
THE PLAY-BASED LEARNING 
MODEL



WHAT IS PLAY?

Play is the work of children. It consists of 
spontaneous activities performed for self-
amusement. It is child initiated, self selected 
and self directed.

“Play is to the mind what oxygen is to the 
body.” 

-Daniel Siegel, MD
Author of “The Whole Brain 

Child”; “Parenting from the Inside Out”; and 
“The Yes Brain”



WHAT IS PLAY BASED LEARNING?

Play based learning is a child led approach that 
allows children to learn through their own 
interests.  Children choose the activities they will 
do and for how long.  



WHY PLAY BASED LEARNING IS THE DEVELOPMENTALLY 
APPROPRIATE CHOICE FOR EARLY CHILDHOOD:

Play builds the brain for academic learning.   
A play-based learning environment offers 
rich sensory and social experiences that 
develop a child’s neural pathways. 
When a child makes a decision about their 
choice of play, they are intrinsically 
motivated, pushing away distractions. This 
builds executive control in the brain which is 
how we focus, plan and attend to tasks.



THE IMPORTANCE OF CHOICE:

Many early childhood classes don’t give children 
choice.  Choice is the precursor to focused 
attention. Active engagement requires focused 
attention.  For children to become engaged 
learners they must develop the ability to sustain 
attention and focus. In early childhood this is best 
done through play.
Play also builds a strong foundation of Executive 
Functioning which is one of the most critical 
markers of future academic success



WHAT DO CHILDREN LEARN FROM 
PLAY?

• Play is where children first learn and express 
symbolic thought, a necessary precursor to 
literacy.

• Play teaches children how to negotiate with 
peers, problem solve and improvise.

• Play supports positive attitudes towards 
learning such as imagination, curiosity, 
enthusiasm and persistence.



HOW IS PLAY-BASED PRESCHOOL 
DIFFERENT THAN TRADITIONAL? 

The type of learning processes fostered in play 
cannot be replicated through traditional rote 
learning where the emphasis is on remembering 
facts.
The limbic system is the brain’s primary processor 
of emotions and plays a vital role in processing 
memory. In order to learn and remember 
anything, there must be 3 things: sensory input, 
emotional connection, and movement.  Children 
must feel positive about an activity to be 
motivated to engage in learning.



HOW IS PLAY-BASED PRESCHOOL 
DIFFERENT THAN TRADITIONAL? 
• The children’s interests drive the curriculum.
• An interest driven curriculum is personally relevant 

to students resulting in a positive emotional 
connection to learning.

• Children deserve a learning environment where their 
natural curiosity and desire to play is supported.

• Children must experience agency and be supported 
rather than directed.

• Teacher directed activities typically found in 
traditional programs do not give the child the 
opportunity for deep formation of executive 
functioning.
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