
Prioritize Play
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The opposite of play is not work. 

It is depression. 

-Brian Sutton-Smith


Play Quotes: http://www.museumofplay.org/education/education-and-play-resources/play-quotes




But making generalizations about how children learn based on their behavior in school is like making generalizations about killer whales based on their behavior at Sea World. 

The Wonder Years, Learning, Unschooling 

Carol Black



In 2018 IKEA, The LEGO Foundation, Unilever’s Persil and OMO and National Geographic joined forces as the Real Play Coalition with a shared belief in the value of play. This November they invite the world to reappraise play as the rocket fuel children need to boost 
their skill development. 

www.realplaycoalition.com 







● Goal: Define Play



Start with a little hula hooping!  
Why?  
Fun, Playful, Communicative.  
Iterate.  
Failure.  
Who was uncomfortable? Why? Do we play enough? Is this so uncommon that it is uncomfortable?





Gears of My Childhood - Seymour Papert 
Recount childhood play experience or object that defines learning in your childhood (Gears of Childhood)







Red Rubber Ball.  
Give out boxes and balls



What is your ‘image of the child” 
How do you view the learners in the room.  

The inner image of the child we have is like a lens that shapes everything we do as educators.  

Think of your kids: how do you see them? Fill your image with words that describe the learners you work with. 



I believe children 
“I believe children learn most powerfully and deeply when…” 

Thou shalt not…. 



I believe children 
learn most powerfully 

and deeply when…

“I believe children learn most powerfully and deeply when…” 

Thou shalt not…. 



and deeply when…

“I believe children learn most powerfully and deeply when…” 

Thou shalt not…. 





PreMortem: Play based learning 
What might go wrong if you fully committed to play-based learning?  
How might this end in disaster?  
List everything that could go horribly wrong.  

https://gamestorming.com/pre-mortem/






PLAY! 

Here’s everything that might go right. 
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Introduction | Six Bricks Booklet

Six Bricks Booklet

Play BREAK!  

Use the challenge cards

Have team create their own 6Bricks Challenge

https://educationinnovations.org/sites/default/files/SixBricks_OK_print.pdf






● Goal 2: Dig deeper into an understanding of play and frameworks/structures for play



Rules of Play: Peter Gray 
Jigsaw



agency

From Learning Through Play leaflet = LEGO 

https://www.legofoundation.com/media/1062/learningthroughplay_leaflet_june2017.pdf


Together with a sense of agency, we suggest that joy, meaningfulness, and active engagement, are necessary for children to enter a state of learning through play, and 
the addition of any combination of the other two characteristics (iteration and social interaction) supports even deeper learning. In the following sections, we draw on 
existing research to describe the potential of learning through play.


Split into groups and use the page prompts from here to create a summary about each one resulting in a Play Blooming Flower. https://www.legofoundation.com/media/
1063/learning-through-play_web.pdf


Add AGENCY as a sixth group. 


This has the same categories but it about brain research

https://www.legofoundation.com/media/1064/neuroscience-review_web.pdf
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agency

From Learning Through Play leaflet = LEGO 

https://www.legofoundation.com/media/1062/learningthroughplay_leaflet_june2017.pdf


Together with a sense of agency, we suggest that joy, meaningfulness, and active engagement, are necessary for children to enter a state of learning through play, and 
the addition of any combination of the other two characteristics (iteration and social interaction) supports even deeper learning. In the following sections, we draw on 
existing research to describe the potential of learning through play.


Split into groups and use the page prompts from here to create a summary about each one resulting in a Play Blooming Flower. https://www.legofoundation.com/media/
1063/learning-through-play_web.pdf (p17)


Add AGENCY as a sixth group. 


This has the same categories but it about brain research

https://www.legofoundation.com/media/1064/neuroscience-review_web.pdf
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years 
old

3 Examples

A continuum of playful learning

Generally, the literature conceptualises play as existing along a continuum. At one end, free play gives children the freedom to explore, play, and discover with minimal 
constraints. But play is not just something that happens in a vacuum: our environments structure play (e.g., the materials available when playing in a home, in a yard, in 
urban environments, in rural environments, etc.) as do the peers, adults, and other people around us. And so, at the other end of the continuum is play that is more 
guided or structured. The term “playful learning” is an umbrella term that is used to include free play as well as these more structured, guided play contexts (see figure 
below). Additionally, researchers have recently added games under this umbrella (Hassinger-Das, Toub, Zosh, Michnick, Hirsh-Pasek,

& Golinkoff, 2017). Playful learning can take many

forms, including physical games such as hide and

seek, construction play with blocks, board games, pretending with objects, or engaging in fantastical

role play (see the literature review on play types and children’s development by Neale, Whitebread et al., 2017). Although there is ongoing debate in research and practice 
about where free play ends and more guided play begins (e.g. Pyle & Danniels, 2017), our goal in this piece is not to resolve this theoretical debate. Instead, we maintain 
that learning through play can happen through free play and when adults or aspects of the environment structure the play situation towards a particular learning goal.



What resonated with you? 



http://www.museumofplay.org/education/education-and-play-resources/elements-play








If you planned by considering 
the question, “I’ve got 5 hours 
a day with these little humans 

- what do they need?” as 
opposed to “I’ve got 5 hours 

of the day to cover the 
standards, how do I fit it all 

in?” How would your teaching 
change and how would 

learning change as a result?  

–Amy Fast, Ed.D
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TED-ED RIDDLES



LEGO



PLAYFUTURES
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MIT GAMES

https://education.mit.edu/project-type/games/ 



NOTOSH LAB

https://notosh.com/lab 



EVERYONECANCREATE



SCRATCH

https://scratch.mit.edu/educators/ 



MAKERED

#makerED

https://scratch.mit.edu/educators/ 





https://inventtolearn.com/resources/




● Documenting learning



Standards are a destination - like a point on a map. You can choose any manner of ways to get there. Play allows various modes and multiple opportunities to get there. 



“We don’t do what we do in 
schools to get good results/
data. We do what we do to 

improve the lives of humans. 
Good academic results are a 
byproduct. If we only aim for 
the data, we may not succeed 
in improving lives. But if we 
aim for improving lives, the 

data will always follow.” 

–Amy Fast, Ed.D



Barbara Blackburn: “Rigor is creating an environment in which each student is expected to learn at high levels, each student is supported so he or she can learn at high levels, and each student demonstrates learning at high levels.”Rigorous play = able to achieve things 
at the farthest edge of their zone of proximal development (Vygotsky 1978) 
Play = safe and familiar = able to take risks = increased opportunity for deep learning 
Tony Wagner: Imagination is an essential skill. Play = imagination, creativity, flexible thinking, negotiation, empathy, collaboration.  
All the skills children learn during play, contribute to and enhance academic rigor in the classroom. 



Cover of Brother Juniper Strikes Again by Fred McCarthy

Cover of Brother Juniper Strikes Again by Fred McCarthy

Moving targets (Austin Kleon twitter image)


How can I do something structured / unstructured?

Have a target and have them design an arrow to hit it. 

What was the learning? How might we document it? Who is doing the documentation? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fred_McCarthy_(cartoonist)


MIRROR AND LIGHT 
How might we best use the ATLs to document and differentiate in a play-based environment and how might we increase the opportunities to learn through play by having a thorough system of documenting learning, grounded in the ATLs. I see the role of the teacher as 
one who meets the students where they are at and guides them on further. I just am not sure yet how that will best look without ‘standardizing’ it.  I say that like its a bad word but I feel that in standardizing we can lose the best parts of something in order to scale it up.  
How can the ATLs help us to do that within a play-based or self-directed context? 
How do we keep learning personal? ” 



https://icsearlyyears.edublogs.org 



Metarubric

Cards: https://tsl.mit.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/MetaRubric-Cards.pdf

Sheets: https://tsl.mit.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/MetaRubric-Sheets.pdf

Curriculum: https://tsl.mit.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/MetaRubric-Curriculum.pdf

Website: https://tsl.mit.edu/projects/metarubric/




● Develop techniques for documenting learning



https://gamestorming.com/how-now-wow-matrix/

Observations (participants contribute their own thoughts using the HOW/NOW/WOW thinking protocol)


HOW/NOW/WOW




#redrubberballmoment 
#prioritizeplay



https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ASIJL2Friday

● https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ASIJL2Friday 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ASIJL2Friday
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Things we 
didn’t get 

to





https://learn.media.mit.edu/lcl/resources/readings/chapter2-excerpt.pdf?pdf=ch2-en


MIT Creative Learning Spiral. 

What is meant by “Play”




‘Give p’s a chance’

Photo by Rebecca Orlov | Orlov Design Co on Unsplash

Passion, Peers, Projects, Play - Lifelong Kindergarten. 







Play in Education Development and Learning 
https://twitter.com/pedalcam 

Natalie Day 
https://twitter.com/Natalie4Day 

So, the reason that hardly any research is done in this field in the later school years is due to what researchers want to find out. Studies into learning through play had traditionally been in early years setting for intervention reasons, because that's where play traditionally 
happens, and also because many researchers focus of executive functions which occur in the part of the brain which undergoes huge growth up until around the age of 5/6 years. 
  
The work we are doing at PEDAL is also focused on this early age group, as we are too looking into the development of executive function in the context of science. But we are looking at play-inspired teaching, not just play in the truest sense of the word. 
  
The other reason that I think high school students aren't used is because of potential upset in the run up to national exams, and also the amount of time students are exposed to one teacher. In my own research in the UK I worked with high school students in a dialogic 
learning study, and figured out the teachers I was working with only saw their groups 10% of the students' time table in a week - which when speaking of dosage, isn't a lot!! 
  
At PEDAL we are at the really early stages of our research design so have no findings as of yet. 
  
I am going to be developing a teacher summer-school program within the PEDAL Centre though.. so do keep you eyes peeled. My plan is to ensure the skills are transferable across contexts so may be of interest to you.. ? 
  
Best, 
Natalie 
  
P.S I love how twitter brings people together! 



What systems do 
you use or know of 
to make play 
possible? 



We don’t teach uncertainty in schools. It 
should be the absolute bedrock of what we 
teach children– how we come to know and 
how we describe reality. In fact, we teach 
the exact opposite.  

Adam Rutherford, science writer, & Rufus Hound, comedian  

https://www.legofoundation.com/media/1063/learning-through-play_web.pdf

Pg.6



Making Meaning of Play
• Taking turns, each person responds to the word PLAY 

with a single word. Each person’s word must be 
unique so that it adds to the collective meaning.  

• Each person adds on to someone else’s word with an 
additional word or phrase so as to elaborate in some 
way.  

• Each person makes a connection between ideas that 
are already written on the paper, drawing lines and 
writing on the lines to illuminate the connection.  

• Each person records a question about PLAY based on 
what is emerging 

• Based on the group’s Making Meaning Discussion, 
the group writes their own definition of PLAY. 

Based on Ron Ritchart’s “Making Meaning” Visible Thinking Rou:ne, 2017



.
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“I used to work in Early Years and now I am in G2. I have built an environment based on play and agency and began the year with that as the foundation for learning. Now the year has progressed, I am starting to feel the pressure of curriculum requirements. How do I 
honor agency and play and still keep up with academics?”



Frameworks for play based learning 
How can we structure our learning environment to encompass play based learning.





SlidesCarnival icons are editable shapes.  

This means that you can: 
● Resize them without losing quality. 
● Change fill color and opacity. 

Isn’t that nice? :) 

Examples: 


