with Vaughan, 2010; Gray, 2013). Research shows that young children 

distinguish between their self-initiated activities, which they call play, and teacher-

initiated activities, which they call work (e.g., Howard, 2010). This separation between 

play and instruction is problematic. The problem is exacerbated by reduced time for 
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play in kindergartens' daily routines. This limits the scope and contexts in which 

children naturally learn, bond with others, and feel competent (Ryan & Deci, 2018), with 

implications for all aspects of their development and learning. 

Traditionally, the assessment of children's progress has been based on 

observations of children's free play, and these observations are then linked to adults' 

planning and organising activities for young children (Sylva, Roy, & Painter, 1980; 

Wood, 2009). Unfortunately, how this is supposed to be achieved has lacked 

clarification or has been misunderstood and misused, as noted by critiques of what is 

termed play-based pedagogy (Brooker, 2010; Pramling et al., 2019; Wood, 2010, 2013). 

This approach uses play to meet the requirements of official curricula, rather than 

allowing children's play to lead their learning with the help and knowledge of caring 

adults. It removed the importance of observing and analysing play in defining teacher-

led activities in favor of an instrumental use of play (Murphy, 2016; Rogers, 2011; 

Smith, 2010). For example, when Jones and Reynolds (2011) describe teachers' roles in 

relation to children's play, particularly the teacher's role as a planner, they call for an 

emergent curriculum. However, what is expected of teachers is planning towards 

‘agreed upon goals that are aligned with state child outcome standards’ (NAEYC, 2009 

in Jones & Reynolds, 2011, p. 95). 

Adults' intrusion into children's play to control it has negated the value of free 

play for children's development. There is already (before increased state prescription 

and after it) excessive control and influence of adults, and not only of their teachers, on 

the life of children in a kindergarten. The values based on which children are expected to 

behave and resolve disagreements, the materials/resources offered to them, or not, due 

to scarcity or risk avoidance, the space offered, the daily routine, the number of children 

and adults in every setting, the restrictions on or obstacles to children's contact with 

nature or visits to places they find interesting, events in the lives of all in the community 

(e.g. celebrations, anniversaries, different cultures in school and society) have become 

inescapable influences of adults on children and their play. This is understandable to a 

degree (Quennerstedt & Quennerstedt, 2014) because education is supposed to initiate 

children into the knowledge reserve of the society in which they are raised. However, 

how this initiation is achieved at kindergarten must also contribute to children's optimal 
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development and be attuned to such individual development for every child, especially 

since children are right holders and beings as well as becoming. 

Background 

Greek kindergartens have some peculiarities compared with what we usually read 

about pre-primary education in the Western world. Attendance at kindergartens for 

children aged 4-6 is compulsory, and kindergarten is the first step on the education 

ladder. However, until 2017, kindergartens were small schools with one or two classes. 

Nowadays, kindergartens can have more classes because of the large number of children 

in certain areas. Small schools with up to three classes in Greece, again by law (Law 

4589, 2019), are not to have principals/headteachers but directors. One member of the 

teaching staff, usually the one with more years of teaching experience, is assigned as the 

kindergarten director and is responsible for the school budget, the coordination of 

school life, and compliance with legislation, without any leadership or teacher appraisal 

jurisdiction, in accordance with the existing tight, centrally controlled legislation. This 

means that a shared play vision among all teaching staff can only be created and 

followed if all teachers, as colleagues, agree to it. This entails the potential for different 

levels of access to play for the children, even within the same kindergarten. On the one 

hand, this supports teachers' autonomy and acknowledges their professionalism; on the 

other, it does not necessarily foster collegiality or ensure that all children can access the 

advantages of play.   

The newly introduced curriculum (Ministerial Decision 13646 / Δ1, 2023, p. 

6422) refers to a Teaching (pedagogical) framework - Planning of Learning, part of 

which is what it names learning processes in kindergarten and learning frameworks.  

According to the document, learning processes include:  

• exploratory learning  

• playful learning 

• cooperative learning 

• learning for all children. 
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Learning frameworks include: 

• free and organised by the teacher play 

• explorations to solve problems, to teach, and for children to learn about a theme 

decided either by the teacher or the children or mutually by both parties 

• projects 

• everyday or randomly occurring situations 

• activities to support individual children and activities for all of them to assist with 

issues requiring prevention or interventions, 

• the daily routines, 

• the breaks/recess and transitions from one activity to another. 

All of these are individually described in the document, but only minimally linked, so 

that all aspects of pedagogy and the organisation of learning are unified. There is no 

clear, specified starting point for the organisation of pedagogy. 

This means that children's interests as expressed in free play do not necessarily 

become the content of education and the basis of teachers’ work especially as play is 

described most times as a means for teachers to teach the content and skills described in 

the curricular document (Ministerial Decision 13646 / Δ1, 2023, p. 6423; for similar 

situation in other countries see Laas, 2018; Wood, 2013). It alludes to play-based or 

playfully based teaching. Therefore, children's free play is used to teach the official 

curriculum through play/games, or other playful activities, but this is not only the case 

in Greece. However, a play-responsive pedagogy (Pramling et al., 2019) offers an 

alternative way to link free play to pedagogy and learning. 

Appropriate Strategies 

Pramling et al (2019) discuss the play-responsive approach to early childhood 

education rather than the recent versions of play-based pedagogy. This approach is 

based on ‘listening to the children’s perspective and allowing them to influence their 

daily life’ (Brostrom, 2012, in Pramling et al, 2019, p. 4). According to them, teachers' 

observations of children's free play and teachers' participation in it are integral parts of 

life in kindergartens and their pedagogy. So far, this sounds like play-based pedagogy. 
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However, teachers' observations of the information and skills that would enable 

children to further develop their play should serve as the compass for teacher-organised 

activities. A play-responsive pedagogy respects children's participation in what takes 

place in school and acknowledges: 

• the difference between matter to be taught and the meaning people, children or 

adults, make of this matter, which varies, and 

• the gap between teaching something and learning it (Hopmann, 2007); that is, 

you cannot make someone learn if they do not want to learn what you teach 

them. 

This approach links to the central role of communication in education as a 

‘collaborative sense-making activity’ (Pramling et al., 2019, p. 10). It is advocated that 

the goals, aims, or learning outcomes of any kindergarten curriculum or program be 

seen as goals to strive for rather than as goals for children to achieve. A play-responsive 

pedagogy aims to broaden children's cultural experience by helping them access cultural 

tools to facilitate their agency. This is achieved by attending to the as-if aspect of play 

(play based on children's imagination) and the as-is aspect of play (play based on the 

reality of children's experience), and to children's movement from one aspect to the 

other when they play. 

When paying attention to this shift from the as-if to as-is aspect of the play activity, 

teachers must observe and understand that:   

• players’ intersubjectivity, that is, players having sufficient, even if it is partial or 

temporary, co-ordination to participate in a joint activity, such as play, and  

• players’ alterity, the different perspectives and understandings of the players, 

which lead to play not just being repeated but enriched and developed.  

Observing these shifts in the as-if and as-is modes of play, in intersubjectivity and 

alterity, shows what children need to keep playing and thus learning. These observations 

and understandings lead to successful ways to implement a play-responsive pedagogy. 

They have to do with teachers' (a) entering children's play, (b) establishing narrative 
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frames, and (c) introducing learning content into play. Teachers can enter children's 

play by: 

• asking permission from the children to play with them, 

• asking questions about their play, 

• taking up a role in the play without asking children, or 

• accepting the children's invitation to join their play. 

Establishing narrative frames for children's play is based on the concept of 

playworlds (Lindqvist, 1995, in Nilsson, 2010), in which teachers and children role-play 

fictional stories that address problems to be solved. Ways of establishing narrative 

frames for children's play include teachers: 

• engaging children in a playful dialogue to clarify the plot of the play and 

introduce new props, so that children give new direction to their play (co-creation 

of play), 

• acting as directors or narrators, 

• acting as actors who allow greater agency to the children and  

• assuming the role of guiding participants or coordinators of children's roles, thus 

allowing children to see new directions for their play to choose from. 

Finally, teachers introduce content (information or skills of any nature) into play 

either while play is taking place or when they organise other activities to help children 

learn new information or practise skills to become better players (see also Cutter-

Mackenzie et al., 2014). A useful skill that teachers with a play-responsive approach to 

pedagogy can introduce is what-if thinking. This means that during play, teachers can 

help children think about and realise that when something changes, there are 

consequences, and, to some extent, by using what-if thinking, these consequences can 

be imagined as the play is being negotiated. 

Conclusion 

Early years teachers need to help ensure play finds its appropriate place in young 

children's lives and education. Professional development for teachers, as well as courses 

on the latest knowledge about play in initial teacher education, are necessary. 
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Campaigns to inform the public and parents are also required. Children's freedom to 

play needs to be understood more deeply, thus providing not only for article 31 of the 

Convention of the rights of the child (United Nations, 1989) but for articles 5 and 12 as 

well, that is, children's right to adults who help them learn their rights (including that of 

play), form informed opinions and consult them and seriously take their views into 

account when decisions about things that affect children's lives are made. 

Finally, I need to clarify that the above analysis is based on my disagreement with 

teachers who treat play merely as a delivery mechanism for teaching predefined adult 

learning outcomes or state standards and appropriating play; another term for this is 

colonizing play. Still, I agree with the idea of children becoming master players 

(Reynolds & Jones, 1997). I also agree with Sicart (2017), who describes play as a way of 

being in the world, involving freedom and subversion, moral development, and 

creativity and personal expression. Such a conceptualisation of play is way beyond what 

the official curricula demand of teachers, because it indicates the value of play to the 

human species and is based on a holistic view of children, their development and 

learning. Children's control over their play and the advantages of the play they engage in 

need to be reflected in how adults teach them and what they teach, rather than in a 

curriculum that defines and directs almost everything adults do in kindergartens, which 

children have to follow.   
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Play Is for Everyone, or Is It? 

Elaine Zweig, PhD, Educational Consulting &  

Lin Moore, PhD, Texas Woman’s University 

Introduction 

Play is far more than a leisure activity; it is a fundamental human right and the 

primary vehicle for early childhood development. For children aged three to eight, play 

is essential to healthy physical, social, emotional, cognitive, and moral growth (Else, 

2014; Isenberg & Quisenberry, 2002). This necessity is universally recognized, with the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 31) declaring that every 

child has the right to rest, leisure, and recreation (United Nations Committee on the 

Rights of the Child, 1989). In Early Childhood Education (ECE), play is a dynamic 

process in which children discover, learn, and interact with the world around them. 

However, play is not a one-size-fits-all model. It exists on a spectrum, ranging 

from child-initiated, spontaneous, unstructured play to adult-facilitated guided play 

focused on specific learning outcomes. For children with special needs, these 

experiences are transformative. Inclusion in Early Childhood Education (ECE) involves 

accepting, understanding, and attending to individual differences across physical, 

cognitive, and social domains (Division for Early Childhood & National Association for 

the Education of Young Children, 2009). When play is purposefully planned and 

scaffolded, it allows children with disabilities to function as equals alongside their 

typically developing peers, preparing them for lifelong inclusion in a diverse society 

(Moore & Zweig, 2021). 

Problem Statement 

Despite the overwhelming evidence supporting play, several critical issues hinder the 

successful implementation of inclusive play-based learning in modern classrooms: 

• Academic Pressure and the Neglect of Play: A growing trend prioritizes 

rigorous academic standards and rote memorization over developmentally 

appropriate practices (Allee-Herndon et al., 2019; Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; 

National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2019; Weisberg et al., 
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2016). Educators often view play as irrelevant to "real" learning, leading to its 

neglect in Individualized Education Plans (IEPs). 

• Social Neglect and Isolation: Children with special needs are frequently 

placed in situations that make them appear passive or less curious, leading to 

social neglect. Without intervention, these children may be ignored, teased, or 

bullied, which can prevent them from developing essential prosocial behaviors. 

• The Inactivity Crisis: Daily schedules often require children to remain 

sedentary for long periods, which is particularly detrimental for children with 

special needs, who may become fidgety and disengaged. This inactivity 

contributes to rising rates of childhood obesity, with current data showing that 

nearly 14% of children aged 2-5 are considered obese. 

• Accessibility Barriers: Many outdoor play environments are not compliant 

with ADA Accessibility Guidelines. A lack of funding for modified equipment and 

accessible routes prevents children with mobility or visual impairments from 

participating in vigorous physical play. 

• Deficit-Based Perspectives: Educators often focus on what a child with 

special needs cannot do rather than utilizing a strengths-based approach that 

identifies their interests and preferences. 

Background 

Inclusive play is grounded in legal mandates and developmental theories that 

emphasize the adult's role in scaffolding the child's experience. 

Legal Mandates 

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2020) requires that 

children with disabilities receive a free appropriate public education in the least 

restrictive environment. Furthermore, joint position statements from organizations 

such as the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and the 

Division for Early Childhood Education (DEC, 2009) urge educators to move away from 

isolating children with disabilities and instead focus on access, participation, and social 

justice. 
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Theories of Play 

Theories provide a lens for interpreting play behaviors and planning interventions 

(Frost et al., 2012). Some of the major contributing theorists include: 

• Jean Piaget (1976): Identified cognitive stages of play, from functional play 

(repetition) to symbolic pretend play and eventually games with rules, which 

build a foundation for moral development. 

• Lev Vygotsky (1976):  Viewed play as a means to fulfill desires through 

imaginary situations, where interactions develop language and reasoning. He 

emphasized that adults must scaffold learning by providing organized 

environments and guidance.  

• Mildred Parten (1932): Described six levels of social participation—

uninvolved, onlooker, solitary, parallel, associative, and cooperative play—which 

involve group decisions and common goals.  

Developmental Benefits 

Play offers holistic benefits across four primary domains: 

1. Physical: Mastering fine and gross motor skills, improving balance, and 

building bone health. 

2. Social-Emotional: Developing empathy, practicing turn-taking, and building a 

sense of community belonging. 

3. Cognitive: Enhancing executive function, including working memory, self-

regulation, and planning. 

4. Language: Providing a "language-rich" environment where children practice 

vocabulary and express choices in words. 

Appropriate Approaches/Strategies 

To address the challenges of inclusion, educators who understand and support 

play must assume diverse roles and implement specific environmental and instructional 

strategies to facilitate children’s play activities (Ashiabi, 2007; Jones & Reynolds, 2011). 
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The Six Roles of the Educator 

Educators must fluidly interchange these roles to support play successfully (Bodrova 

& Leong, 2007), including: 

• Stage Manager: The educator intentionally arranges the environment into 

learning centers (e.g., art, blocks, science) and provides age-appropriate, multi-

sensory materials. They schedule adequate time for play and set the ground rules 

for the "play frame." 

• Mediator: The primary focus is maintaining physical and emotional safety. The 

Mediator helps children enter play groups, suggests alternatives to extend play, 

and helps interpret peers' intentions or words. 

• Co-player: The educator joins the play without taking it over. By following the 

child's lead, they model prosocial behaviors and offer ideas to enhance the 

complexity of the play. 

• Scribe or Recorder: This role involves documenting play through words, 

pictures, checklists, and anecdotal records. This documentation is essential for 

formative evaluation and tracking progress. 

• Observer and Assessor: The educator monitors children to identify their 

strengths and interests and sets individualized goals based on these observations. 

• Planner: Using gathered information, the planner develops an emergent 

curriculum, introduces new props, or organizes field trips to deepen the 

children's inquiry (Jones & Reynolds, 2011). 

Inclusive Indoor Environments 

Classrooms should be organized into clearly defined learning centers with 

accessible, culturally responsive materials. For children with sensory impairments, 

materials must have multi-sensory appeal, such as varied textures for those with visual 

impairments. Educators use a "system of least prompts" to teach play skills, starting 

with the minimum help needed to encourage independent problem-solving. This 

approach is particularly effective for young children with disabilities, as systematic 

instruction can increase object play skills and engagement with peers (Barton et al., 

2020). To combat sedentary behavior, educators should integrate "Brain Breaks" (2-5 
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minute vigorous exercises) and music-based transitions, such as five-minute dance 

parties, which energize the classroom and improve academic focus (Action for Healthy 

Kids, 2019; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2018; Frost et al., 2012). 

Outdoor Environments: Nature and Accessibility 

Outdoor space design is critical for children with special needs, as they are often 

more engaged outdoors than indoors. 

Accessibility and Safety: In accordance with ADA guidelines, playgrounds must 

provide accessible routes for wheelchair users and inclusive equipment, such as nest 

swings or swings with harnesses (United States Access Board, 2007). Active supervision 

is required to prevent accidents and ensure all children are included in social 

interactions.  

• The Therapeutic Power of Nature: Children’s interactions with the natural 

world can be supported when outdoor spaces offer a variety of learning 

experiences (Herrington & Brussoni, 2015). Access to green spaces and 

engagement with nature support every domain of children’s development 

(Keeler, 2008; Keeler, 2020). Exposure to natural settings significantly reduces 

symptoms of Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) by helping children focus and 

inhibit impulses. Natural Outdoor Classrooms (Dennis et al., 2019) foster 

resilience and calm, providing a peaceful environment that limits distractibility. 

• Scientific Inquiry: Educators should provide tools like magnifying glasses, 

binoculars, and rain gauges to encourage investigation. Natural "loose parts" 

(sticks, pine cones, stones) stimulate exploration and symbolic play far more 

effectively than fixed plastic structures. 

Recommendations 

1. Professional Development: Pre-service and in-service training must move 

beyond basic development to focus on integrating play and physical activity 

specifically for children with disabilities. 
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2. Health and Wellness Policies: School districts and childcare facilities should 

mandate regularly scheduled outdoor play and active indoor breaks to mitigate 

obesity and improve mental health. 

3. Priority Funding: Allocate financial resources to ensure all public and school 

playgrounds meet ADA accessibility standards, with an emphasis on natural 

elements and multisensory components. 

4. Advocacy: Educators and families should join national and international 

organizations, such as the International Play Association, to protect play as a 

social justice issue and a fundamental right. 

5. Strengthened Research: Future studies should focus on observational data of 

peer interactions in inclusive settings and incorporate the "voices" of children 

themselves to determine their play preferences. 

Conclusion and Call to Action 

Successful inclusive education is fundamentally achieved by accepting, 

understanding, and attending to the diverse needs and differences of all children within 

the learning community. By fluidly interchanging the professional roles of stage 

manager, mediator, co-player, scribe, observer, and planner, educators can effectively 

facilitate both unstructured and guided play-based learning that reaches across the 

developmental spectrum. These intentional strategies and environmental arrangements 

ensure that children with special needs are not merely present, but are fully engaged in 

activities that support physical health, social competence, cognitive function, and 

creative problem-solving. 

Because all children are naturally born to be "discoverers, thinkers, and problem 

solvers," childhood must be protected as a treasured time to experience the joy of shared 

adventure and mutual endeavors, regardless of ability. Educators, families, and 

policymakers must therefore join together in a call to action to appreciate, advocate 

for, and preserve every child's fundamental right to play. Only through this 

commitment to inclusive, play-based practices can we prepare every child for lifelong 

participation in a diverse and equitable society. 
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