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Abstract
Learning through play has emerged as an important strategy to promote student engagement, 
inclusion and holistic skills development beyond the preschool years. If we want to build an 
education system preparing children for lifelong learning, we can use these strategies and achieve 
a balance of academic growth, holistic skills and a joy of learning. This presentation addresses the 
disconnect between policy, research and practice by summarising 5 key findings from international 
studies and 4 challenges to connecting policy and practice. The evidence that play supports learning 
is considerable, and a new framework can create continuity between the early years learning 
contexts and implementation in schools.
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Introduction
Learning through play at school is at risk of demise, due to an increased global focus on catching 
up on the ‘lost learning’ of ‘core skills’, attributed to extended school closures during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Multilateral organisations are endorsing accelerated learning programs that prioritise 
‘teaching the fundamentals’ such as literacy and numeracy via structured pedagogies, tutoring and 
expanded learning time (World Bank et al., 2022, p. 65). Education stakeholders acknowledge the 
impact of COVID-19 on teacher and student wellbeing and social-emotional learning (World Bank 
et al., 2022); however, intervention strategies lack detail and appropriate measures, and are often 
peripheral to the classroom (UNICEF, 2022). In the rush to address the problem – a significant 
learning gap that in fact predates the pandemic – international frameworks and policies appear to 
sideline social-emotional learning (and other so-called 21st-century skills) from classrooms as ‘non-
core’. 

Social-emotional skills are, however, the foundations for learning. Before a child can learn; that is, 
demonstrate the resilience required to try something new, they must feel mentally and physically 
well, safe, secure, and have a sense of belonging (Merritt et al., 2012). Social-emotional skills are 
significant predictors of achievement across a range of age cohorts and subjects (Organisation For 
Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2021). Research points to learning through play 
as an appropriate pedagogy to foster social-emotional skills in the classroom (Parker & Thomsen, 
2019). Playful approaches to teaching and learning prioritise the whole child, and view education 
holistically (Bubikova-Moan et al., 2019). A single playful classroom activity can be leveraged to 
foster a range of skills including literacy, numeracy, and also prosocial skills such as perspective and 
turn-taking, relating to others, playing fairly and regulating emotions.

Multilateral donors are proposing that systems narrow their focus on a small set of skills when the 
circumstances after COVID-19 – and beyond – call for broader skill sets and applied ways of thinking 
and doing to meet children’s needs for a future where they are safe and well, are employable with 
skills reflecting the future of work (World Economic Forum [WEF], 2023), and live on a habitable 
planet.  

Instead of confining our vision for education, we must expand our view to include the whole picture. 

We call on all education systems and policymakers to consider the evidence on the value and 
benefits of learning through play for children, teachers, schools, systems and communities. 

What is learning through play?
Learning through play is a pedagogy where play is the context for learning via a range of meaningful, 
joyful and engaging interactions and experiences in pursuit of holistic learning outcomes (Parker 
et al., 2022). Learning through play is not leaving children alone to discover for themselves, nor is 
it always directed by teachers; both approaches have been proven solely ineffective for learning 
(Marbina et al., 2011; Mayer, 2004). Playful learning in primary school is often called active, 
experiential, inquiry or problem-based learning, which are seen as more palatable terms for the 
‘serious business of school’; however, these strategies have much in common with learning through 
play considering their foundations in constructivism, holistic outcomes and markers of quality 
(Parker & Thomsen, 2019). 
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Children of all ages benefit from learning through play 
In our white paper (Parker & Thomsen, 2019), we established that playful teaching and learning is 
relevant to and occurs in primary schools in many countries, to a significant extent, and can be 
highly effective in fostering literacy, mathematics, social-emotional, creative and physical skills. 
Effectiveness is predicated on certain conditions, and these include teacher, school, system and 
community factors such as skills, confidence, time, resources, support and understanding, and 
valuing playful teaching and learning. Contextual factors must be considered when attempting to 
scale-up success.

Children who learn through play achieve highly in both ‘core’ and 
21st-century skills
Children who learn through play have enhanced problem-solving, communication, decision-making 
and creative skills (Zosh et al., 2022). They have positive relationships with their teachers and peers 
(Vancraeyveldt et al., 2022), and they are resourceful, critical, and inventive users of information and 
materials (OECD, 2023). Studies have shown that children learning through play achieve as highly as 
children in traditional learning environments on writing skills such as spelling and punctuation, but 
higher in creativity of responses (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006). Further, children learning mathematics 
through play were able to solve more difficult problems than children in non-playful contexts (Cotič 
& Zuljan, 2009) and were able to transfer their newly acquired mathematical skills to novel problems 
(Purpura et al., 2016). 

These findings may suggest that integrating playful learning is a good value-for- money investment 
considering the quality and range of outcomes.   

Children themselves associate quality teaching with guided play. Subjects that are ‘exciting’ to 
children are experiential and embed social-emotional learning and opportunities to practise and 
develop communication skills (OECD, 2021). Children who participated in the 2023 Mandag Morgen 
& LEGO Foundation study The Good Life – According to Children, said:

A good teacher is someone who helps you, whose lessons are fun and interesting, and if 
anyone gets angry, the teacher helps them to become friends again. Ebbe, [age] 11 (p. 57)

Last Friday we had a social studies subject which the whole class thought was really exciting. 
Especially as we didn’t just sit and write notes, but everyone was able to speak and contribute 
their views.’ Cecilie, [age] 13 (p. 58)

However, as children grow, play declines, with 47% of children in grades 7–10 reporting that they 
no longer play compared with only 5% in grades 4–6 (Mandag Morgen & LEGO Foundation, 2023). 
Furthermore, for girls, play declines sooner with fewer girls reporting playing in grades 8 and 9 
compared with boys (Mandag Morgen & LEGO Foundation, 2023). These trends align with children’s 
enjoyment of school, with younger children enjoying school most, and the older cohorts enjoying 
school the least (Mandag Morgen & LEGO Foundation, 2023). Zhao and Gibson (2022) found play 
to be a protective factor against later emotional, peer and conduct problems, providing further  
evidence regarding the value of play to learning, achievement and development. 

An opportunity exists to support children to learn through play at school for longer, promoting 
improved social-emotional learning, and mental health and wellbeing. 
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Autonomous teachers foster agentic empowered students 
When we place demands and constraints on our teachers, we also apply them to our students. 

We know that what teachers do matters most for student learning (Hattie, 2008), but our efforts 
to capitalise on teachers’ influence has put them under greater pressure than ever before. 
Requirements for planning, differentiation, reporting and assessment have increased substantially 
over time, ever expanding teachers’ roles and responsibilities (Appel, 2020). Teachers around the 
world are reeling from the impact of the global pandemic on their profession and students. They have 
been tasked with addressing the great learning loss ‘casualty’ (Patrinos et al., 2023), and are leaving 
or planning to leave the profession in unprecedented numbers (Dilberti et al., 2021). 

One key stressor for teachers is low job autonomy, a factor associated with emotional exhaustion 
and burnout (Schonert-Reichl, 2017; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2020). Teachers experience high 
levels of stress when circumstances change, and they have no control or power to influence 
decisions (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Conversely, teachers in higher autonomy teaching and learning 
environments report higher job satisfaction and self-efficacy (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2020; Worth & 
Van den Brande, 2020). Further, teaching practice autonomy was a wellbeing protective factor during 
COVID-19 (Chan et al., 2021). 

The benefits of choice and agency for teachers extend to 
students 
When systems support teachers to choose their teaching methods and practices, they in turn 
foster high-choice learning environments for students (Henriksen, 2012). In Parker and Thomsen 
(2019), student agency is typified by learners having a say in what they do, and how they do it, 
and is associated with increased motivation and engagement in learning. Student agency has 
been described a ‘critical requirement’ for learning through play (Zosh et al., 2017, p. 14), based 
on constructivist learning theories that emphasise an active mind as optimal for the creation of 
knowledge (Piaget, 1954). Parker and Thomsen (2019) identify 9 features of highly effective playful 
pedagogies relating to learner agency, clearly establishing the connection between these factors.    

On autonomy and agency, teachers say: 

I am glad that I have been given the opportunity to give ideas on school decision-making. 
I feel proud that my idea was recognized. (Teacher, Malaysia, in Khun-inkeeree et al., 2021, 
p. 567)

My team and I created the best thing possible for our students [during the pandemic]. I think 
we needed the freedom to make that happen. ( Teacher, United States, in Chan et al., 2021, 
p. 537)

… I work to promote autonomy as I provide activities to challenge children and encourage 
them to be risk-takers in their own learning. (Teacher, United States, in Castle, 2006, p. 1102)

When teachers are part of the decisions that impact them, benefits include improved job 
satisfaction, wellbeing, higher retention, improved student behaviour and improved student agentic 
skills such as creativity, decision-making and problem-solving.
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Teachers need time and support to experiment with playful 
pedagogies
Australian teachers of Kindergarten (Foundation) to grade 3 have said that play-based teaching is 
a top or the most important priority in the early years (91%), and there should be more play-based 
learning in class; however expectations for assessment and the National Assessment Program 
– Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) affect decisions around increasing or improving play-based
learning. In addition, teachers reported that pedagogical decisions were largely out of their
control (Hesterman, 2019). Teachers need time and support to make pedagogical choices that are
appropriate for their students, and opportunities to trial, reflect on and evaluate the success of their
learning through play practice.

Changes to knowledge, behaviours and practices takes time; there are no ‘quick fixes’ in education. 
Researchers have found that more impactful teacher professional learning programs are sustained 
over time, allowing for ongoing professional experimentation and a cyclical model of reflective 
professional inquiry (Borko et al., 2010). Short-term training might result in ‘temporary compliance’, 
but enduring changes require long-term support (Kennedy, 2016, p. 951). Another key quality 
feature of high-quality professional learning is collaboration (Borko et al., 2010). When teachers are 
supported by colleagues and leaders in professional learning communities, shared understandings, 
interpretations and applications of new knowledge are more consistent and cohesive (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2017). 

Commitment to investing in learning through play must be evidence informed, sustained over time, 
oriented in practice, and supported by communities of practice. 

Schools can foster play-supportive environments 
When school leaders and teaching teams dedicate sufficient time and resources to playful teaching 
and learning via school-wide approaches, benefits include improved student behaviour, staff 
retention and learner growth across a range of areas (Grissom et al., 2021). These results were 
seen at East Derwent Primary School (EDPS), Tasmania, a school with 80% of its students from 
the bottom quarter of socio-educational disadvantage (ACARA, 2023), where leaders and teachers 
adopted a play- and inquiry-based, student-centred, and needs-responsive approach to teaching 
and learning. Features included unconditional positive regard for learners as capable and confident, 
capitalising on support staff and teaching assistants to differentiate and support all learners, and 
time; ‘holding the line’ over the years that cultural change takes (Russell, 2020). 

Lindfield Learning Village (LLV) in New South Wales takes a similar approach. The government-
funded newly created school adopted an unconventional flexible and individualised model with an 
ambitious vision to ‘create a school which changes the educational landscape and influences global 
educational thinking’ (Lindfield Learning Village, n.d). Features of the educational model include 
‘stage not age’ learning, which is supported by evidence about the wide distribution of ability in 
classes (Masters, 2021). It also includes flexible timetables, transdisciplinary learning, and fostering 
collaboration, creativity, empathy and resilience. Importantly, LLV’s Strategic Improvement Plan 
includes improvement measures for literacy and numeracy, and also fostering an adaptive culture of 
optimism and improvement (Lindfield Learning Village, n.d.). 

Key to the success of these schools is focusing on what matters. EDPS staff consistently describe 
a shift to focusing on learning (Russell, 2020). Further, some researchers have argued that doing 
fewer things and doing them well and ‘de-implementing’ – that is, discontinuing – the initiatives or 
programs that no longer meet the needs of schools and students is one solution to reduce workload, 
cost and time pressures (Wang et al., 2018; DeWitt, 2022). School leaders occupy an influential 
position when leading playful learning at school. Both schools described are led by dedicated, 
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knowledgeable, skilled and experienced principals. School leaders can positively influence student 
learning, instructional quality, staff retention and job satisfaction, and school culture (Grissom et al., 
2021). 

School leaders can cultivate a culture of high-quality learning through play within their school 
communities by fostering a shared language and focusing on what matters. 

Systems can support playful teaching and learning 
System transformation to enhance playful teaching and learning for 21st-century learning is based 
on alignment of purpose, pedagogy and position (Sengeh & Winthrop, 2022). Systems can provide 
aligned and targeted support to schools and teachers to meet their strategic goals to foster inquiry-
based learning, as was the case for EDPS. As a participating school in the Education Department’s 
Refocus Teaching and Learning Initiative, Tasmania, EDPS was supported to strengthen early years 
pedagogical practice in accordance with the Tasmanian Education Act. Experienced coaches worked 
alongside teachers to foster a culture of play and inquiry, with associated targets and measures 
(Russell, 2020).   

Education systems have an important role to play in promoting curricula that prioritise a breadth 
of skills over narrow conceptualisations of learning. They can create policy and frameworks that 
articulate how, where, why and when holistic skills development is prioritised at school. They can 
actively support deep learning, take a developmental view of learning, and provide guidance on ways 
to implement and measure the impact of playful approaches to teaching and learning. 

Systems and researchers can support schools and teachers with empirical evidence and 
frameworks that describe how to implement and measure learning-through-play outcomes, 
experiences, facilitation and design, which can be adapted to their setting.

Recommendations
We maintain that playful approaches can be integrated into and complement current teaching 
practices to an extent appropriate for the setting, which will enhance holistic learning. We 
recommend:

1. Children’s holistic skills development in the classroom is prioritised, and fostered in ways that 
are meaningful and enjoyable to them. Further, useful and relevant evidence is gathered in 
appropriate ways about the impact of learning through play on holistic skills, namely, cognitive,  
social-emotional, creative and physical skills. 

2. Systems strive to prioritise children’s voices and preferences to learn through play at school 
for longer, promoting improved social-emotional learning and mental health and wellbeing, and 
enjoyment of school. 

3. Teachers participate in decisions about pedagogic practice. Professional learning should be 
characterised by collaboration, not control, and used to ‘improve practice and drive change 
rather than to standardise practice (Sachs, 2016)’ (Appel, 2020). 

4. Schools and systems work towards increasing teachers’ autonomy over their professional 
development goals (Wiliam, 2016), with a focus on empowering teachers to effectively 
integrate playful pedagogies to improve student learning.

5. Systems and schools empower and equip teachers to foster a culture, language and practice 
of differentiated teaching and learning to respond to individual learning needs by balancing 
instruction with guidance and open-ended inquiry (Parker et al., 2022).
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